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Prologue

The small antique shop was the kind of place Nathan
Grant had learned to appreciate over the years. Tucked between
two nondescript buildings on a quiet street, it had the musty,
old-world charm of a forgotten place. A faint chime greeted
him as the door swung open, a sound that seemed to stir the
dust in the air, settling around the worn shelves and trinkets.
The space was dim, lit only by the soft glow of a hanging lamp,
casting long shadows across rows of forgotten curiosities.

Nathan had always been drawn to old things, relics with
stories etched into their surfaces, items that seemed to carry the
weight of history with them. His condo was a reflection of that,

a collection of artifacts—each with its own mystery, its own



tale. He loved the idea that these objects had lived through
someone else’s hands, that they had passed from one life to
another, their value determined not by monetary worth, but by
the unseen fingerprints of the past.

He wandered through the aisles, letting his fingers
graze the edges of cracked ceramics and tarnished silver.
Nothing called to him this time. He’d been here enough to
know what to expect: trinkets, baubles, and the occasional
piece of art that never quite lived up to its promise. But
something about the shop had always felt right—a sense of
belonging in the clutter, a sense of calm.

It was then, toward the back of the store, that his eyes
fell upon it.

At first glance, it didn’t seem like much. A small statue,
no more than a foot tall, resting upon a simple wooden
pedestal. It was dark—almost obsidian—its surface matte,
devoid of shine. The form was abstract, like something born of
ancient stone, a distortion of something familiar. A figure
hunched over, curled inwards, with sharp, angular features. The
face was obscured, hidden beneath a crown of what appeared
to be twisted horns.

Nathan couldn’t look away.

The instant his gaze fixed on the statue, he felt a pull,

deep and visceral, as if the object itself was calling to him. He



moved instinctively, his feet guiding him toward it as though
his body had already decided it would be his.

The shopkeeper appeared from a shadowed corner of
the room. His face was thin, lined with years of discontent or
perhaps just age. His eyes were tired, clouded, yet his gaze was
fixed sharply on Nathan.

“That’s an unusual piece,” the man remarked, his voice
gravelly, almost as though the words had been dug out of him.
“You have good taste.”

Nathan didn’t respond immediately, his eyes tracing the
sharp edges of the statue, the way the light caught its form in
certain angles. It was unsettling, the way the shadows clung to
it. The longer he stared, the more he was convinced that this
was not an ordinary artifact. He couldn’t explain why, but it
was as if the statue had already claimed a piece of him, already
anchored itself in his mind.

“I’ll take it,” Nathan finally said, his voice firm, despite
the unease tugging at the back of his thoughts.

The shopkeeper hesitated, then nodded slowly. “It’s
not... quite like the others,” he muttered, more to himself than
to Nathan. “But if you feel strongly about it, it’s yours.”

Nathan didn’t ask any more questions. He was used to
the shopkeeper’s cryptic way of speaking, the sense that he

knew things he wasn’t sharing. But in that moment, Nathan
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wasn’t concerned with the backstory of the object. All that
mattered was the way it resonated with him. A perfect fit for
his collection. A stunning addition to his minimalist yet eclectic
décor.

As Nathan turned to leave, he felt the eyes of the
shopkeeper follow him, but he didn’t look back. The statue was
now his. It had found its place with him, as if it was meant to
be there all along.

It wasn’t until he arrived home, the statue sitting on his
mantle, casting its sharp shadows across the room, that Nathan
realized the pull wasn’t just a passing sensation. Something
inside him, something deeper than mere aesthetic pleasure, had
been awakened.

It was just the beginning. But at that moment, Nathan
couldn’t have known just how much the object would come to
shape his future. The quiet, perfect life he had carefully built
would soon begin to fracture, slowly at first, like the cracks in a
stone wall that were invisible until they shattered everything.

And the vessel—this cursed thing—would be the cause

of it all.
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The Calm Before

Nathan Grant’s apartment sat on the fifteenth floor, its
windows wide open to the sprawling view of downtown
Atlanta. He had always appreciated the quiet that came with
living so high above the busy streets. From his desk, he could
look out at the city, watching the morning fog burn off as the
sun made its ascent. The noise of the world was muted, like a
distant hum, barely audible. The chaos of the city felt far
removed, almost as if it were part of another world.

Nathan sat at his desk, his fingers moving swiftly across
the keyboard as the latest round of stock market reports flashed
on his screen. He’d been working from home for years now,

and his routine had become something of a well-oiled machine.
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Each day followed the same pattern: wake up at six, start work
by seven, break for lunch at noon, and then dive back into
whatever was on his plate until the end of the day. The
structure, the predictability of it all, was something he had
come to rely on.

At 48, Nathan felt like he had everything figured out.
He had seen the ups and downs of life—two divorces, a
number of jobs, countless projects—but now, at this point in
his life, it was all falling into place. In just six months, he
would retire from his corporate job, leaving behind the grind of
nine-to-five work. His investments in the stock market had
been paying off, and he was looking forward to a life of
freedom. There would be no more conference calls, no more
deadlines, just time to enjoy the things that truly mattered: his
gym sessions, his quiet walks through the city, and the freedom
to do what he wanted, when he wanted.

He stretched, rolling his neck as the tension from hours
of work started to fade. It was almost time for his first break of
the day. Nathan stood and walked over to the window, looking
out at the city as the first hints of sunlight started to brighten
the skyline. He’d lived in this apartment for five years now,
and it had become the perfect reflection of who he was:
minimal, uncluttered, and peaceful. Black iron furniture with

dark wood accents, a leather couch in the living room that



faced the windows, and an array of high-end electronics.
Everything was in its place, everything had its purpose. Nathan
liked things simple and clean, without unnecessary distractions.

A ping from his phone interrupted his thoughts. It was a
message from Izzy, his girlfriend.

Izzy: How’s the market today?

Nathan smiled. Izzy had always been supportive of his
investments, often asking him how things were going, even if
she didn’t completely understand the details. She had a vivacity
about her, a youthful energy that made her seem younger than
her 53 years. He had met her after his second divorce, and,
unlike the previous relationships, something about her just
clicked. She didn’t demand anything from him, and she didn’t
need him to change. For the first time in years, Nathan felt like
he had found someone who truly understood him.

Nathan: Steady. Nothing unexpected.

He typed quickly, setting the phone back down on the
desk before heading toward the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee.
The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, grounding
him in the moment. He had just finished a long stretch of work,
and it felt good to step away, to enjoy a little respite.

Nathan sat at the kitchen counter with his coffee, taking
a few moments to clear his head. He was nearing the end of a

significant chapter in his life, and the anticipation of what was



to come felt almost tangible. There was no more need to worry
about bills or work stress. Everything was lined up for a
smooth transition into retirement, and for the first time in his
life, he could finally relax. Life, it seemed, was on his side.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

The apartment was quiet, the sounds of the outside
world muftled by the walls and windows. Nathan’s gaze drifted
across the room, his eyes landing on the bookshelf by the wall.
It was a small, simple collection of things he had gathered over
the years—books, a few knick-knacks, and some artifacts from
his travels. He had always enjoyed collecting oddities, small
pieces of history that intrigued him. There was a subtle
connection to each item, something about the past that made
them worth holding onto. But today, his eyes stopped on a
small, unassuming object—a stone statue that sat near the edge
of the shelf.

He didn’t know why it caught his attention. The piece
was simple, almost crude in its design, but something about it
felt right in his space. He had picked it up a few days ago from
a small shop he passed on his walk through the neighborhood.
The store, “Curiosities & Oddities,” was the kind of place
Nathan had frequented for years. It was a cramped, dimly lit
shop filled with old books, trinkets, and strange, forgotten

objects. The store owner, Mr. Forsythe, had always been



friendly, though there was something about him that made
Nathan uneasy. But Nathan had always trusted his instincts
when it came to the objects he picked up, and this statue had
felt different. It was as if it belonged.

The statue was small, no bigger than a few inches high,
carved from a dark stone that seemed to absorb the light. It was
humanoid, but the features were off—strange, unsettling. The
face was partially obscured by its raised hands, and the eyes—
hollow, black—seemed to stare directly at Nathan from across
the room. A shiver ran down his spine, but it was fleeting,
quickly dismissed.

He stood up, crossing the room to inspect it more
closely. There was a weight to it, more than he would have
expected for its size. And the surface, though smooth, felt
oddly cold to the touch, like it had been sitting in the shade for
too long. Nathan placed the statue on a floating shelf above his
fireplace, a spot he had always reserved for his more
interesting pieces.

As he took a step back to admire it, a faint buzz in his
pocket pulled him from his thoughts. 1zzy had texted again.

Izzy: Can’t wait to see you tonight. I’'m cooking dinner.

Nathan smiled as he typed a response.

Nathan: Sounds perfect. See you soon.



With that, he set his phone down and returned to the
couch. A quiet evening was exactly what he needed after a long
day of work. As he settled into the cushions, the statue above
the fireplace caught his eye once more. The shadowy features
of the figure seemed to pull his gaze, like an unseen force had
latched onto his mind. It wasn’t anything that Nathan could
pinpoint, but the feeling lingered in the back of his mind,
unsettled and unfamiliar.

He shook it off, focusing instead on the evening ahead,
the calmness of his life. At least, for now, everything was
perfect.

The morning came quietly, as it always did. Nathan
woke to the soft gray light filtering through the windows. The
city outside was still, the usual hum of Atlanta muffled by the
early hour. He stretched, letting out a quiet groan as the
muscles in his back protested the night’s rest. The sheets were
cool against his skin, and for a moment, he lay there, enjoying
the tranquility that filled his apartment. It was a feeling he
never grew tired of—the calm that permeated his life, the
solitude he had carefully crafted over the years.

Rising from bed, Nathan padded barefoot to the kitchen
and started his usual routine. The coffee machine sputtered to
life, and soon the rich, comforting scent of freshly brewed

coffee filled the air. He poured a cup, adding just a splash of



cream, and took a sip, savoring the warmth. The day ahead
stretched out in front of him, predictable and steady, much like
every other day.

He sat at his desk, his computer humming to life as he
logged in to start his work. Emails, reports, spreadsheets—all
the usual tasks that kept the wheels of his job turning. He
didn’t mind the work. It was easy enough, and it gave him
something to focus on while he waited for the day to unfold.
His investments were doing well, and in just six months, he’d
be out of the corporate world, living life on his own terms. He
had everything planned out, and for the first time in a long
while, he felt like the future was something he could finally
control.

Izzy texted him again just before noon, a reminder of
their evening plans.

Izzy: I’'m looking forward to tonight. Got everything
ready for dinner. Just need you to bring some wine. 7 p.m.?

Nathan smiled to himself, feeling the warmth of her
message. It was these small moments, these little touches of
connection, that made him appreciate his life. After everything
he had been through—two failed marriages, a career that
sometimes felt like a never-ending cycle—Izzy was the calm.
She didn’t push him. She didn’t demand anything. She was

content to share in the quiet, just as he was.



Nathan: Sounds perfect. I’ll pick up a bottle on my way
home.

He sent the message and returned his focus to his work.
It wasn’t long before the buzz of his phone interrupted him
again. This time, it was an email from his broker, detailing the
latest changes in the market. Nathan skimmed through the
information, his mind drifting for a moment. He had learned to
read the market, to anticipate trends before they fully
materialized. It was a skill he had honed over the years, and it
had served him well. But now, with his retirement so close, it
almost felt like the work had lost its urgency. There was
nothing left to prove, nothing left to chase.

As the hours passed, Nathan’s attention began to waver.
He kept glancing at the statue on the floating shelf above the
fireplace. The stone figure, simple yet striking, seemed to draw
his gaze no matter how hard he tried to focus elsewhere. There
was something about it that unsettled him, but he couldn’t quite
put his finger on it. Perhaps it was the way the eyes—hollow
and dark—seemed to stare back at him, as if waiting for
something. Or maybe it was the coldness of the stone, a chill
that didn’t seem to dissipate no matter how long it sat in the
room.

He had purchased the statue impulsively, but now, with

it sitting there, he wasn’t so sure about it. It felt out of place,



not quite fitting the serene atmosphere of his home. But it
wasn’t enough to make him want to move it. Not yet.

Nathan pushed the thought from his mind, standing up
to stretch once more. He needed a break. A quick walk outside
would clear his head, give him a chance to reset before diving
back into the day’s tasks. He grabbed his jacket, slid his phone
into his pocket, and headed out the door.

The city was bustling as usual. People were out and
about, walking dogs, going to work, or just enjoying the
sunshine. Nathan liked the buzz of the streets, the way life
seemed to pulse through the veins of the city. But he didn’t feel
part of it—mnot completely. He was an observer, a participant in
the background, content to let others rush past while he moved
at his own pace.

He stopped by the local market to pick up the wine [zzy
had requested. The shop was small, tucked into a corner of a
busy street. It smelled of aged oak and dust, the shelves lined
with bottles from all over the world. Nathan wandered through
the aisles, casually selecting a bottle of red, and then turned to
leave.

As he walked back toward his condo, a soft rain began
to fall, the cool droplets hitting his skin like tiny needles. It
wasn’t a heavy rain, just a light drizzle, but it seemed to shift

the atmosphere of the city. The streets grew quieter, the noise



of traffic muffled by the soft patter of the rain against the
pavement. Nathan quickened his pace, eager to get inside
where it was dry and warm.

When he returned home, he placed the wine on the
counter and began to prepare for his evening with Izzy. It
wasn’t a formal dinner, just a quiet evening of cooking and
talking. The kind of evening that Nathan cherished. He set the
table, organized everything for their meal, and then sat down
on the couch to wait.

It wasn’t until later, when the rain had turned into a
steady downpour and the wind howled against the windows,
that Nathan noticed the statue again. It seemed... different. As
if it were watching him more closely, its hollow eyes more
intense in the dim light of the apartment. He shook his head,
trying to ignore the growing discomfort in his chest. It was just
a statue. A simple piece of art.

But that nagging feeling, that unease, wouldn’t leave.
Nathan stood and moved toward the shelf, his eyes never
leaving the figure. He reached up to touch it, and as his fingers
made contact with the stone, the chill from the surface seemed
to seep into his skin. The sensation was fleeting, but it left an

impression—something cold, something ancient.
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He pulled his hand back, shaking it out as if to dispel
the feeling. It was just a statue. Nothing more. He forced a
deep breath, willing himself to relax.

The doorbell rang, and Nathan turned quickly, relieved
to have the distraction. Izzy was here.

As he opened the door, the warmth of her smile cut
through the strange tension that had been building inside him
all day.

“Hi, babe,” she said, wrapping her arms around him in
a brief hug. “It smells amazing in here.”

Nathan smiled, feeling the weight lift from his
shoulders as they settled into the evening. The statue could
wait for another time. Tonight, he had someone to share his

quiet life with, and that was enough.
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Unseen Forces

Nathan’s apartment was just as he had left it the night
before—quiet, the kind of peaceful solitude that made the
outside world feel distant. The morning light poured through
the windows, casting long shadows across the sleek, minimalist
furniture. The leather couch by the window seemed to invite
him to sit, but Nathan had more pressing matters. Today, like
every day, he would focus on the things that kept him moving
forward—work, routine, and the goals he had set for his future.

He had always been the type to maintain a strict
schedule. It had helped him climb the corporate ladder, work
from home, and, now, prepare for his retirement. Six months to

go. Just six months until he could leave the office grind behind
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and embrace a life of freedom. A life of travel, gym routines,
time to read, and moments of peace. But before any of that
could happen, he had to focus on today.

He sat down at his desk, the familiar hum of his high-
end computer system surrounding him as he powered through
the morning’s tasks. Emails, reports, financial spreadsheets—it
was all second nature by now. It was a comfortable existence,
predictable and steady. Nathan took satisfaction in it. After all,
that’s how he had structured his life.

The air outside had a slight crispness to it. Autumn was
approaching, and the change in seasons always brought a
certain calm, a crisp clarity that Nathan appreciated. His focus
remained on his work, but his mind couldn’t help but wander,
just for a moment.

The thoughts always drifted back to Izzy. His girlfriend
of the last year, who had quickly become a constant in his life.
She was five years older than him, but she had the energy and
spark of someone much younger. They had clicked almost
immediately, their chemistry undeniable. After two divorces,
Nathan had been skeptical about love, but with 1zzy, things felt
easy. Natural. The relationship was steady, without the pressure
or drama that had defined his previous marriages. [zzy gave

him space, respected his independence, and didn’t try to
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change him. It was a simple kind of love, but Nathan had come
to value it more than he could have imagined.

His phone buzzed, breaking his thoughts. He glanced at
it to see a text from Izzy:

Izzy: How's the day shaping up?

Nathan smiled and quickly typed a reply:

Nathan: Steady. Just getting through the grind. How
about you?

The phone buzzed again, but before he could check, his
computer chimed, signaling that a meeting request had come
in. He opened the calendar and saw the usual reminders for the
day—internal team updates, project discussions, and client
calls. Nathan was so accustomed to his schedule that
everything felt automatic, seamless.

After a few more hours of work, Nathan decided it was
time for his daily break. He grabbed his gym bag and headed
out the door. A brisk walk to the gym was always a good way
to clear his mind, to break away from the digital world for a bit
and focus on his physical well-being. The gym wasn’t far from
his condo, and he enjoyed the short walk that gave him a
chance to observe the city, even if just in passing.

The sidewalks were dotted with people beginning their
day, others like him who had carved out a slice of peace in the

chaos. Nathan nodded to a few neighbors as he passed by,
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acknowledging the familiar faces in his building. There was
something satisfying about the small gestures of recognition, a
subtle reminder that he was part of a larger community, even if
he was more of an observer than an active participant.

The gym was quiet this morning, with only a handful of
people scattered around. Nathan preferred it this way—Iess
crowded, more space to focus on his routine. He spent thirty
minutes on the treadmill, followed by a weight session that
helped him feel grounded. Afterward, a short stretch, and he
was done. The sense of accomplishment from a workout
always helped him feel like he was moving in the right
direction. Today, though, there was something else.

As he finished up and grabbed his gym bag, he noticed
something strange. There was a slight ringing in his ears,
almost like a faint hum. It wasn’t loud, but it lingered, an
uncomfortable buzz that Nathan couldn’t shake. He shook his
head, brushing it off as exhaustion. Maybe he wasn’t sleeping
well enough.

A quick smoothie at the café down the street helped
soothe the discomfort, and as Nathan sipped on the cold drink,
he felt the hum in his ears slowly fade. He glanced around the
quiet café, watching the city hum outside the windows, the

usual peaceful buzz that surrounded him.
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Later that evening, after a light dinner and a few more
hours of work, Nathan relaxed on his leather couch, flipping
through a new mystery novel he had picked up. He liked the
way books could transport him to other worlds, something that
his day-to-day routine couldn’t always offer. Still, as the
evening wore on, he couldn’t shake the lingering unease from
the morning. It wasn’t much, just a sensation, but it seemed to
have stuck with him.

His phone buzzed once again. This time, it was a
message from [zzy:

Izzy: I’1l be gone for a couple of days, working on a
project. I’ll miss you.

Nathan responded quickly:

Nathan: I’ll miss you too. Be safe and take care.

It was one of the things Nathan liked about their
relationship: even though they didn’t need constant contact,
they still maintained a strong connection. Their independence
was part of what made them work.

But tonight, something felt off. The room, which
usually felt warm and inviting, now felt a little colder. Nathan
glanced around, trying to shake the feeling. He didn’t have
time to dwell on it. He turned off the lights and settled back

into the couch, picking up his book once more.
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But the quiet didn’t last long. As he tried to immerse
himself in the novel, the hum returned. This time, it was louder.
And, for the first time, Nathan couldn’t dismiss it.

He glanced toward the mantle where the strange artifact
now sat. The weight of it seemed to pull at him, a subtle force
that he couldn’t quite explain. Something was different about
it, though. Something felt... alive.

But, as always, Nathan brushed it off. He’d made it a
part of his home, just like everything else. It was just a piece of
decor.

But the nagging feeling didn’t let go.

Nathan Grant woke to the soft light filtering through his
floor-to-ceiling windows, the remnants of a dream fading into
the edges of his mind. It was one of those dreams where the
details evaporated the moment you tried to grasp them. For a
fleeting second, he thought about holding onto it, but the
thought dissolved, replaced by the comforting pull of routine.

He brewed his coffee, the scent filling the condo as he
prepared for another day. The dark liquid swirled in his favorite
ceramic mug, one he had picked up on a trip to Charleston
years ago. It bore a slight chip on the edge, but he liked the
imperfections. Life was imperfect, after all, and it gave the

piece character.
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As he sipped his coffee, Nathan’s eyes wandered to the
sleek tablet propped on his kitchen counter. Notifications
flickered on the screen—a stock market update, an email from
work, a promotional ad for a travel deal to Greece.

The Greece ad tugged at something within him. He’d
always dreamed of visiting the ancient ruins, standing beneath
the towering columns of the Parthenon. It was one of the many
things he had on his post-retirement list. Six more months, he
reminded himself. Six months, and the world was his oyster.

Nathan set the mug down and walked over to his desk.
The glow of his dual monitors illuminated his face as he logged
into his work platform. Another day, another series of virtual
meetings and reports to finalize.

Midway through his morning routine, a knock on the
door startled him.

Nathan frowned. He wasn’t expecting anyone. He
crossed the room, bare feet quiet on the polished wood floor,
and peered through the peephole.

It was the building’s maintenance man, Roger, a
middle-aged man with a kind smile and perpetually oil-
streaked coveralls.

Nathan opened the door.
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“Morning, Nathan,” Roger greeted with his usual cheer.
“Just doing some checks on the water heaters in the units. Mind
if I take a quick look at yours?”

“Of course, come on in,” Nathan replied, stepping aside
to let Roger in.

The maintenance man made his way to the utility
closet, toolbox in hand. As Roger worked, Nathan leaned
against the counter, sipping his coffee.

“Everything holding up okay in here?” Roger asked,
not looking up from his task.

“Yep, no complaints,” Nathan said. “This place is rock
solid.”

“Glad to hear it. Not all the units are as lucky. This
building’s getting on in years.”

Nathan chuckled, thinking of the quirks he’d grown
used to over the years—the occasional creak in the walls, the
faint sound of footsteps from neighbors above.

Roger finished his inspection and gave Nathan a nod.
“All good here. Let me know if anything comes up.”

“Will do. Thanks, Roger.”

As the door clicked shut behind him, Nathan glanced at
the clock. It was nearing lunchtime. He decided to take a quick

break before diving back into work.
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The café around the corner was bustling when Nathan
arrived. The hum of conversation filled the air, blending with
the clatter of cups and the hiss of the espresso machine. He
ordered his usual smoothie and sat by the window, watching
the city pulse with life.

It was moments like these that made him appreciate
Atlanta—the constant motion, the endless energy of the city,
contrasted with the quiet refuge of his condo.

As he finished his drink, his phone buzzed with a
message from [zzy.

Izzy: How’s your day going?

Nathan: Same as usual. Just stepped out for lunch. How

about you?
Izzy: Meetings, meetings, and more meetings. Can’t

wait for this week to be over.

Nathan smiled. She always had a way of keeping things

light, even when work weighed her down.
Nathan: Don’t forget to breathe. Dinner tomorrow?
Izzy: Sounds perfect.

He pocketed his phone and headed back to his condo.
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Cracks in the Routine

Nathan Grant woke to the familiar patter of rain against
the windows, the storm from the night before lingering into the
morning. The soft gray light seeped into the room, casting long
shadows over the sleek furniture. He stretched in his bed,
taking a moment to enjoy the steady rhythm of the rain.

It was a quiet start to the day, just the way he liked it.

After a quick shower, Nathan made his way to the
kitchen. The smell of fresh coffee filled the condo as he
prepared breakfast: scrambled eggs, toast, and a handful of
fresh berries. He placed the plate on the small dining table by

the window, letting his gaze drift over the city below. The rain
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blurred the outlines of the buildings, giving the skyline a
dreamy quality.

Nathan appreciated mornings like this—slow,
unhurried. With work-from-home flexibility, he didn’t need to
rush anywhere, and that freedom was one of the greatest perks
of his career.

By 9:00 a.m., he was at his desk, the glow of his dual
monitors illuminating his face. The emails were waiting, a
mixture of client updates and project notes, but Nathan tackled
them with ease. Years of experience had made him efficient,
and he worked methodically, taking satisfaction in crossing
items oft his to-do list.

Midway through his tasks, his phone buzzed with a
notification. It was a reminder for his weekly one-hour stock
market session.

Nathan leaned back in his chair, took a sip of coffee,
and logged into his trading platform. The markets had been
steady lately, but he always liked to keep an eye on his
investments. Today was no different—small movements,
nothing alarming.

He placed a few trades, the kind of careful adjustments
that had become his strategy over the years. Nathan wasn’t one

to gamble; his approach was calculated, deliberate.
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After the session ended, he logged out and checked the
time. It was nearly noon.

The rain had eased into a light drizzle as Nathan headed
out for a walk. He didn’t mind the dampness; it gave the city a
refreshing scent, like the world had been washed clean
overnight.

Umbrella in hand, he strolled through the
neighborhood, nodding at familiar faces and exchanging brief
greetings. He stopped by the corner bakery to pick up a fresh
loaf of bread and a coftfee for the road. The barista smiled
warmly as she handed him his order, and Nathan returned the
gesture.

As he walked back to the condo, he passed by
“Curiosities & Oddities,” the antique shop he often visited. He
glanced at the faded sign but didn’t feel the urge to go in today.
The thought struck him as odd for a moment—he usually
couldn’t resist peeking inside.

Back at the condo, Nathan settled into his usual rhythm:
a light lunch, more emails, and a steady flow of work. The day
passed uneventfully, but Nathan found comfort in the
predictability.

That evening, Nathan decided to cook a more elaborate
meal. He enjoyed experimenting in the kitchen, and tonight’s

menu was chicken parmesan with a side of roasted vegetables.
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The condo filled with the warm, savory aroma as he moved
around the kitchen, the faint hum of jazz music playing in the
background.

He plated the food neatly, pouring himself a glass of
bourbon from his collection. Nathan often treated himself to a
drink in the evenings, appreciating the craftsmanship and
history behind each bottle.

The rain had stopped by the time he finished eating, the
city outside his window calm and quiet. Nathan leaned back on
the couch, sipping his bourbon and letting the warmth spread
through him.

He picked up the book he’d been reading—a mystery
novel that had been slow to start but was finally picking up
pace. He liked the way it pulled him in, the way the author
wove tension into the story.

Nathan felt a flicker of satisfaction as he read, a
reminder that his life, though routine, was fulfilling.
Everything had its place, its rhythm.

As he turned the page, the lights flickered briefly.
Nathan paused, glancing up at the ceiling. The flicker was
brief, barely noticeable, and he dismissed it as a side effect of
the earlier storm.

He returned to his book, the moment forgotten almost

as soon as it had passed
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Nathan woke earlier than usual, the soft glow of dawn
slipping through the cracks in his blinds. The rain had cleared
overnight, leaving the city streets glistening under the pale
morning sun. For a moment, he simply lay there, listening to
the quiet hum of his condo. The faint sound of cars in the
distance mingled with the occasional chirp of birds—a rare
treat in the heart of the city.

After his usual morning routine—shower, coffee, and a
quick breakfast—Nathan sat down at his desk. The glow of his
monitors lit up the dark wood surface, and he began the
familiar ritual of sorting emails and organizing tasks.

The morning unfolded uneventfully, each task a small
step forward in his meticulously planned life. It wasn’t until
late morning, as Nathan glanced at his stock market dashboard,
that he noticed something unusual.

One of his investments—a steady, reliable stock he’d
held for years—had taken a sharp dip.

Nathan frowned, leaning closer to the screen. The drop
was unexpected, and his stomach twisted slightly as he scanned
the news for an explanation. A minor scandal involving the
company had surfaced overnight—nothing catastrophic, but
enough to shake investor confidence.

He tapped his pen against the desk, considering his

options. Selling now would mean cutting his losses, but
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holding could risk further decline. After a few minutes of
deliberation, Nathan decided to hold. The company had
weathered worse, and he trusted his instincts.

Still, the event left him with a lingering unease, a small
crack in the foundation of his otherwise steady day.

By noon, Nathan decided he needed a change of
scenery. He grabbed his gym bag and headed out into the crisp,
sunlit streets. The walk to the gym felt invigorating, the cool
air waking him up after the tense morning.

The gym was busier than usual, the hum of activity
filling the space. Nathan followed his routine—treadmill,
weights, and a solid stretch to finish. As he worked out, he felt
the tension from the morning fade, replaced by the familiar
rhythm of physical exertion.

On his way back, Nathan stopped by the bakery for a
sandwich and a coffee. The barista greeted him with a friendly
smile, and they exchanged small talk as she prepared his order.
Nathan appreciated these little interactions, the way they
grounded him in the flow of the day.

The rest of the afternoon passed quietly. Nathan worked
steadily, the earlier dip in his stock lingering in the back of his
mind but not enough to distract him. He reminded himself that
setbacks were part of the process, that his long-term goals were

still on track.
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By evening, Nathan was ready to unwind. He decided
to treat himself to a simple but satisfying dinner—pan-seared
salmon with a side of steamed vegetables. Cooking had always
been a way for him to decompress, and tonight was no
different.

As he plated his meal, he glanced at the floating shelf
above the fireplace where the artifact sat. It had become a
fixture in the condo, blending seamlessly with his minimalist
décor. Nathan had grown accustomed to its presence, its dark
stone surface almost comforting in its stillness.

He sat down at the dining table, the glow of the city
lights outside casting a soft hue over the room. As he ate,
Nathan’s mind wandered to [zzy. She had texted him earlier in
the day, a short message about her conference and how busy
things had been.

Nathan: Sounds like you’ve been swamped. Don’t
forget to take a break!

Her reply had been brief but warm, and he appreciated

the connection, even from a distance.

Later that night, as Nathan settled onto the couch with a
glass of bourbon, he felt a deep sense of contentment. The day
had been a good one, productive and balanced. He picked up

his book, eager to lose himself in the unfolding mystery.

27



But as he read, the lights flickered again.

This time, Nathan froze. It was subtle, barely
noticeable, but enough to make him glance up. The lights
steadied after a moment, the room returning to its warm glow.
He shook his head, chalking it up to leftover instability from
the storm.

He turned back to his book, but the flicker lingered in
his thoughts longer than he expected.

As the evening wore on, the city outside grew quieter.
Nathan finished his bourbon, set the empty glass on the coffee
table, and headed to bed.

The condo was silent as he lay in the dark, his eyes
drifting closed.

But as sleep began to take him, a faint sound broke the
quiet.

A soft creak.

Nathan’s eyes opened, his heartbeat quickening slightly.
He listened, straining to catch the noise again, but the condo
was still. After a few minutes, he let out a breath and turned
over, dismissing it as the building settling or the wind outside.

Still, it took him longer than usual to fall asleep.

28



The Unease Grows

The morning air carried a chill that hinted at the coming
winter. Nathan woke to the faint hum of the city outside his
window, the world seemingly unchanged from the day before.
Yet, as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, a vague unease
lingered, like the remnants of a forgotten nightmare.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, his feet
landing on the cool hardwood floor. The clock on his
nightstand blinked 7:08 a.m. in steady red digits. The usual
sense of satisfaction he felt at the start of his carefully
structured day was absent, replaced by a subtle tension that he

couldn’t quite name.
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In the kitchen, the familiar sound of the coffee maker
percolating brought some comfort. He took a deep breath, the
aroma of fresh brew filling the air. Nathan poured himself a
cup and moved toward the window, where the early sunlight
cast long shadows over the skyline. He stared out at the city for
a moment, his fingers curling tightly around the warm ceramic
mug.

His routine was second nature by now. After breakfast,
he sat at his desk and opened his laptop to begin another
workday. The emails were the usual mix of corporate updates
and client correspondence. Yet, as he sifted through them, his
mind felt sluggish, like a radio struggling to tune into the right
frequency.

His eyes flicked toward the fireplace, where the artifact
rested on its floating shelf. Its smooth, dark surface caught the
light in a way that almost seemed deliberate. Nathan blinked,
shaking his head.

Get a grip, man. It’s just a piece of stone.

Still, his gaze lingered for a moment too long before he
forced himself to look away.

By the time noon arrived, Nathan had finished his work
obligations and grabbed his gym bag. The walk to the fitness
center helped clear his head, the crisp autumn air invigorating

as he weaved through the familiar streets. The gym was busier

30



than usual, the clatter of weights and hum of treadmills
creating a background symphony that he welcomed.

The routine steadied him. Treadmill. Weights.
Stretching. He focused on the rhythmic motions, letting his
mind drift away from the strange sense of discomfort that had
been shadowing him all morning.

Afterward, he headed to the café nearby for a smoothie.
As he stepped inside, the warmth of the shop wrapped around
him, and the barista greeted him with her usual cheerful smile.

“Hey, Nathan. The usual?”

He nodded. “You know it.”

While waiting, Nathan pulled out his phone to check his
stocks. The numbers were steady, a small uptick in one of his
more aggressive investments bringing a smile to his face.

The barista handed him the smoothie, and he took a seat
by the window, scrolling through the news. The chatter of other
patrons filled the air, mingling with the soft hum of the
espresso machine. It was a peaceful moment, one that should
have put his mind at ease.

But that nagging feeling of unease returned, creeping up his
spine.

When he returned home later that afternoon, the sun
was already dipping toward the horizon, casting a warm orange

glow across the city. Nathan dropped his gym bag by the door
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and walked into the living room, where the artifact
immediately drew his attention.

He frowned. Something about its position on the shelf
seemed... off.

Nathan stepped closer, tilting his head. It was subtle,
but he could have sworn the artifact wasn’t angled that way
before. It faced slightly to the left now, as if it had been
nudged.

Probably just the cleaning lady. She might’ve bumped it
when she was here last week.

But the thought didn’t sit right. He hadn’t noticed it
before this morning.

Shaking off the creeping doubt, Nathan turned away
and headed to the kitchen to prepare dinner. As he chopped
vegetables, he let his mind wander to [zzy. She had texted
earlier, asking how his day was going. He hadn’t responded
yet, caught up in his routine.

After finishing his meal, Nathan settled onto the couch
with his book, the dim glow of the living room lights creating a
cozy atmosphere. The artifact loomed in the periphery of his
vision, but he resisted the urge to look at it.

That night, as Nathan climbed into bed, the unease
returned in full force. He couldn’t pinpoint why, but it gnawed

at him, a low-level hum of anxiety that made it hard to settle.
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As sleep finally claimed him, his dreams were
restless—a swirl of vague images and disjointed sounds. There
was a faint whispering in the background, too quiet to make
out, but persistent enough to follow him into the depths of his
sleep.

When he woke in the early hours of the morning, a thin
sheen of sweat clung to his skin. The room was silent, but the
feeling of being watched lingered, heavy and oppressive.
Nathan sat up in bed, running a hand through his hair.

From the corner of his eye, he could see the dim outline
of the living room beyond his bedroom door. And there, barely
illuminated by the faint city lights filtering through the blinds,
was the artifact—still and unmoving, yet somehow
commanding his attention even from a distance.

Nathan forced himself to lie back down, pulling the
covers up to his chest. But sleep didn’t come easily. The unease
had rooted itself deep within him, and no amount of rational
thought could shake it.

Tomorrow would be better, he told himself. It had to be.

The storm clouds had gathered during the night, casting
the city in shades of gray that made morning feel like twilight.
The steady patter of rain against the windows was soothing in
its own way, but the darker skies seemed to mirror Nathan's

lingering unease.
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He stood at the kitchen counter, stirring a steaming cup
of coffee while the faint sound of thunder rolled in the distance.
The skyline was hidden behind a veil of rain, the view from his
condo muted and dull.

Nathan took a sip of his coffee and glanced toward the
fireplace. The artifact sat in its usual place on the floating shelf,
untouched but still drawing his attention like a magnet. He
frowned.

“It’s just a piece of stone,” he muttered to himself,
though his voice sounded unconvincing even to his own ears.

Pushing the thought aside, Nathan turned to his laptop.
Work offered a welcome distraction. The routine of checking
emails and sorting through reports grounded him, pulling his
focus away from the odd feelings that had plagued him since
yesterday.

By mid-morning, the rain had intensified, the city now
engulfed in a torrential downpour. Nathan decided to skip his
walk to the gym. Instead, he rolled out his yoga mat in the
living room, a rare but occasional substitute for his usual
workouts.

He set his phone on the coffee table and pulled up a
workout video. The instructor’s cheerful voice guided him
through stretches and poses, the physical exertion helping to

burn off some of his restless energy. But as he moved through
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the routine, Nathan couldn’t shake the sensation that something
was off.

Every so often, he caught himself glancing toward the
fireplace. The artifact seemed almost darker in the dim light of
the stormy day, its shadow stretching farther than it should
have.

“Stop it,” he said under his breath, shaking his head.

He finished the workout and wiped the sweat from his
brow with a towel, determined to ignore the nagging feeling
that had been creeping up on him since morning.

Around noon, Nathan decided to brave the weather and
step out for lunch. The rain had eased slightly, though the skies
remained heavy with the promise of more to come. He grabbed
his umbrella and headed to a small café a few blocks away, the
sound of rain on pavement accompanying him as he walked.

The café was warm and inviting, a stark contrast to the
dreary weather outside. Nathan ordered a sandwich and a
coffee, settling into a corner booth by the window. He watched
the rain streak down the glass, the world outside seeming
distant and surreal.

His phone buzzed on the table. It was a text from Izzy.

Izzy: Still storming over there? Stay dry! @)

Nathan smiled faintly and typed a quick reply.
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Nathan: It’s coming down hard. Perfect weather for
staying in, but I needed a change of scenery.
The exchange was brief, but it brought a small sense of

normalcy to his day.

When Nathan returned home in the afternoon, the storm
had picked up again, the wind howling against the windows.
He shook the rain from his umbrella and placed it by the door,
the chill of the storm clinging to his skin.

As he stepped into the living room, his eyes were
immediately drawn to the fireplace. The artifact sat exactly
where it had been, but something about it seemed... wrong.

He walked closer, his heart beating faster with each
step. The markings etched into the stone appeared more
defined than before, the grooves deeper, almost as if they had
been carved anew.

Nathan stared at it for a long moment, his mind racing.

Did it always look like that?

He reached out hesitantly, his fingers hovering just
above the cold surface of the stone. A sudden flash of lightning
illuminated the room, followed by a loud crack of thunder that

made him jerk his hand back.
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The lights flickered briefly, casting the room into
shadow before steadying again. Nathan exhaled sharply, his
pulse pounding in his ears.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered, backing away from
the shelf.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, though Nathan
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched. He tried
to distract himself with a movie, the sound of rain and thunder
outside providing an atmospheric backdrop. But his attention
kept drifting back to the artifact.

When evening came, Nathan prepared a simple dinner
and sat at the table, the soft glow of the kitchen lights casting
long shadows on the walls. The storm outside continued
unabated, the relentless rain and occasional rumbles of thunder
creating a cocoon of sound around him.

He thought about calling 1zzy, but he hesitated. She
would brush off his unease, tell him he was overthinking
things. And maybe she’d be right. Maybe it was just the storm,
the isolation, the monotony of the past few days.

After dinner, Nathan stood by the window, watching the
city lights blur behind the rain. He sipped his bourbon slowly,
savoring the warmth it brought. The world outside seemed far

away, and for a moment, he felt at peace.
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But when he turned back toward the living room, his
eyes fell on the artifact once more. It was as if it had been
waiting for him, its presence filling the room despite its small
size.

Nathan shook his head and set down his glass.

“It’s just a decoration,” he said aloud, his voice firm.
“That’s all it is.”

He turned off the lights and headed to bed, the sound of
the storm following him down the hall. But as he lay in the
dark, the unease crept back in, stronger than ever.

The whispering started just as he was drifting off to
sleep, faint and indistinct, like voices carried on the wind.
Nathan’s eyes snapped open, his heart racing. He sat up in bed,
straining to hear over the sound of the rain.

But there was nothing. Only silence.

Nathan lay back down, his body tense, his mind racing.
He told himself it was just his imagination. The storm. The
stress.

But deep down, he wasn’t so sure.
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Shadows Deepen

The storm had finally passed, leaving the morning air
crisp and damp. Sunlight streamed through the windows of
Nathan’s condo, glinting off the dark wood furniture and
polished floors. Despite the bright day, a heavy tension
lingered in the apartment, clinging to Nathan like a shadow he
couldn’t shake.

He sat at the dining table with his laptop, sipping his
coffee as he scrolled through emails. The sound of the keys
clicking beneath his fingers was familiar, grounding. Yet, for
the first time in years, the routine failed to bring him any sense

of comfort.
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Nathan’s gaze drifted to the fireplace, where the artifact
rested on its shelf. It seemed to catch the sunlight differently
today, the dark stone almost absorbing the light rather than
reflecting it. He frowned, trying to focus on his work, but the
unease from the night before lingered.

By mid-morning, Nathan pushed himself away from the
desk, frustrated. His concentration was nonexistent. Emails
went unanswered, and the reports he needed to finish for the
day felt trivial, meaningless. He stood, stretching his arms over
his head, and decided a change of scenery might help.

The gym was the obvious choice. Physical exertion
often helped clear his mind. He grabbed his bag and headed
out, the brisk walk to the building cutting through the leftover
moisture from last night’s storm. The city was alive again, the
streets bustling with people moving about their day as if
nothing had happened.

The gym was moderately crowded when Nathan
arrived, the clank of weights and hum of treadmills filling the
air. He threw himself into his routine with more intensity than
usual, pushing his body harder with each set. Sweat dripped
down his face, and his muscles ached, but he welcomed the
discomfort. It was something tangible, something he could

control.
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But even here, his mind wandered. He caught himself
glancing at the mirrors along the walls, half-expecting to see
something moving in the background. Once, he thought he saw
a flicker of motion behind him—a shadow darting across the
room—but when he turned, there was nothing there.

“Get it together, Nathan,” he muttered under his breath,
shaking his head.

After the workout, Nathan stopped by the café for a
smoothie, as was his habit. The barista greeted him with her
usual smile, but today, he barely registered it. The uneasy
feeling from the gym had followed him here, an invisible
weight pressing on his chest.

As he sipped his drink, Nathan stared out the window,
watching the city pass by. A young couple strolled hand in
hand, their laughter audible even through the glass. A man in a
suit hurried past, briefcase in hand, his phone pressed to his ear.
Life moved on, oblivious to the strange heaviness that seemed
to cling to Nathan.

He finished his drink and tossed the cup into the trash,
deciding to head home. The thought of returning to the condo
filled him with an odd sense of dread, but he told himself it was
just his imagination. He was being ridiculous.

Back in the condo, the tension was palpable. Nathan set

his bag down by the door and hesitated in the entryway, his
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eyes drawn once again to the artifact. It sat there, unmoving,
but its presence felt larger, heavier, as though it were taking up
more space than it should.

Nathan shook his head and moved to the kitchen,
pouring himself a glass of water. The sunlight streaming
through the windows should have felt warm, inviting, but
instead, it seemed stark, almost clinical. The air felt still, too
still, and the silence pressed in on him.

As he stood at the counter, Nathan caught a movement
out of the corner of his eye. His head snapped toward the living
room, his heart pounding. But there was nothing there—just
the artifact, sitting quietly on its shelf.

He set the glass down with a trembling hand and
walked over to the fireplace, his footsteps slow and deliberate.
The markings on the stone seemed sharper now, more
pronounced, as though they had been etched deeper overnight.
He reached out to touch it but stopped himself, his hand
hovering just inches away.

A chill ran down his spine, and he pulled back,
retreating to the couch. He sank into the cushions, running a
hand through his hair as he tried to calm his racing thoughts.

The day wore on, the minutes dragging by with
agonizing slowness. Nathan busied himself with chores,

cleaning the condo in an attempt to shake the feeling of unease.
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He vacuumed, dusted, and even reorganized the kitchen
cabinets. But no matter how much he tried to distract himself,
his mind kept circling back to the artifact.

By late afternoon, he found himself standing in front of
the fireplace again, staring at the dark stone. It was as though it
had a gravitational pull, drawing him in despite his best efforts
to ignore it.

Nathan reached for his phone, opening a browser to
search for information about artifacts and carvings. He wasn’t
even sure what he was looking for, but he hoped to find
something that might explain the strange sensations he was
experiencing. But after an hour of fruitless searching, he gave
up, tossing the phone onto the coffee table with a frustrated
sigh.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered. “It’s just a stupid
decoration.”

But even as he said the words, he didn’t believe them.

That evening, Nathan sat on the couch with a glass of
bourbon in hand, the warm liquid doing little to ease the
tension in his chest. The condo was quiet, save for the faint
hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the building
settling. The artifact seemed to loom in the corner of his vision,

a dark presence that refused to be ignored.
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, the condo was
bathed in shadows. Nathan reached for the remote, turning on
the television to fill the silence. A mindless sitcom played, its
laughter track grating against his frayed nerves.

Suddenly, the lights flickered. Nathan froze, his heart
skipping a beat. The flickering stopped just as quickly as it had
started, but it left him on edge, his breath coming in shallow
bursts.

He glanced toward the artifact, his pulse quickening. It
sat there, still and silent, but its shadow seemed darker, more
pronounced in the dim light.

Nathan shook his head and stood, pacing the length of
the living room. “You’re imagining things,” he said aloud,
trying to convince himself. “It’s just the storm last night
messing with the power.”

But deep down, he knew that wasn’t true. Something
was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

Nathan lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling as the
minutes ticked by. Sleep eluded him, his mind racing with
thoughts he couldn’t quiet. The condo felt oppressive, the
darkness too thick, the silence too loud.

Just as he was starting to drift off, a faint sound jolted

him awake—a soft, almost imperceptible whisper.
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Nathan bolted upright, his heart pounding. He strained
to listen, but the sound was gone, leaving only the stillness of
the night.

His eyes darted to the doorway, half-expecting to see a
shadow lingering there. But there was nothing.

Nathan lay back down, his body tense, his mind
spinning. Sleep wouldn’t come easily tonight.

Morning came sluggishly, the first rays of sunlight
cutting through the haze of a restless night. Nathan groaned as
he rolled out of bed, his body stiff and his head pounding from
lack of sleep. The faint remnants of the whisper he’d heard still
clung to his thoughts, making it hard to focus. He rubbed his
face and shuftled to the kitchen, the familiar routine of making
coffee grounding him in the moment.

The rich aroma of the brew filled the air, and Nathan
leaned against the counter, staring out the window. The city
below was already alive with the morning rush, but the view
felt distant, disconnected. His condo, once a sanctuary, now felt
like a cage.

Nathan sat at his desk, staring blankly at the screen. The
words in his emails blurred together, and every so often, his
gaze drifted to the fireplace. The artifact sat there, dark and

unmoving, but its presence was undeniable.
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He shook his head, forcing himself to focus. Work first,
he thought. You’ve got a life to build, a plan to follow. But no
matter how hard he tried, the unease gnawed at him. He sighed,
saving the half-finished report and closing his laptop.

Nathan decided to head out for a walk, hoping fresh air
would help clear his mind. He grabbed his jacket and stepped
out into the crisp morning. The streets were busy, filled with
the hum of life, and for a moment, the weight on his chest
seemed to lift.

The park was quiet, a haven in the middle of the
bustling city. Nathan strolled along the winding paths, his
footsteps crunching against the gravel. The sound was
soothing, rhythmic, and he allowed his mind to wander. He
thought about Izzy, about their last conversation. She had
texted him late last night, asking how he was doing, but he
hadn’t replied. He’d felt too drained to explain the unease that
had taken hold of him.

He pulled out his phone and typed a quick message:

Hey, sorry for the late reply. Just been busy. Hope your
conference is going well.

The response came quickly:

No worries. Hope you’re taking care of yourself. Miss

you.
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Nathan stared at the screen for a moment, his chest
tightening. He wanted to tell her everything, to explain the
strange feelings that had been creeping into his life. But how
could he? How could he put into words something he didn’t
even understand?

By the time Nathan returned to his condo, the afternoon
sun had risen high in the sky, casting long shadows across the
room. He set his keys on the counter and glanced at the
fireplace. The artifact seemed to be watching him. The thought
sent a chill down his spine, and he quickly turned away,
heading to the kitchen to make lunch.

As he prepared a simple sandwich, Nathan couldn’t
shake the feeling that he wasn’t alone. The condo was silent,
but the air felt heavy, charged with something unspoken.

A soft thud broke the stillness. Nathan froze, his knife
hovering over the cutting board. His eyes darted to the living
room, where the sound had come from.

“Hello?” he called out, his voice trembling slightly.

No response.

Setting the knife down, Nathan walked cautiously into
the living room. His heart raced as he scanned the space, but
everything seemed normal. The artifact sat on its shelf,
unmoving, as always. He shook his head, muttering, “Get it

together, Nathan.”
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The hours dragged on, the unease building with each
passing moment. Nathan tried to lose himself in his usual
routines—reading, cleaning, watching television—but nothing
worked. His mind kept circling back to the artifact, to the
whispers, to the feeling that something wasn’t right.

As evening fell, the shadows in the condo seemed to
stretch farther, their edges darker and more defined. Nathan sat
on the couch, nursing a glass of bourbon, his thoughts a tangled
mess.

The lights flickered again, just for a moment, but it was
enough to make his heart leap. He set the glass down and
stood, his eyes scanning the room.

The air felt colder now, a sharp contrast to the warmth
of the bourbon still lingering in his throat. He walked to the
window and peered out, but the city below was calm, normal.

A sudden knock at the door made him jump. Nathan
turned, his pulse quickening. He wasn’t expecting anyone.

He approached the door slowly, his footsteps silent on
the hardwood floor. Peering through the peephole, he saw
nothing but the empty hallway.

Frowning, Nathan unlocked the door and opened it. The
hallway was silent, deserted, and the air felt unnaturally still.
He stepped outside, looking up and down the corridor, but

there was no one there.
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A chill ran down his spine as he closed the door and
locked it.

That night, Nathan sat at the dining table, staring at the
artifact. He had tried to ignore it, tried to push it out of his
mind, but it was impossible. The dark stone seemed to draw
him in, its markings more pronounced in the dim light.

He reached out, his fingers brushing against the cool
surface. A jolt of electricity shot through his hand, making him
pull back with a gasp. The air around him seemed to hum,
faintly at first, then louder, almost deafening.

Nathan stumbled back, clutching his chest as his heart
raced. The condo was silent again, but the artifact seemed to
pulse with a life of its own.

He sat down heavily on the couch, his breathing
shallow. The whispers returned, faint and insistent, clawing at
the edges of his consciousness.

Nathan closed his eyes, his hands gripping the armrests
as he tried to steady himself. The whispers grew louder, more
distinct, forming words he couldn’t quite understand.

For the first time, Nathan felt true fear. Not just unease,
not just discomfort, but a cold, all-consuming terror that
gripped him and refused to let go.

And in the darkness, the artifact watched.
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The Weight of Silence

The morning light filtered through the blinds, casting
long shadows on the polished wood floor of Nathan's
apartment. The city of Atlanta seemed far away, the sounds of
traffic muffled by the windows and the quiet of his home. It
was still early, and Nathan stood in front of the coffee maker,
watching the dark liquid slowly drip into his mug, the warmth
of the brew a small comfort.

The apartment was clean, just as he liked it. Minimalist
furniture, sleek lines, everything in its place. A quiet refuge in
the chaos of the world outside. But today, something felt
different. The air was thick, and Nathan couldn’t shake the

sense that the apartment was watching him back.
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He tried to push the thought aside. The last few days
had been a blur—unease building slowly like an uninvited
guest. The dreams, the whispers, the strange feeling that had
settled in his chest. He had attributed it to stress, to the grind of
work and his looming retirement. But this morning, it felt as
though there was something more.

The artifact. Nathan’s eyes drifted to the floating shelf
above the fireplace, where it rested, as it had every day since
he’d brought it home. The dark stone seemed to absorb the
light around it, its surface carved with strange symbols he
couldn’t make sense of.

Something about it... disturbed him now.

It wasn’t just the dreams. It was the way it seemed to
call to him, even when he wasn’t near it. It was subtle at first,
but now, Nathan couldn’t deny the pull he felt. Every time he
passed by it, there was a magnetic force, an urge to stop, to
touch it, to study it. But it wasn’t curiosity anymore. It was
something darker. Something he couldn't place.

Nathan reached for his phone, trying to distract himself
from the unease curling in his chest. There were work emails to
respond to, a few updates on his investments. But the phone’s
screen remained blurry in his hand. He couldn’t focus. Not

today.
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His fingers hovered over the screen as if frozen, before
he placed it down on the counter with a quiet sigh. His morning
routine, once smooth and uninterrupted, now felt off-balance.
The disquiet in the air had seeped into his bones, and he
couldn’t shake it.

He glanced at the clock on the wall. The morning had
already slipped away, and it was time for his usual walk. A
simple ritual that always helped him clear his head. A short
walk around the block, a breath of fresh air. Maybe today, it
would ease the tightness in his chest.

Nathan pulled on a jacket and stepped out into the cool
morning air, leaving the apartment door open just a crack
behind him. The city seemed quieter than usual, the sidewalks
nearly empty as the first hints of sunlight stretched across the
sky. He took a deep breath and walked, the rhythm of his steps
the only sound for a while.

The usual route, the familiar turns. He greeted a few
neighbors, a small smile tugging at his lips, trying to keep his
thoughts grounded. But today, something wasn’t right. His
movements felt stiff, the air too still around him.

He reached the corner store, a little shop that had
become a part of his daily routine. The bell above the door
jingled when he stepped inside, and the familiar scent of old

books and coffee filled his nose.
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Izzy had texted earlier, reminding him to stop by for
some groceries. As Nathan picked up a loaf of bread and a
bottle of wine, his phone buzzed again.

Izzy: "Can’t wait to see you tonight. You’re still up for
dinner, right?"

Nathan paused, his finger hovering over the screen. He
was supposed to be looking forward to the evening, but
something felt wrong, like the weight of the world had settled
onto his shoulders.

Nathan: "Of course. I’ll be home soon."

He quickly paid, the cashier giving him a polite smile.
But even as he left, Nathan couldn't shake the feeling that
something was... waiting for him.

The walk back to his apartment felt slower, each step
heavier than the last. The air was thick, and the distant hum of
traffic seemed muffled, as though the world outside had
become slightly muted. As he reached his door, he paused,
hand on the knob. It wasn’t fear that gripped him but an uneasy
suspicion, as if something were just out of sight, lingering at
the edge of his vision.

Inside, the apartment was eerily still. The silence felt
deeper than usual. Nathan hesitated for a moment, then stepped

inside, locking the door behind him.
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He walked toward the living room, his eyes inevitably
drawn to the floating shelf above the fireplace. The artifact sat
there, as still as ever. But today, Nathan couldn’t ignore the
unsettling presence it seemed to project.

He walked closer to it, his footsteps hesitant. As his
fingers brushed the smooth stone, the whispers came again—
faint at first, like a breeze carrying words he couldn’t
understand. But the longer he stood there, the more the
whispers grew, faint but present, filling the room with their
pressure.

Nathan stepped back, his heart beating faster. The room
felt colder. The sense of something watching him returned, but
now, it was impossible to ignore. It wasn’t just in his head.

A chill crawled up his spine as he stood in the center of
the room, staring at the artifact. A strange weight pressed down
on his chest. The apartment seemed to close in around him.

He looked toward the door, almost as though expecting
someone to walk in. But no one came. It was just him.

The whispers didn’t stop. They were louder now,
almost forming words. Words he couldn't understand but that
sent a chill straight through him.

Nathan turned away, a bead of sweat tracing down his

temple. It wasn’t real, he told himself. It couldn’t be. But the
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whispers lingered, as though they were just waiting for him to
break.

The unsettling atmosphere that had lingered in Nathan’s
apartment the day before seemed to have deepened overnight.
He had barely slept, the weight of the silence and the whispers
chasing him through his dreams. When he finally opened his
eyes, it was already mid-morning. The light was gray, the
clouds hanging low over the city, as though the skies
themselves were heavy with the same unease Nathan had felt
since the previous day.

His phone buzzed next to him, a reminder that time was
passing, despite the thick fog in his mind. It was a message
from Izzy.

Izzy: "Good morning. How did you sleep?"

Nathan stared at the message for a moment. He hadn’t
wanted to admit to her that something was wrong. His
relationship with Izzy had been one of mutual understanding,
built on shared space and respect. But lately, there was a
growing gap between them. Nathan could feel it. She hadn’t
seemed to notice the tension, the way things had changed
between them since the artifact came into his life, but he had.

Nathan: "I slept okay, just a bit off. I'm sure it’s

nothing."
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He hoped she wouldn’t push him further. The less he
said about what was going on, the better.

After putting the phone down, Nathan stared out the
window, watching as the clouds seemed to gather, the rain
threatening but not quite falling. The city below was as it
always was—busy, bustling, moving with purpose. And yet, in
his apartment, everything felt suspended, as if the world
outside was moving too fast for him to keep up.

He tried to shake it off, telling himself it was just stress,
just the pressure of everything—the looming retirement, the
constant demands of work. But there was something else.
Something insistent that wouldn’t leave him alone. The
whispers. The way the artifact seemed to beckon to him when
he wasn’t looking, as though it were a part of him now, woven
into the fabric of his thoughts.

Nathan got dressed and headed out, hoping the fresh air
would clear his head. He didn’t feel like eating breakfast. A
walk would do him good, just like the day before. He needed to
shake the feeling, to ignore it.

He stopped by the corner café on his way, the familiar
bell ringing as he entered. The warmth inside was a small
comfort, but even the smell of freshly brewed coffee couldn’t

fully settle his nerves.
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“Hey, Nathan, the usual?” the barista greeted, offering a
friendly smile.

Nathan smiled back, a little stiff. “Yeah, the usual.
Thanks.”

As he waited for his drink, he glanced around the caf€.
It was quiet, just the soft hum of the espresso machine and the
faint murmur of people talking. It was the kind of place that
always felt timeless, like it belonged to a different era. But
today, even this place seemed off, the shadows in the corners
too dark, the air too thick. He took his coffee with a nod, and as
he turned to leave, he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone
was watching him.

He forced the thought out of his mind. It was ridiculous.
He wasn’t used to being paranoid. Nathan was a man of reason,
of logic. But the longer he spent in the city, the more detached
he felt from everything—his work, his routine, and even 1zzy,
though he refused to admit that to himself.

He decided to head back to his apartment, the walk
feeling longer than usual. He wasn’t tired, but the weight of his
thoughts seemed to drag him down, making every step feel like
an effort. When he finally arrived back home, his phone buzzed
again—Izzy’s name on the screen.

Izzy: "How’s everything? You sure you’re okay?"

57



Nathan sighed and shook his head. He didn’t want to
lie, but he didn’t want to burden her with his growing sense of
dread either. His reply was short and evasive, hoping it would
be enough to ease her concern.

Nathan: "Just tired. I’ll be fine. I’ll rest later."

He sat down at his desk, still avoiding looking at the
floating shelf where the artifact rested, silent and waiting. But
the whispers came again, barely audible, just beyond the edges
of his hearing, and Nathan couldn’t push them away this time.
His heart rate quickened, his pulse in his ears. The shadows in
the corners of the room seemed to stretch just a little further.

Forcing himself to stand, he paced the room, trying to
shake the sensation of being trapped. The apartment was too
quiet now, the silence oppressive. Even the hum of the
electronics felt like a reminder of how little control he had over
his own life.

He reached the living room and, for the first time, found
his gaze drawn toward the artifact. It sat on the shelf, still and
unassuming, yet it was as though the room had shifted around
it. He could feel its presence now—pressing in on him, filling
the space with something dark, something old.

And then, as if the air itself thickened, the temperature

dropped.
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Nathan froze. The whispering was louder now, and this
time it was unmistakable, like a voice calling from far away,
but right next to him. His skin prickled with cold, and he had to
fight the instinct to turn away. He couldn’t.

The words were clear now, louder than before.

“You belong to me.”

It wasn’t just in his mind. The words seemed to
reverberate around the room, filling every corner with their
insidious presence. Nathan’s breath caught in his throat as the
room seemed to pulse with an unnatural energy.

But then, as quickly as it started, it stopped.

The apartment returned to its quiet state. The whispers
faded, the cold receded, and Nathan stood there, his heart
pounding in his chest. The artifact remained where it was,
silent and still, but the sense of foreboding lingered, like a dark
shadow that refused to leave.

Nathan shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. It
was just his mind playing tricks on him. He was tired. He
needed to rest. Maybe his stress was getting to him.

He walked away from the living room, desperate to
ignore the artifact. But he knew—he knew deep down—that
something was wrong.

And it was getting worse.
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A Quiet Descent

Nathan awoke to the same oppressive silence that had
weighed on him the day before. The apartment, though
familiar, felt colder, more hollow, as though the air itself had
become thicker. It was the kind of silence that presses in on
your chest, squeezing the life out of every breath. He lay there
for a moment, his eyes open but not fully seeing, as if the
world outside the window had turned into a distant memory.

He glanced at the clock. It was already past ten in the
morning. He hadn’t slept well again, despite his exhaustion.
The whispers had returned during the night, just like the day
before, though they hadn’t been loud enough to fully wake
him. He thought he had imagined them, but the lingering
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feeling, the sensation that something was wrong, was enough
to make him uneasy.

Nathan rolled out of bed and went through his morning
routine automatically, as if on autopilot. He showered, dressed,
and made coffee, but the act of preparing breakfast, of going
through the motions of his day, felt hollow. It was as though the
small, quiet life he had built for himself was slowly unraveling.
He had always prided himself on his ability to keep a level
head, to maintain control in any situation. But the control was
slipping through his fingers, one moment at a time.

As he sipped his coffee, Nathan thought about the
events of the past few days—how strange everything had felt,
how the weight of something he couldn’t explain seemed to be
closing in on him. The artifact. The whispers. It was all starting
to bleed together into one overwhelming, suffocating presence
that he couldn’t escape, no matter how much he tried to ignore
it.

He shook his head, trying to push the thoughts away.
There was no logical explanation for what was happening. The
artifact couldn’t be causing this. He had to be imagining things.
It had to be stress, or the lack of sleep, or something else
entirely. He had worked hard to get to this point in his life, to
build his future, and he wasn’t about to let some vague feelings

of unease derail everything.
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Nathan stood up, took one last gulp of his coffee, and
grabbed his coat. He needed to get out of the apartment, away
from the oppressive silence and the dark thoughts swirling in
his head. A walk outside would clear his mind, give him some
space to breathe.

He left the apartment and stepped into the cool morning
air, the city still waking up around him. People rushed by,
wrapped in their own lives, their own routines. He nodded at a
few familiar faces as he passed, the smallest gestures of
connection that had once meant so much to him, but now felt
strangely distant.

The walk didn’t bring the relief he had hoped for. The
street seemed empty, despite the number of people out. The
buildings towered above him, casting long shadows that made
everything feel smaller, more isolated. His mind kept drifting
back to the artifact. The way it seemed to call to him. The way
it had taken on a life of its own.

When Nathan reached the café, he almost turned back.
But he didn’t. He needed the distraction, the comfort of a
familiar routine. The bell above the door jingled as he entered,
the warmth of the café a welcome contrast to the cold outside.
The barista, a woman in her mid-twenties, smiled at him as she

prepared his usual order—a black coffee, simple, no frills.
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Nathan sat by the window, staring out at the street as the world
moved on, unaware of the storm brewing inside him.

As he sipped his drink, he found himself thinking about
Izzy. She had been away for a few days for work, and they’d
texted each other intermittently. Her texts were upbeat, full of
optimism, but Nathan couldn’t shake the sense that something
had changed between them. She hadn’t asked how he was
really doing. She hadn’t seemed to notice the growing distance
between them. It was as if she couldn’t hear the things he
wasn’t saying, or maybe she just didn’t want to.

It wasn’t that he blamed her. He didn’t. But it was hard
not to feel more alone when you were stuck in your own mind,
drowning in thoughts that no one else seemed to understand.
Nathan had tried to reach out, but each time he did, it felt like
he was sinking deeper into a pit, and no one could hear his
cries for help.

The coffee wasn’t helping anymore. The warmth in his
chest was fleeting, like the heat from a dying flame. He
finished his cup and left the café without a word, barely
noticing the woman’s farewell as he stepped back into the
street. The city continued to move, but Nathan felt frozen.

As he walked back toward his apartment, the sense of
dread gnawed at him, growing stronger with each step. He tried

to ignore it. He couldn’t afford to let his mind wander, not now.
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Not when everything he had worked for was just within reach.
But the whispers came again, soft at first, like a breeze stirring
the leaves.

You belong to me.

The words slithered into his mind, and he stopped dead
in his tracks. His breath hitched in his chest as a cold sweat
broke out on his skin. He turned around, half expecting to see
something standing behind him, but the street was empty.
There was no one.

Shaking his head, he took another step forward,
quickening his pace. The whispers were gone, but the feeling
of being watched didn’t leave him. It was as if the world had
shifted, the edges of reality blurred, and he was no longer sure
where he stood.

When he finally reached his apartment, Nathan
unlocked the door and stepped inside. The silence hit him
again, heavier than before. The apartment seemed colder, and
his eyes immediately darted toward the floating shelf where the
artifact rested, unchanged.

It can’t be real, he thought. It’s just stress. Just the
pressure.

But as he walked further into the apartment, he couldn’t
shake the feeling that the artifact was staring back at him, its
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hollow eyes watching him, waiting for him to make the next
move.

Nathan stood frozen in the doorway for a moment, his
hand still gripping the doorknob. The whispering in his mind
was back now, louder than before, the words clearer.

You are mine.

He closed his eyes, pressing his palms against his
temples, trying to force the thoughts away. He didn’t want to
believe it. He couldn’t. But there was something—something
inside him—telling him that it was all too real. That the artifact
wasn’t just an object. It was a presence. A presence that had
already begun to consume him.

And he didn’t know how much longer he could fight it.

Nathan awoke to the sharp, cold sting of sunlight
streaming through his window, harsh against the remnants of
the restless night he had endured. The nightmares had only
gotten worse, more vivid, more suffocating. He could still feel
the pressure in his chest, as if something was gripping his
lungs, refusing to let go. Even though he hadn’t slept more than
a few hours, his body felt exhausted, a hollowed-out shell
moving through the motions of a day he didn’t feel capable of
facing.

He sat up, rubbing his eyes, the weight of fatigue
pulling at him. He glanced at the clock, already too late to
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maintain any semblance of routine. The day felt as though it
had slipped away from him before it had even begun. Nathan
dragged himself out of bed, stumbling toward the bathroom.
The mirror reflected a version of himself he didn’t recognize—
haggard, pale, eyes sunken with exhaustion.

He splashed cold water on his face, hoping it would
give him the clarity to shake off the remnants of his dreams.
The whispering had been constant through the night, muffled
and strange, pulling him into a vortex of confusion that had no
beginning and no end. He thought of the artifact, its presence in
the apartment, watching, waiting. Had it been responsible for
the dreams? Or was it his mind, unraveling from the weight of
everything? He wasn’t sure, but either way, the thought made
him uneasy.

His gaze flickered to the bathroom counter, the empty
space where his phone sat untouched. He hadn’t texted Izzy
this morning, hadn’t reached out to anyone. The isolation had
grown so pervasive that it felt easier not to communicate, as if
silence would shield him from whatever was coming for him.

The whispers returned—soft, persistent, like a hum in
the background of his thoughts. It was as though they were
always there now, an ever-present presence, whispering the
same refrain.

You belong to me.
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Nathan clenched his fists, squeezing his eyes shut,
trying to silence it. But the more he resisted, the louder it
became, a crescendo that threatened to split him in half. He
shook his head, the breath in his chest constricting with the
pressure. He couldn’t let it control him. He wouldn’t.

After several long moments of battling his thoughts,
Nathan pulled himself together. He needed to leave the
apartment, to step out of the suffocating silence, and go for a
walk, anything to break free from the rising panic that
threatened to overtake him.

The apartment felt colder when he stepped out of the
bathroom. His footsteps echoed too loudly as he walked
through the small hallway toward the door. When he opened it,
the silence that greeted him felt like a slap, sharp and biting.
The hallway beyond was empty, the soft hum of the city
outside the only sound that greeted him.

Nathan walked out onto the street, wrapping his coat
around him as he went. It was one of those days when the sky
was heavy with clouds, but no rain seemed to come. The air
was thick, still, and the world felt muted, as if it were holding
its breath. People walked past, but Nathan barely noticed them.
His mind was too focused on the weight of the artifact in his
apartment, the thought of it always there, waiting for him to

return.
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He crossed the street, walking without direction, his
feet carrying him farther than he intended, until the city seemed
to shrink around him, the noise of it muftled by the fog in his
head. Every corner he turned seemed to bring him further from
the life he once knew, further into the grip of something he
couldn’t explain. The longer he walked, the more he felt the
weight of his own isolation, a growing chasm between him and
the rest of the world.

His thoughts drifted back to Izzy. He hadn’t seen her in
a few days, and her absence felt like a weight he couldn’t bear.
The last time they had spoken, she had been distant, her tone
sharper than usual. He hadn’t told her about the whispers,
about the strange pull of the artifact in his apartment. How
could he? How could he explain something that felt like
madness, that felt like it was tearing at the very fabric of his
reality?

The whispers returned, louder now. Nathan gripped his
head with both hands, his fingers pressing against his skull as if
he could push the sound away. His eyes darted around, but the
street was quiet, the people moving past him with no idea what
he was experiencing.

You belong to me.

The words were clear, sharp. He could almost feel them

vibrating in his bones. He stopped in the middle of the
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sidewalk, breath coming in shallow gasps. The world around
him seemed to blur, the sounds of the city fading into an eerie
quiet. The pressure was building in his chest again, a sensation
like being submerged underwater.

Nathan blinked rapidly, trying to clear the fog that had
settled over his mind. The air was thick with something, some
invisible force pressing down on him. He needed to get home,
needed to get away from whatever this was before it swallowed
him whole.

He turned back toward his apartment, the walk
suddenly feeling like a trek through quicksand. With each step,
the weight in his chest grew heavier, suffocating him. By the
time he reached the building, he was almost panting, his mind
racing with fear.

As he unlocked the door and stepped inside, a sudden
coldness filled the room, colder than before. He felt it before he
saw it—the oppressive, suffocating presence of the artifact. He
glanced toward the mantle. The statue sat there, untouched, but
now it felt more alive than ever, like it was waiting for him to
make a move.

Nathan froze, staring at it. The whispers had stopped,
but the sensation in the air had intensified. It was as though the
room was pressing in on him, the walls closing in. The artifact

was still, yet its presence was overwhelming. He stepped
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further into the room, his heart pounding, as if something
inside him knew this was the moment—the moment he had to
face whatever this was, before it consumed him completely.

But as he stood there, frozen, an unsettling thought
passed through his mind:

What if [ am already lost?

The question hung in the air, unanswered.

The artifact, once an object of curiosity, now felt like a

curse, an anchor pulling him deeper into darkness.
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The Tipping Point

Nathan had tried to ignore it for as long as possible. The
whispers, the strange pull of the artifact, the overwhelming
presence that filled his apartment whenever he was near it—it
had all been there for days, but each time he pushed it away,
each time he tried to convince himself that it was just stress or
exhaustion, it only grew stronger.

But today, he couldn’t escape it anymore.

He woke up feeling the weight of the previous night’s
nightmares still clinging to him. The dreams had been more
vivid than ever before—images of the artifact, twisted and

distorted, looming over him as shadows wrapped around his
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body. He hadn’t been able to escape its grip, not even in his
sleep.

Nathan groaned, his head pounding as he sat up in bed,
still disoriented from the lingering remnants of the dream
world. The room felt off, like something was different, but
nothing had changed. The same sterile, minimalist
surroundings greeted him—the sleek furniture, the bare walls.
Everything was where it should be, but somehow it felt wrong,
as if the very atmosphere had shifted.

He dragged himself out of bed and stumbled to the
bathroom, splashing cold water on his face in an attempt to
shake off the sleepiness. He stared at his reflection in the
mirror, searching for some sign that the man staring back at
him was still the same person he had been just a few days ago.
His face was pale, eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep, and the
weight of exhaustion hung on his features.

But it wasn’t just the tiredness. It was the sense that
something was missing, something had been ripped away from
him and replaced with an unshakable fear that he couldn’t
name.

He looked toward the living room, his eyes darting
nervously to the mantle where the artifact sat. There it was, a
dark stone figure, seemingly innocuous, yet now it felt like it

was breathing—alive in a way that was terrifying. The space
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between them felt charged, like the air itself was thick with
some unseen force.

Nathan took a deep breath, willing himself to move. He
couldn’t stay in his apartment, not today. Not while this...
presence loomed over him. He needed to get out, to clear his
mind.

He grabbed his keys and left without bothering to
prepare breakfast, his stomach a hollow knot of anxiety. The
walk through the city felt different this morning, too. The usual
hum of life around him was there, but it was muted, distant, as
if the world was happening on the other side of a thick wall. He
forced himself to focus on each step, but the whispers from the
artifact still clung to the back of his mind, just beneath the
surface.

You belong to me.

The words pulsed like a heartbeat, faint but undeniable.
He couldn’t shake them, couldn’t ignore them any longer.
Nathan quickened his pace, his mind racing.

He didn’t know where he was going, but he needed to
move. His usual route was a blur, the familiar streets a sea of
faces that didn’t seem to notice him. He passed by the coffee
shop, but he couldn’t bring himself to stop. His hands were
shaking, and the thought of sitting still, waiting for the world to

catch up, seemed unbearable.
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He eventually found himself on a quiet street, far from
his apartment, the buildings around him stretching upward,
casting long shadows despite the morning sun. Nathan’s mind
was a storm, a whirlpool of confusion, fear, and anger. How
had it come to this? How had his life, once so steady and
predictable, turned into this terrifying descent?

As he stood there, trying to catch his breath, a thought
struck him—something he had been avoiding acknowledging.
The artifact wasn’t just in his apartment. It was inside of him,
too. It had been pulling at him, digging its claws into his mind,
manipulating his thoughts. He had thought he could escape it,
that it was just an object, a mere decoration. But now, with
every passing hour, it felt more like a presence—something
alive, something that had infected his very being.

He walked back toward his apartment, his steps slow,
each one heavier than the last. By the time he reached the
building, his chest was tight, his mind unraveling further with
each step. The whispers had faded, but he could still hear them
beneath the surface, waiting to resurface.

When he entered his apartment, the silence was
unbearable. It pressed down on him, suffocating him in the
same way it had for the past few days. His gaze was

immediately drawn to the mantle, where the artifact sat, still as
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ever. It was just a statue. Nothing more. He repeated the words
to himself, but the lie felt hollow.

He walked toward it, hesitant, unsure if he was drawn
by curiosity or by something darker, something that had taken
root in him. His fingers brushed against the cool stone, and for
a moment, everything felt still, as if the world had paused.

And then it happened.

The whispers returned, louder this time, more insistent,
as if they were rising from the depths of his own mind.

You belong to me.

Nathan jerked back, his heart racing. He couldn’t
breathe. He couldn’t think. His hands were shaking, his body
drenched in cold sweat. The statue, the artifact—it was pulsing
now, its presence more real than ever before.

He stumbled backward, crashing into the wall behind
him, his head spinning with terror. The world around him felt
unstable, as if everything was shifting just out of his reach. He
couldn’t understand it, couldn’t make sense of it. He tried to
push the thought away, tried to remind himself that it was just a
statue, just an object.

But he couldn’t escape the feeling that something had
changed. Something had crossed a line, and now there was no

turning back.
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The whispering was louder now, filling his mind,
drowning out everything else. It was as though the room was
closing in on him, the walls pressing in, the shadows shifting
with malicious intent. Nathan’s breath came in short, shallow
bursts, and his vision blurred.

It was happening again.

And this time, it was different.

The artifact hadn’t just pulled him in. It had claimed
him.

Nathan barely slept that night. His body was exhausted,
but his mind was too charged to rest. Every time he closed his
eyes, he was back in the dark, back in the grips of the artifact’s
pull. The whispers, the shadows—they haunted him even in his
dreams. He would wake up gasping for breath, his sheets
tangled around him, as if he were caught in some unseen force.
He would close his eyes again, only to find the nightmare
waiting for him.

By morning, the exhaustion had settled into his bones,
leaving him drained. But it was not just physical fatigue that
weighed him down—it was the sense that his life was slipping
through his fingers, that his grasp on reality was slipping. He
hadn’t felt like this in years. He had been in control once,

meticulous and confident in the life he had built. Now, all of it
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felt like it was unraveling, thread by thread, and the more he
resisted, the more the darkness crept in.

He sat on the edge of his bed, his head in his hands,
trying to steady his breathing. The apartment was silent, too
silent. Even the hum of the city outside seemed distant,
muftled, as if the world had pulled away from him.

Nathan stood up slowly and made his way to the
kitchen, the tile cold beneath his feet. His eyes flicked to the
counter where his phone sat, but he didn’t reach for it. He
didn’t want to talk to anyone. What could he even say? How
could he explain to Izzy, to anyone, that he was losing his grip
on reality? That the artifact had taken hold of him in ways he
couldn’t understand, couldn’t fight?

He poured himself a cup of coffee, but it felt wrong in
his hands. The warmth of the mug didn’t soothe him the way it
used to. Nothing felt comforting anymore.

The apartment felt too small. Too still. Like it was
closing in on him.

Nathan’s gaze flicked to the mantle. The artifact was
there, just as it had been yesterday, just as it had always been
since he brought it home. But today, it felt different. It wasn’t
just a decoration anymore. It wasn’t just something he had

bought because it matched his décor. It was a presence,
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something that filled the room with a weight that he couldn’t
escape.

He moved toward it, drawn by a force he couldn’t
explain, his feet moving almost of their own accord. The stone
felt cold under his fingers when he touched it, but it was a cold
that wasn’t like any other. It was as if the stone itself was alive,
as if it had a heartbeat, as if it were breathing.

He pulled his hand back quickly, but the pull didn’t
stop. The whispers had started again, low and insistent, rising
from the depths of his mind.

You belong to me.

The words were clearer today, more forceful, as if they
were coming from the artifact itself. Nathan stumbled back, his
pulse racing, his heart hammering in his chest. It was like he
could feel the pressure of the words in his bones, pressing into
him, suffocating him.

His breath was shallow, his hands trembling. He turned
away from the mantle, his mind racing for something—
anything—that would bring him peace, that would break the
hold the artifact had on him.

But nothing came.

The room felt like it was spinning now, the walls

narrowing, the shadows growing longer, more twisted. The

78



whispers were everywhere—circling, closing in. His head felt
like it was splitting apart, the pressure in his skull unbearable.

He had to get out. He had to leave.

Without thinking, Nathan grabbed his jacket from the
back of the chair and stormed out of the apartment. He didn’t
know where he was going, only that he needed to escape. He
needed to feel something other than the oppressive weight of
the artifact, other than the terror that had taken root in him.

The air outside was cooler than he expected, and the
streets of Atlanta bustled around him, the usual sounds of the
city doing little to soothe his nerves. The crowds were
everywhere, and yet, Nathan felt completely alone. It was like
he was walking through a dream, detached from everything
around him. He wasn’t sure if it was the exhaustion or the
terror, but it was as if the world was distant, out of reach.

He found himself walking without thinking, his feet
carrying him through the city. His mind was a haze, a storm of
confusion and fear. He couldn’t make sense of what was
happening. He couldn’t explain it. And yet, he couldn’t deny it.

The artifact had done something to him. It had changed
him.

Everywhere he looked, he saw it. In the way the
shadows seemed to stretch unnaturally, in the way the city felt

colder, more oppressive. Even the people he passed by seemed
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distant, their faces flickering like mirages. The world was no
longer what it had been.

He needed to talk to someone. But who?

Izzy was away on business, and even if she were here,
would she believe him? Would anyone?

He didn’t even believe it himself.

Nathan turned a corner and found himself outside a
small park, the green space quiet and serene. For a moment, the
stillness calmed him. He sat on a bench, resting his head in his
hands, trying to ground himself, trying to push the terror aside.

But the whispers were still there, curling at the edges of
his thoughts.

You belong to me.

He couldn’t escape it.

Nathan stood up, his heart pounding, and left the park.
His eyes flicked nervously to the sky above him, the clouds
gathering in a heavy mass, darkening as if in response to his
own inner turmoil. He didn’t understand what was happening,
but he could feel it—a storm brewing inside of him, a storm
that would only get worse.

By the time he reached his apartment, the storm had
broken, and the rain was falling in heavy sheets, the world
around him drowned in the sound of the downpour. He walked

back inside, soaked but numb, barely registering the way the
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rain beat against the windows. The apartment was cold, colder
than it should have been, and the artifact still sat on the mantle,
waiting.

Waiting for him.

The whispers came again, louder this time, more
insistent.

Nathan didn’t approach it this time. He couldn’t. The
fear was too strong.

He sank onto the couch, his hands clutching his head,
trying to hold on to some semblance of control. The world was
unraveling around him, and he was powerless to stop it.

But then, in the silence, he heard something else. A soft,
low thump.

It came from behind him.

Nathan turned slowly, his eyes locking on the source of
the sound, his breath catching in his throat.

The artifact.

It had moved.

The cold stone figure had shifted on its pedestal, an
inch or two closer to the edge of the mantle.

And Nathan’s heart stopped.

It was real. It was all real.

He had to do something. He couldn’t let it consume

him. He couldn’t let it win.
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But what could he do?
The storm outside raged on. And inside, Nathan knew

that the true storm had only just begun.
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Shadows in the Silence

Nathan’s apartment felt more suffocating than usual.
The air hung heavy in the room, thick with an unseen weight
that seemed to press down on his chest. He sat at his desk, his
fingers hovering over the keys of his laptop, yet none of the
usual clarity came to him. The day was already slipping away,
each moment blurring into the next as though the boundaries
between reality and nightmare were becoming less distinct.

The artifact sat on the mantle as always, innocuous yet
menacing. Nathan couldn’t bring himself to look at it for too
long, but it called to him, tugging at the back of his mind with
an insistent pull. He had thought about moving it, throwing it

out, but each time he tried to act, his body refused to cooperate.
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It was as if his mind had made some unspoken pact with the
object, unwilling to break the tenuous connection.

The room was quiet—too quiet. The hum of his
electronics was a distant, comforting noise, but it did little to
ease the tension building in his bones. For the past few days,
Nathan had been unable to shake the feeling that something
was watching him. The sensation had begun subtly, at first just
an unease in the pit of his stomach when he walked through his
apartment. But it was growing now, gnawing at him from all
sides.

There was a knock at the door.

Nathan’s breath hitched. His heart pounded in his chest
as he stood, unsure for a moment whether he’d imagined it.
The knock came again, louder this time, more insistent.

It wasn’t Izzy—she was still away, on some business
trip. He hadn’t heard from her in days.

A shadow passed by the corner of the window, and
Nathan’s blood ran cold. His mind tried to rationalize it—his
neighbors, perhaps? But the room felt so much smaller now,
the walls pressing in with a suffocating intensity. He walked
toward the door cautiously, every step feeling heavier than the

last.
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When he opened it, there was no one standing on the
other side. Just the empty hallway, darkened by the waning
light outside.

Nathan stepped back, his mind racing. His eyes scanned
the hall, but there was nothing out of place.

The emptiness only deepened the unease that gripped
him. He closed the door slowly, turning the lock, as if that
small act of resistance could ward off whatever unseen force
was creeping closer.

He turned back to the living room, his gaze
automatically falling on the mantle. The artifact was still there,
but now it felt different—alive, somehow. The shadows in the
room seemed to stretch toward it, curling like tendrils,
pulsating with a strange energy that Nathan couldn’t place.

His stomach churned, a low, gnawing discomfort that
had settled deep within him. He rubbed his eyes, willing the
feeling away, but the unease only grew. The artifact wasn’t just
a decoration anymore. It had become an extension of his
existence—unavoidable, inescapable.

He paced the room, his breath quickening as the silence
enveloped him. Every shadow seemed to flicker, every creak of
the floorboards seemed to echo in his ears. The whispers had

started again, low and soft at first, but they were growing
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louder. His pulse quickened. He couldn’t make out the words,
but the tone was unmistakable—insistent, demanding.

"You belong to me."

Nathan froze, his heart hammering in his chest. The
voice wasn’t his own. It came from somewhere deeper,
somewhere darker. The words cut through his thoughts,
dragging him back to the mantle, where the artifact seemed to
pulse with a sinister energy.

With a sudden surge of panic, Nathan turned and fled
the apartment. He didn’t know where he was going, but he had
to get out. The walls felt too close, the shadows closing in. He
grabbed his jacket from the chair, nearly tripping over his own
feet as he rushed toward the door.

His mind was a blur of confusion and fear. The hallway
felt different now, too. The air was heavier, more suffocating,
and the walls seemed to lean in on him as he made his way
down the stairwell. He wasn’t sure what he was running from,
but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was closing in on him.

He pushed through the front door and into the evening
air, gasping as the cool wind hit his face. It felt like a brief
reprieve, a momentary break from the madness inside. The
world outside was still the same—people walking by, cars
moving down the street, the hum of city life continuing on as if

nothing had changed.
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But Nathan knew something had. Something had
shifted inside him, and he couldn’t ignore it any longer.

He walked, his feet moving almost mechanically, the
sounds of the world around him muftled as his mind raced. The
whispers still filled his ears, haunting him, following him
wherever he went.

"You belong to me."

He wanted to scream. He wanted to run, but there was
nowhere to go. He had no escape. The apartment had become a
prison, and now, it seemed, the city was no different.

A cold dread settled in his chest as he glanced over his
shoulder, half-expecting to see something—or someone—
following him. But there was nothing. Just the cold shadows of
the city streets stretching out before him.

Yet, even in the absence of anything tangible, Nathan
could feel it. The weight of the thing that had latched onto him.
The artifact. The demon inside. It was with him, always.

He couldn't shake it. And, worse, he couldn't ignore it.

Nathan's hands shook as he fumbled with his phone,
pulling it out of his pocket. He stared at the screen, debating
whether or not to call Izzy. But what would he say? Would she
even believe him?

The buzzing of his phone startled him, and he looked

down to see a text from her.
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Izzy: Hope everything is okay.

His heart sank. She was still gone, still unreachable.
The distance between them had never felt more real than it did
in this moment.

He had no one left to turn to. The isolation had become
all-consuming, and it wasn’t just physical—it was mental.

As he walked, Nathan began to question everything.
Was it the artifact? Was it his mind? Or was something else at
work here?

The city stretched out before him, but the shadows
seemed to stretch with it, growing longer, darker. And Nathan
knew, deep in his gut, that he was being drawn into something

far darker than he had ever imagined.
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Unseen Forces

Nathan had never been one to surrender to fear. His life
had been built on a foundation of control and order, a careful
balance between his work, his routines, and his solitary
existence. But the events of the past few days had begun to
erode that foundation, piece by piece.

He awoke with a heavy heart, the sense of dread
lingering like a weight in his chest. He had barely slept the
night before, his mind swirling with fragmented thoughts and
images he couldn’t make sense of. His dreams were filled with
shifting shadows, faces he didn’t recognize, and a sense of

being pursued by something just out of reach.
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The apartment, which had once felt like a sanctuary,
now felt more like a tomb. Each room seemed to close in on
him, the walls pressing tighter, the air thicker. Nathan rubbed
his eyes as he sat up in bed, the morning light filtering weakly
through the blinds, casting elongated shadows across the floor.
His phone sat on the nightstand, buzzing quietly. He reached
over, still half-dazed, and picked it up.

It was a message from [zzy.

Izzy: You still okay? You’ve been distant lately.

Nathan stared at the message, feeling a pang of guilt.
He hadn’t meant to pull away from her, but it had become
harder and harder to focus on anything but the feeling that
something was wrong. The artifact on the mantle, the whispers
that had begun to invade his thoughts, and the constant
sensation of being watched—it was all too much. He hadn’t
mentioned any of this to [zzy. She would never believe him. In
fact, she might think he was losing his mind.

Nathan quickly typed a response.

Nathan: I’'m fine. Just busy. I’ll catch up later.

He hesitated, then added a smiley face emoji to soften
the message. It was a habit of his—trying to maintain some
normalcy, even when everything inside him felt wrong.

He tossed the phone aside and swung his legs over the

side of the bed. His apartment was cold, too cold for this time
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of year. His breath came out in soft clouds as he stood,
stretching his stiff limbs. The floorboards creaked beneath his
feet as he made his way into the kitchen, the rhythm of his
steps the only sound breaking the silence.

His routine was the same as always—coffee, a quick
scan of emails, then a few moments of quiet reflection before
he dove into the demands of the day. But as he brewed his
coffee, his mind kept returning to the artifact. He had been so
drawn to it when he first saw it in the store, its strange and
ancient beauty captivating him. Now, it felt like a tether, a link
to something he didn’t understand and couldn’t escape.

Every glance toward the mantle seemed to pull him
deeper into its orbit. Even as he tried to distract himself, the
pull grew stronger.

He couldn’t understand why he had bought it. Or why
he hadn’t gotten rid of it yet. He knew something was wrong
with it, with him, but the artifact was always there, always
lurking. And the longer it remained in his apartment, the worse
things seemed to get. The whispering voices had grown louder
in the night, and during the day, he often felt as if the shadows
in his apartment were watching him, waiting for something.

Nathan took his coffee to the window, his eyes scanning
the city outside. The skyline of Atlanta stretched out before

him, a sea of glass and steel, people going about their busy
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lives, unaware of the nightmare unfolding in one of their own
high-rise apartments. For a moment, the vastness of the city
gave him some comfort. It reminded him of the world outside
his apartment, a world that was still moving forward, even if he
wasn’t.

But then his eyes fell back to the mantle. The artifact.

Nathan’s stomach clenched. He turned away from the
window, abandoning the rest of his coffee. He felt like he was
suffocating in his own skin, the weight of it all pressing down
on him. He wasn’t sure what he was afraid of—whether it was
the artifact itself, the shadows, or his own deteriorating mind.
But whatever it was, it was getting harder to ignore.

His mind drifted back to his conversation with [zzy the
day before. He had tried to explain how he was feeling, how
everything seemed off. But her response had been predictable.
“You’re just tired, Nathan. You’ve been working too hard. You
need a break. Maybe take a day off?”” It was like she couldn’t
hear him. She didn’t understand what he was going through.

It wasn’t just fatigue. It was something deeper,
something he couldn’t explain.

He glanced over at the mantle again, his eyes
narrowing. He had tried to get rid of it before—Ileft it on the
curb, only to find it back in its place on the shelf hours later. He

had tried throwing it away, burning it, but it always returned.
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And each time it came back, it felt like the darkness
inside it grew stronger. Like it was taking more of him with
each passing day.

Nathan took a deep breath and grabbed his jacket,
heading for the door. Maybe a walk would clear his head.
Maybe he could find a way to break free from the grip this
thing had on him.

But as he stepped outside, the air felt thick and
oppressive. The streets were busy, but Nathan felt more alone
than ever. The city felt different, its energy muted, its sounds
muffled. It was as if the world around him was slipping into a
dream, a nightmare where he was the only one aware of what
was happening.

He shook his head, trying to push away the thought. But
the unease lingered, clinging to him like a shadow that
wouldn’t let go.

As he walked, his footsteps echoed in the quiet
morning, each one a reminder of how isolated he had become.
The world around him was moving, but he was stuck. Every
step forward felt like one in place.

The whispering voices returned, low and distant, but
unmistakable.

"You belong to me."
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Nathan stopped in his tracks, his pulse quickening. The
words weren’t just in his head anymore. They were real. He
could feel them, like a cold hand on his spine, pulling him
toward something he couldn’t escape.

He turned, looking over his shoulder, half-expecting to
see something lurking in the shadows. But there was nothing.
Just the usual hum of the city. Yet Nathan knew, deep down,
that the thing he feared was getting closer.

And there was nowhere to run.

The following morning felt no different, but Nathan
could feel it in the air. The tension hadn't left. If anything, it
had grown, thickening like fog that refused to lift. Even as he
woke up and went through his usual routine, he couldn’t shake
the feeling that the world around him wasn’t quite the same. It
wasn’t just the artifact, though that cursed object was never far
from his mind. It was something in the very atmosphere of his
apartment, something that had seeped into his skin, into his
bones, like a slow-moving poison.

He sat at his desk, mindlessly scanning through emails,
his fingers barely grazing the keyboard. The usual rhythm of
work felt off. Every click of the mouse, every word typed,
seemed to echo too loudly in the quiet of his apartment. His

focus kept drifting back to the mantle, to the artifact that
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seemed to pulse in the corner of his vision, its presence an
unspoken weight.

Nathan paused, rubbing his eyes. It had only been a few
hours since he had left the apartment, but it felt as if days had
passed. He had barely slept. Each time he closed his eyes, he
found himself lost in strange dreams—dreams of running
through a dark forest, only to be caught by unseen hands that
felt both familiar and wrong. The nightmares had been
relentless. And with each passing night, they felt more real,
more like a warning.

He stood abruptly, unable to focus any longer. His chair
scraped harshly against the floor as he left the desk. The
apartment felt too small, too closed in, and he needed to get
out, even if it was just for a short walk.

As he grabbed his jacket, Nathan’s eyes involuntarily
flicked toward the mantle again. There it was, sitting as it had
been, unchanged. The artifact. The weight of it seemed to press
down on him even from across the room. He hesitated. He had
told himself over and over that he would get rid of it, yet here it
was, mocking him with its calm, ancient presence.

The voices had started up again—soft, like the wind
through the trees, but insistent. It was the same whisper from
yesterday.

You belong to me.
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Nathan’s stomach tightened. He tried to dismiss it. It
wasn’t real. It was just the lack of sleep, the stress. The
problem wasn’t the artifact—it was him. He was letting his
mind get the better of him. But as he stepped toward the door,
he could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, his
senses screaming at him that something was wrong. He needed
a break. He needed to get out of here.

The streets outside were busy as usual, but Nathan
didn’t feel the usual comfort he took in the hum of the city.
Today, it felt oppressive, like the world was holding its breath,
waiting for something he couldn’t see.

He made his way down the street, hands shoved deep
into his pockets, his head low. The familiar surroundings didn’t
bring him the peace they once had. He passed by shops, coffee
carts, and pedestrians chatting, but they all felt like ghosts, as if
he were moving through a space where he no longer belonged.

It was a brief escape, but even as he walked, the
whispers kept tugging at the edges of his mind. You belong to
me.

Nathan’s steps slowed, and his gaze shifted. In the
distance, there was a small shop he hadn’t noticed before, a
place tucked in between two larger stores. It stood out in a
strange way, not because it was bright or inviting, but because

it felt... old. Its windows were obscured by faded curtains, and
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the sign above the door was barely legible, the letters chipped
and worn.

Something about the shop drew him in. Without
thinking, he turned toward it. As he neared the door, he felt a
strange pull—almost like the artifact itself was calling him,
drawing him to this place.

The bell above the door rang faintly as he stepped
inside. The air inside was thick with the smell of old wood and
something else—something musty, like mildew. The shop was
small, cluttered with strange knick-knacks, dust-covered
antiques, and unfamiliar objects. In the dim light, everything
felt lost to time, as though this place had never changed in
decades.

Behind the counter stood an elderly man, his face
hidden behind thick glasses. His eyes were small and sharp,
watching Nathan with an unsettling intensity.

“Can I help you, young man?” the shopkeeper asked,
his voice surprisingly clear for his age.

Nathan hesitated, glancing around at the strange
assortment of objects. “I’m not sure,” he said, trying to sound
casual. “I just... I was passing by.”

The old man nodded slowly, as if he had seen Nathan
before, though that was impossible. Nathan was certain he

hadn’t been here before. Still, the man’s gaze never wavered.
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“Sometimes,” the old man said quietly, “things come
back to you when you least expect it.”

Nathan’s heart skipped a beat. Come back?

Before he could respond, the old man pointed to a
small, nondescript box on the counter. “You look like the type
who appreciates... rare things,” he said, his voice thick with
meaning.

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. Something about the box felt
wrong, like it was calling to him, just like the artifact had.

“I don’t—" Nathan began, but the man’s eyes gleamed
with knowing.

“It’s not for everyone,” the old man interrupted. “But
you seem like you’re searching for something.”

Nathan swallowed hard. His breath caught in his throat
as he looked down at the box, the feeling of dread settling over
him once again. He knew this wasn’t a coincidence. It never
was.

Without saying another word, Nathan turned and
walked out of the shop, his mind reeling with the strange
encounter. As he stepped back onto the street, he felt as if the
world had tilted again, as though everything he thought he
knew about reality was beginning to fracture.

And, once again, the whispers began.

You belong to me.
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The Weight of Knowledge

Nathan awoke with a sense of unease that lingered as
the first light of morning filtered into his condo. The
oppressive silence of the apartment, which had once been
comforting, now felt like an inescapable cage. His body still
carried the tension of the night, his muscles tight from the
weight of his nightmares.

For a moment, he lay still, staring at the ceiling as the
remnants of sleep slowly faded. His mind immediately went to
the artifact—he couldn’t help it. It had been there, waiting for
him in the same spot above the mantle where he had placed it
weeks ago, as though it had always belonged. It was as if the

object had become a permanent fixture in his life, creeping into
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his thoughts at all hours, an unwelcome presence lurking in the
background of his once peaceful existence.

He hadn’t seen any more visions or heard any more
whispers, not since the incident with the kitchen, but he still
felt it. The unsettling weight of something watching him, even
when the apartment was quiet.

Nathan tried to shake it off, pushing himself up from
the bed and stretching his arms above his head. A glance at the
clock on his nightstand told him it was already time to start his
day. He had a routine—his work was still there, waiting for
him. The market wouldn’t trade itself, after all, and retirement
was still months away. He needed to stay on track, despite
everything.

He headed to the bathroom, splashed some cold water
on his face, and tried to focus.

But the nagging feeling wouldn’t go away.

After a quick breakfast, Nathan settled at his desk, but
his thoughts kept drifting. He couldn't stop thinking about what
had happened—the way the kitchen utensils had moved, the
cold air that had suddenly surrounded him. The whispers had
been so real, and yet, when he tried to explain it to 1zzy, it only
seemed to make her more concerned for his well-being. She
brushed it off as stress. As a side effect of him pushing himself

too hard to retire early.
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But Nathan knew it was something more. He could feel
it deep inside him. That object, that statue, was connected to all
of this. It wasn’t just his mind playing tricks on him—it was
something else.

By noon, he decided to visit the small antique shop
again. He hadn’t gone back since purchasing the artifact, and
the nagging curiosity inside him grew stronger with each
passing hour. There was something about that shop—the
owner’s cryptic words, the strange ambiance of the place.
Maybe it was time to seek answers, or at least hear more from
Mr. Forsythe.

The air outside was crisp as Nathan walked to the store.
The city was as busy as always, but the rhythm of the streets
felt distant, disconnected from his own thoughts. It was a quiet
walk, just long enough to give him time to think and work
through the unsettling feelings that had plagued him the last
few days. He didn't know what exactly he was expecting when
he stepped back inside that shop, but something about the place
always felt like it had more to offer than it first appeared.

When he arrived, Mr. Forsythe was behind the counter,
organizing a few trinkets. His eyes lit up when Nathan entered,
but there was a hesitation in his gaze, as if he’d been expecting

him.
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"Back again?" Mr. Forsythe’s voice was raspy, though
there was a kindness in it.

"I need to ask you something," Nathan said, feeling the
weight of his own uncertainty in his voice. "About that statue |
bought..."

The old man nodded slowly, his fingers brushing over
the counter before he met Nathan’s gaze. "It’s a curious thing,
isn’t it? It’s been in this shop longer than I care to remember."
His eyes seemed to darken momentarily, and he cleared his
throat. "You’ve been feeling something, haven’t you? Since
you took it home?"

Nathan’s pulse quickened, his stomach tightening.
"Yeah. I’ve been hearing things... feeling things. I know it
sounds crazy, but—"

"It’s not crazy," Mr. Forsythe interrupted gently. "It’s
exactly what happens when it finds its... new owner."

Nathan stared at the old man, unable to form a coherent
response. He had expected skepticism, but Mr. Forsythe
seemed to know more than he was letting on. The air in the
shop grew heavier, as if the walls themselves were closing in
on him.

"Listen, I don't know much more about it," Mr.
Forsythe continued, lowering his voice. "But I can tell you

this—the one who made that statue didn’t just craft a piece of
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art. They crafted something far darker. Something that’s meant
to... hold something inside." He paused, eyeing Nathan
carefully. "Whatever’s trapped in there, it doesn’t want to be
there. And it’s waiting."

Nathan’s heart skipped a beat. "What do you mean,
‘waiting’?"

"Waiting for you to crack," Mr. Forsythe said, his voice
almost a whisper. "For your mind to start to unravel. For you to
question what’s real and what isn’t."

Nathan could feel the weight of those words press on
him. "How do I stop it?" he asked, his voice cracking slightly.
"I can’t keep going on like this. [—I feel like it’s breaking me."

The old man paused, then sighed. "I don’t have the
answer. All I can tell you is that you have to take control. You
need to fight back, or it will consume you, piece by piece. But
don’t expect it to be easy. The artifact doesn’t give up easily."

The conversation hung in the air, and Nathan found
himself frozen in place. He had wanted answers, but now that
he was hearing them, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the
truth.

After a long, uncomfortable silence, Nathan finally
nodded, though his mind was racing. He turned and left the
shop without another word, the weight of what he had learned

settling over him like a storm cloud.
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As he walked back to his condo, his thoughts spiraled.
He couldn’t escape the idea that the demon inside the statue
was alive, that it was using him as its vessel. The thought made
his skin crawl, but he couldn’t ignore the growing sense of
urgency that gnawed at him. Time was running out. He needed
to find a way to rid himself of it, to free himself from whatever
grip it had on him.

But for now, there was only silence. And in that silence,

Nathan felt more alone than ever before.
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Unspoken Words

Nathan’s condo felt colder than usual when he woke up,
the sunlight struggling to push through the blinds, casting thin,
weak beams onto the floor. He sat up in bed, his eyes scanning
the room as a wave of unease crept over him. The apartment,
once a sanctuary of solitude and quiet, now seemed to echo
with something darker—something he couldn’t quite place but
couldn’t escape.

The first thought that came to his mind was the artifact.
That damned statue. The weight of it felt heavier on him each
day, even when he wasn’t in the same room. He could almost

feel it pulling at him, beckoning him to confront it, to touch it,
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to return to it despite the creeping dread that had taken root in
his thoughts.

He shoved the blankets off, standing up stiffly, feeling
the weight of his body after a restless night. His thoughts,
fragmented and jumbled, still circled around the conversation
with Mr. Forsythe. The old man’s words replayed in Nathan’s
mind: It’s waiting for you to crack. That warning had stuck
with him, clinging like an oil stain that he couldn’t scrub away.
Was that what was happening to him? Was he cracking?
Slowly, piece by piece?

Shaking his head, Nathan made his way to the kitchen,
trying to push the thoughts away. He wasn’t going to let it take
him. He wouldn’t. He’d worked too hard for this—too long to
let some cursed object undo all his progress. He just needed to
get through today. Maybe after a few more weeks, he could sell
the damn thing. It would be gone. He’d be free.

He turned on the coffee maker, the familiar sounds of
the brewing process soothing him for a moment, but it didn’t
last long. His phone buzzed from the counter, pulling him from
his reverie. He wiped his hands on his jeans, grabbing the
device and glancing at the screen. It was a message from Izzy.

Izzy: "I’ll be back in a few hours. Are you okay?"

Nathan’s lips curved into a tired smile, but the warmth

didn’t reach his eyes. She had always been so attuned to him,
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always checking in, always asking about his day. He didn’t
want to burden her with the weirdness that had begun to
consume him. Not yet.

Nathan typed back, trying to sound more normal than
he felt.

Nathan: "I’m fine. Just another day, you know? How’s
the conference going?"

He sent the message off, then sat at the kitchen table,
waiting for his coffee to finish. As he sat there, he stared at the
floor, feeling a dull, persistent ache in his chest. His mind kept
drifting back to the statue, back to the feeling of
something watching him, waiting for him. The unease was
becoming a constant presence, a shadow that never left. He
couldn’t escape it, no matter how hard he tried to distract
himself with work or routine.

As the coffee finished brewing, the familiar smell of
dark roast filled the air, a small comfort in an otherwise
unsettling morning. Nathan grabbed his mug, holding it
between both hands, letting the heat seep into his cold palms.

His eyes wandered to the mantelpiece.

The statue was there, of course. It had always been
there, ever since that day at Mr. Forsythe’s shop. He hadn’t
been able to take his eyes off it. Not because he liked it—no,

he was past that. It was no longer about the aesthetic. He had
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stopped admiring it long ago. Now, it was something he
couldn’t ignore. Something he couldn’t outrun.

The thought crossed his mind again—selling it. Getting
rid of it. He’d thought about it more than once, but the unease
lingered. The thought of giving it to someone else felt wrong,
somehow. Like it would only pass the curse along, continue the
cycle. He wasn’t sure he could live with that. But what choice
did he have? The terror had already begun to seep into his life.
What was one more move toward the inevitable?

His phone buzzed again, pulling him out of his spiraling
thoughts. It was a new message from Izzy.

Izzy: "Just finished my meeting. I’ll be back soon. Want
to grab dinner?"

Nathan felt a momentary warmth in his chest at the
thought of spending time with her. It had been a few days since
they’d really spent time together. He didn’t want to drag her
into the mess that was his mind, but he did miss her presence.
Her calm energy, the way she always made him feel like
everything would be okay, even when he knew deep down it
wouldn’t be.

Nathan: "Sure. Looking forward to it."

He put the phone down and sipped his coffee, trying to
steady his mind. He was still shaking from the thoughts that

had been bouncing around in his head all morning, but he
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couldn’t let that control him. Not now. He had to get through
today. He’d deal with the statue later, after he’d had some time
to think about it, about what he really wanted to do. But for
now, he couldn’t let it dominate his life.

He stood up, his legs unsteady as the coffee worked its
way through him, waking him up. He needed to focus. He
needed to stay on track.

Nathan walked to his desk, taking his seat. His fingers
hovered over the keyboard, but his mind kept drifting back to
that cursed artifact. His breath caught as he glanced over to the
mantle again, that damn statue staring back at him.

It’s not real, he told himself. It can’t be.

But deep down, Nathan knew something was wrong.
He knew that the more he ignored it, the more powerful it
became.

The quiet hum of the city outside his window did
nothing to calm him. The longer he stared at the statue, the
more it seemed to loom over him, its empty eyes piercing his
soul.

Nathan took a deep breath and got to work. He had no
choice.

Nathan’s mind had hardly settled by the time the
evening rolled around. His body had grown accustomed to the

daily grind, to the rhythm of his life, but the mounting weight
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of the unease he’d been feeling all day made every movement
feel sluggish, as though he was wading through thick fog. Each
step in his apartment seemed to echo louder than it should,
every sound amplified by the silence that hung in the air like a
storm cloud.

He had taken a walk earlier to clear his mind, but the
city outside had offered little comfort. The usual hum of life—
people laughing, cars honking, the distant chatter of crowds—
seemed hollow, as though it was happening just outside of his
reach, like watching a movie where the actors were just out of
focus.

And then there was the statue.

No matter how much he tried to distance himself from
it, the thought of it lingered in the back of his mind, like a
gnawing itch he couldn’t quite scratch. It hadn’t been so much
the statue itself that bothered him anymore—though it still
unnerved him—but the way it seemed to manipulate the air
around it. Like a dark presence had followed it home, infecting
his thoughts, his perceptions.

His phone buzzed again. This time it was Izzy.

Izzy: “I’m on my way. Can’t wait to see you.”

Nathan sat on his couch, staring at the screen for a
moment before he typed a quick response. His thumbs hovered

over the keys as a knot tightened in his chest.
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Nathan: “Me too.”

He stared at the message for a moment longer,
wondering if he was being honest. It wasn’t that he didn’t want
to see her. He did. But his mind felt... scattered, as if a
thousand thoughts were fighting for attention all at once. How
could he explain to her what he was feeling? How could he
explain the suffocating terror that was slowly creeping through
every corner of his mind?

He stood up and walked over to the kitchen, grabbing a
glass of water. He needed something to calm his nerves, but
nothing ever seemed to help. Not even the high-end whiskey he
kept on hand. The idea of drowning his worries in alcohol felt
wrong, like it would only give the darkness inside him more
room to spread.

The knock on his door broke the silence, startling him.
He hadn’t even heard her footsteps in the hallway. Nathan
quickly placed the glass down and moved toward the door, his
heart racing just a little faster than it should.

Izzy stood in the doorway when he opened it, her face
lighting up with a smile that did little to alleviate the storm
brewing inside him. Her eyes, bright and full of life, locked
onto his, and for a moment, Nathan thought he saw a flicker of

concern in them.
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“Hey,” she said softly, stepping inside. She reached out,
touching his arm lightly, her fingers warm against his skin.
“You okay?”

Nathan forced a smile. “Yeah. Just... tired.”

He tried not to let the words sound as hollow as they
felt. He hadn’t slept well the night before, and the dreams,
those vivid, strange visions that blurred the line between
nightmare and reality, had only made things worse. But that
wasn’t something he could tell her. Not yet.

Izzy looked at him with soft eyes, her hand still resting
on his arm. She studied him for a moment, the warmth of her
touch grounding him for just a second.

“I’ve missed you,” she said quietly, her voice carrying
an undercurrent of worry. “I know things have been... weird
lately, but we’ll get through it. You don’t have to deal with
everything on your own, you know?”

The words lingered in the air like a soft promise.

But Nathan didn’t know how to respond. He couldn’t
explain to her that there were things happening that he didn’t
understand. That there was something inside him now,
something that made it feel like the walls were closing in. How
could he tell her that the artifact—the thing that had been
sitting on his mantle for the past few weeks—was somehow

influencing him, pulling at his every thought?
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She was here, standing in front of him, her presence
like a balm to the turmoil inside, but Nathan couldn’t shake the
feeling that he was becoming unmoored. And he wasn’t sure if
he could rely on her to understand, or if she would even believe
him.

Izzy smiled softly, pulling him into a hug. Nathan
closed his eyes for a moment, his body tense, but then he
relaxed into her embrace. He let himself feel the comfort of her
presence, just for a moment. It was a small comfort, but it was
something he needed.

“Come on, let’s get some dinner,” Izzy suggested,
pulling away from him and walking toward the kitchen. “I
don’t know about you, but I could use something to eat.”

Nathan nodded, but his mind wasn’t fully present. It
was still trapped in the web of his own thoughts. The weight of
everything—his work, his investments, his unease about the
artifact—felt suffocating. And with Izzy here, trying to offer
him comfort, it only reminded him of how far apart they were,
despite everything they shared. She was so calm, so full of
light, while Nathan felt like he was drowning in darkness.

He followed her to the kitchen, unable to shake the
feeling that something was wrong, that everything was about to

shift.
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Nathan tried his best to focus on their dinner, on their
conversation, but his mind kept drifting. Every so often, his
gaze would flicker toward the mantle, where the statue sat, like
a silent observer to everything happening in the room. It was as
if it was watching him, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Izzy chatted about her conference, about things that
seemed trivial now, and Nathan did his best to keep up. But in
the back of his mind, the whispers started again, soft at first,
but gradually growing louder.

It’s not real, he told himself, but the more he tried to
convince himself of that, the more the whispers seemed to get
under his skin.

At one point, he caught a glimpse of 1zzy’s face as she
talked, her smile wide and bright. She looked at him, waiting
for a response, and in that moment, Nathan’s chest tightened
with an almost unbearable pressure. It was as though a part of
him was slipping away, unraveling before his eyes, and he
couldn’t stop it.

He had to tell her. He had to tell someone.

But the words wouldn’t come.

As the evening wore on, the feeling of dread settled
deeper into his bones, and the longer he stayed in the
apartment, the more he could feel the presence of the artifact,

creeping up behind him, waiting to take control.
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The Unseen Weight

Nathan awoke in the middle of the night, his body
drenched in sweat. The air in his apartment felt heavier than it
had ever felt before, thick with a presence he couldn’t name,
yet couldn’t escape. His eyes fluttered open, only to meet the
darkness of the room. A stillness so complete that it seemed
almost unnatural. The faint hum of the city outside had been
swallowed by an oppressive silence that weighed down on him,
making his breaths shallow, his chest tight.

He rubbed his face with both hands, trying to shake the
remnants of his nightmare. It had been the same dream again—
shadows, whispers, the feeling of something cold wrapping

around his chest, suffocating him. But this time, it had been
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more vivid. The demon—if that was what it was—had taken a
shape in his dream, a grotesque, twisted mockery of a human
form, with hollow eyes that seemed to burn into his soul.

The unsettling thing was, Nathan knew it wasn’t just a
nightmare. Something had changed. There was something in
the apartment with him, something in the air. His thoughts were
clouded, like he was trapped in a fog. The faint memory of the
statue flashed through his mind, and that gnawing feeling in his
gut returned. The pull of the artifact seemed to have intensified,
like it was calling him—pulling him deeper into whatever grip
it had on him.

His gaze shifted toward the mantle, where the statue
sat, eerily still, yet somehow menacing in the dim light of the
room. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it since he’d
placed it there days ago. It had started innocuously enough, a
simple piece of decor to add to the ambiance of his minimalist
home. But it was more than that now.

He couldn’t bring himself to look away. The eyes of the
statue—empty yet full of something dark—seemed to draw
him in. A whisper slithered into his mind, faint at first, but
unmistakable.

Come closer.

Nathan’s heart raced. He sat up in bed, his limbs heavy,

as though they weren’t his own. He wasn’t sure how much
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longer he could resist. Every time he told himself he wasn’t
going to touch it again, something pulled him back. It was like
an invisible thread tied around his soul, dragging him toward
the artifact.

He stood, legs shaky beneath him, and made his way
toward the living room. The shadows danced across the walls
as the flickering light of the streetlamps outside cast their
ghostly glow into the apartment. It was eerily quiet. His mind,
already on edge, couldn’t shake the feeling that the world had
become too still, too quiet. Even the city’s usual hum seemed
to have disappeared, swallowed by whatever unseen force had
taken hold of him.

As he stood in front of the mantle, the statue’s dark eyes
seemed to burn into him, waiting. Nathan swallowed, his throat
dry as dust. He reached out a trembling hand, his fingers
brushing the cool stone.

The moment his skin made contact with it, a sharp jolt
shot through him, as if he had been electrocuted. His body
stiffened, every muscle locking in place, as though some
unseen force had gripped him. He wanted to pull his hand
away, but something held him there. His pulse thundered in his
ears, and for a fleeting moment, he thought he heard a voice,
not in his mind, but deep within the walls of the apartment.

You’re mine.
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The words sent a chill down his spine. He yanked his
hand back, breaking the contact, but the voice—no, the
feeling—lingered, curling around him like smoke.

Nathan stumbled backward, gasping for air. His vision
swam, the edges of the room seeming to blur as if the very
fabric of reality had begun to bend and warp. The whispers, the
eerie presence, they were all too much. It felt like the walls
were closing in, the apartment growing smaller and more
suffocating by the second.

He didn’t know what was happening. The rational part
of his mind screamed that it was just stress, that it was all in his
head. But the terror that gripped him felt too real. Too tangible.
His breath came in shallow gasps as the room seemed to spin,
his legs threatening to give way beneath him.

The air around him felt charged, as though something
was watching, waiting. The shadows seemed to stretch,
reaching for him, their edges flickering like flames. The statue
on the mantle, still, silent, yet somehow alive in its stillness,
mocked him. The darkness in his apartment, once a safe refuge,
now felt hostile—like the room itself had turned against him.

And then the sound came.

A scraping noise, faint but unmistakable, came from the
corner of the room. Nathan’s head snapped toward it, his heart

pounding in his chest. He stood frozen, unable to move, as if
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the room had conspired to trap him in place. The scraping grew
louder, and slowly, as though guided by some unseen hand, a
shadow began to creep across the floor. It moved unnaturally,
stretching and shifting in ways that defied logic.

Nathan’s breath caught in his throat. His heart
hammered, each beat like a drum, loud enough to drown out
everything else. His gaze darted from the corner to the statue,
then back again.

He needed to leave. He had to get out of there. But the
thought of leaving the apartment, leaving the artifact, was
impossible. It was like his body wouldn’t obey. The darkness
had found him, and it was drawing him in, a force beyond his
comprehension.

The shadows seemed to rise, twisting together, pulling
themselves into an indistinct shape, forming something taller,
darker, more menacing. Nathan backed away slowly, his body
trembling, but the shape continued to grow, its edges still
flickering in and out of focus, as though it was barely holding
together.

He opened his mouth to scream, but the sound died in
his throat. His feet stumbled backward, hitting the table behind
him. He fell, his hands landing hard on the floor, the sensation
of the cold wood shocking him back into some semblance of

control.
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Get out, Nathan thought, but his body refused to move.

The figure moved closer, an indistinct mass of
darkness, its outline shifting like a cloak of smoke. Nathan
could feel it now, could feel its presence pressing down on him,
suffocating him.

His mind raced, trying to make sense of it all, but there
was no explanation. There was no logic. No way to understand
what was happening. All he could feel was the fear—the
overwhelming, primal fear that told him he was trapped.

The shape stopped in front of him, its form still shifting,
twisting. Then, for the first time, Nathan heard it. A voice—not
a whisper, but a low growl, deep and guttural, crawling up
from the depths of his soul.

You cannot escape.

The words seemed to pierce through him, tearing at the
last threads of his sanity.

And then, with a final burst of terror, Nathan screamed.
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The Weight of Despair

Nathan’s scream echoed through the apartment, a raw,
desperate cry that seemed to reverberate oft the walls. It was
the only sound in the room, the only thing that cut through the
suffocating silence. But as quickly as the scream left his mouth,
it was smothered by the crushing weight of fear. His chest
tightened, his heart racing so fast he thought it might burst. He
wanted to run, to flee, but his legs felt like lead, his body
locked in place.

The shadows—the shape—Iloomed in front of him, and
with every breath Nathan took, it seemed to grow taller, more

oppressive. His vision blurred at the edges, the room shifting,
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tilting, as if the very world had begun to distort in response to
the presence that filled the space.

His eyes flicked to the statue, sitting still on the mantle,
but now it seemed different—alive in a way it hadn’t been
before. Its dark stone surface glimmered faintly in the dim
light, almost as if it were watching him, feeding off the terror
that swelled in his chest. It was the center of it all, the source of
this nightmare, and yet Nathan couldn’t tear his eyes away.

The shadow before him shifted again, and this time, it
spoke. The voice was low, rumbling, like the growl of some
ancient beast that had crawled from the bowels of the earth.

You think you can escape me, Nathan?

The words weren’t just heard—they reverberated deep
in Nathan’s bones, as though the very air was alive with the
demon’s power. His body tensed, but he could do nothing. He
couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, couldn’t even look away. It
was as if he were trapped in an invisible cage, his mind
screaming for release, but his body betraying him.

You cannot hide from me.

The shadow stepped closer, and Nathan’s blood ran
cold. It was closer now, so close he could feel its cold presence
pressing down on him. The smell in the air shifted, a strange,
metallic scent, like iron and decay. It made him gag, but the

terror locked his throat, and he couldn’t even cough.
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He forced himself to blink, trying to shake the fog that
had settled over his mind. Everything felt unreal, distorted, like
he was no longer in his own body. Like he was just an
observer, trapped in the nightmare of his own creation.

The shadow moved again, its form twisting, expanding,
until it was towering over him. He could make out its features
now—just barely, as if they were being projected through a
haze. Its face was a grotesque mockery of a human, with
jagged teeth and hollow, sunken eyes. Its skin was a sickly,
grayish color, like the flesh of something that had been rotting
for centuries.

You are weak, it hissed. You are nothing.

Nathan tried to speak, tried to shout, but his voice
wouldn’t come. He wanted to fight back, to do anything, but
his body betrayed him. The terror was suffocating, drowning
him in a sea of helplessness.

Suddenly, the demon’s form shifted again, and it
reached out—a long, clawed hand, fingers stretching toward
him. Nathan instinctively recoiled, his heart hammering in his
chest, but there was nowhere to go. His back hit the wall, and
he was trapped, a cornered animal with no escape.

The claws—Ilong and sharp—brushed against his cheek,
cold as ice, leaving a trail of searing pain in its wake. He

gasped, his breath hitching in his throat, as the burning
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sensation spread across his skin. The demon’s fingers were like
fire, but they were ice, both at once, a paradox that left him
paralyzed with terror.

You will suffer, it whispered. And you will know that I
have always been here, always watching, always waiting.

Nathan’s mind was unraveling. The pain in his face was
nothing compared to the devastation in his chest, the way his
will to resist was slowly being stripped away. The demon had
him now. It had broken him. There was nothing left. No hope.
No escape.

But then, just as the darkness seemed to claim him
entirely, something changed. A flicker—a distant sensation,
almost like a presence, not in the room, but in his mind. A faint
glimmer of something, someone, that wasn’t the demon.

Nathan tried to focus on it, tried to hold on to that
spark. His thoughts were blurry, disjointed, but there was
something pulling at him, something that wasn’t the darkness.

What is it you seek, Nathan? a voice whispered, soft
and clear, like a prayer.

He blinked, his chest still tight with terror, his body
numb, but the voice persisted. It was warm, reassuring, and
somehow familiar. He couldn’t focus on it at first, too

consumed by the demon’s presence. But it was there, insistent,
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offering him something he hadn’t felt in what seemed like
forever: hope.

Help me, he managed to whisper, his voice hoarse and
barely audible.

The shadow before him seemed to pause, its
movements slow and deliberate, as if waiting for something.
But in that moment of hesitation, Nathan heard it again—the
voice, stronger this time.

Not yet, Nathan. Not yet. But you are not alone.

Suddenly, the oppressive weight of the room seemed to
lift, just a little. The air felt less suffocating. The demon’s claws
retracted, its growl fading into a hiss of frustration.

You are nothing, the demon repeated, but this time, the
words felt weaker. It was retreating, not because it had lost its
power, but because something was interfering with its grasp on
Nathan.

Nathan felt the pressure on his chest ease, the burning
sensation on his cheek dulling. His mind cleared, just enough
to understand what was happening: The presence he had felt
was not his own. It was something—or someone—else.

A wave of determination washed over him, and, for the
first time in what felt like ages, he felt the fog in his mind
begin to lift. The terror had not vanished, but now, it seemed

less certain. Less all-encompassing.
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You will not win, Nathan said, his voice growing
stronger, more confident with each word.

The demon hissed again, but this time, it was not with
the same conviction. There was fear now, fear mixed with the
rage it had tried to bury. Nathan’s grip on himself was
returning, and with it came the flickering hope that he could
still fight. Still escape.

But the demon was not finished. The shadows swirled
around him once more, tightening, closing in, like a noose
around his neck. And still, Nathan fought. He fought for breath,
for clarity, for control.

He had felt powerless for so long. But in this moment,
he knew something had shifted. Something was different.

And the battle had only just begun.
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A Crack in the Dark

Nathan woke to the sound of rain, tapping lightly
against the window. It was still early, the soft glow of dawn just
beginning to break through the gray clouds outside. He lay
there for a few moments, not moving, just listening to the
rhythmic patter of the rain against the glass. It had been a long,
restless night. The echoes of his encounter with the demon still
lingered in his mind, a constant hum at the edges of his
thoughts. He could feel the weight of it, the oppressive terror
that had consumed him, but it was quieter now. More distant.

He turned his head to look at the clock on his

nightstand: 6:32 AM. He had no intention of getting up just yet,
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but the nagging feeling that something was wrong gnawed at
him, pushing him toward wakefulness.

His eyes flicked toward the mantle where the statue
sat—where the artifact had been ever since he brought it into
his home. Even from across the room, Nathan could feel its
presence, as if it were watching him. But this morning, it felt
different. There was something off about it, something more
unsettling than usual.

He sat up slowly, rubbing his face with his hands. His
skin still tingled from the touch of the demon, the searing
coldness of its claws leaving behind an impression that
wouldn’t fade. He felt weaker today, the fight to stay grounded
harder than before. His body ached in places it hadn’t before,
as though the demon’s influence had left an imprint on him
beyond the psychological torment.

Nathan swung his legs over the side of the bed and
stood, the floor cold beneath his feet. He stretched, trying to
shake off the last remnants of sleep. The weight of exhaustion
still hung heavy on him, but he couldn’t afford to linger in the
fog of dread that clouded his mind. He had to keep moving.

He walked over to the window, his gaze lost in the blur
of rain-soaked streets below. The city was waking up slowly,
its usual hum of activity muffled by the storm. The coffee shop

down the street would be opening soon, and though Nathan
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hadn’t planned on going there, the thought of the familiar
routine was comforting.

As he reached for his phone, something caught his eye.
He froze for a moment, staring at the mantle. The artifact.

For a brief moment, Nathan thought he saw it move.
The shadows in the room seemed to shift, just for an instant,
and the statue appeared to tremble slightly. He blinked,
thinking his mind was playing tricks on him, but the feeling
didn’t go away. The unsettling sensation lingered, growing
stronger with every passing second. It felt as though the room
itself was closing in on him. The walls, once so solid and
comforting, now seemed to pulse with a slow, rhythmic beat,
like the thud of a heart.

A chill ran through him, and for the first time in days,
Nathan considered the possibility that it wasn’t his mind
breaking. It wasn’t just fatigue or stress. There was something
in this apartment, something in that statue. Something he
couldn’t explain.

The moment he looked away, the feeling dissipated.
The room returned to its usual stillness, the only movement
coming from the rain against the window. Nathan couldn’t

shake the sense of unease that had settled deep in his gut.
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He grabbed his phone, still hesitant to move too far
from the comfort of his bed. 1zzy’s name flashed on the screen.
She’d texted him earlier, but he hadn’t seen it until now.

Izzy: “I know it’s early, but I wanted to check on you.
How are you feeling? Anything strange happening?”

Nathan frowned. His fingers hovered over the screen,
but the words didn’t come easily. How could he explain it?
How could he explain that he felt something was watching
him, that the very walls of his apartment were closing in, that
he could no longer trust his own senses? He couldn’t. He
couldn’t burden her with this. Not again.

Instead, he typed back: “I’m fine. Just tired. I’ll be
okay.”

He stared at the message for a moment before hitting
send, the words feeling hollow as they left his fingers. He
didn’t feel fine. But there was no point in dragging her into
this. She didn’t understand. She couldn’t.

After a long pause, he put the phone down on the
nightstand and walked into the living room. The apartment felt
colder than it had just moments before. The shadows clung to
the corners, stretching farther than they should have. He could
feel them in his peripheral vision, but every time he tried to
focus on them, they slipped away, leaving him with nothing but

an overwhelming sense of foreboding.
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The statue—no, the artifact—sat in its usual place,
bathed in the soft, gray light from the window. Nathan stared at
it, his breath catching in his throat. He didn’t know why, but he
felt an intense pull toward it, as though it was calling to him,
urging him to come closer.

The air around it seemed to hum with an energy he
couldn’t explain. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on
end, and for the first time, Nathan felt fear course through his
veins, not because of what had happened, but because of what
was about to happen.

The whispers had stopped for now, but their absence
made Nathan feel as though they were lingering just beyond
the edge of his consciousness, waiting for him to slip, to lose
his hold on reality. He took a deep breath and forced his legs to
move. He had to face it. He had to confront it.

As he reached for the artifact, his mind raced with a
thousand thoughts—none of them clear, none of them solid. He
thought about throwing it away, about burning it, about doing
anything to rid himself of it. But the truth was, he didn’t know
how to get rid of something that wasn’t fully of this world.
Something that, deep down, he feared might never leave him.

His fingers brushed against the cold stone, and the room

seemed to tilt again, the shadows shifting in unnatural ways.
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For a moment, Nathan thought he saw something move in the
corner of his eye, a flicker of darkness that he couldn’t explain.

And then, just as quickly, it was gone.

The artifact remained in his hand, its weight solid and
real. But for the first time since he’d brought it into his home, it
felt like he was holding something more than just an object.
Something ancient, something evil.

You belong to me.

The whisper came again, louder this time, closer.

Nathan’s heart slammed against his ribcage. He didn’t
know how much longer he could fight it.

He dropped the statue back onto the mantle, backing
away slowly, as if doing so would somehow protect him. The
weight of the presence in the room was suffocating, and his
mind reeled as the shadows seemed to stretch toward him. His
only thought was to escape—to run far from the artifact, from
this place.

But where could he go?

The rain outside had grown heavier, the wind howling
through the city. The world outside felt distant, unreachable.

Nathan stood in the silence, his chest tight with the
unbearable weight of what he knew. There was no escaping it

now. Not unless he was willing to face the truth—and, in doing
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so, face the thing that had been quietly waiting in the shadows,
biding its time.

The demon was close. And it would not let him go.

Nathan’s dreams were filled with shadows.

They twisted and writhed, stretching like the fingers of
something unseen, reaching out to claim him. His mind was a
haze of fragmented images: flashes of fire, glimpses of the
demon’s face, and the cold touch of its claws on his skin. Every
time he tried to wake up, the nightmare would pull him back in,
deeper into the blackness. He could feel it, breathing behind
him, whispering in his ear, calling his name with a voice that
wasn’t quite its own.

He jerked awake with a sharp gasp, his heart pounding
in his chest. The familiar weight of the room settled over him,
but the feeling of dread hadn’t left. It clung to him like a
shadow, a presence he couldn’t shake.

His eyes darted toward the mantle before he even
thought to check. The artifact was still there, sitting quietly on
the shelf, the dark stone gleaming in the early morning light.
For a moment, it looked almost peaceful, as if nothing had
changed. But Nathan knew better now.

He pulled the covers off himself and swung his legs
over the side of the bed. His feet met the cool floor with a

muted thud, but the chill that ran through his body was more
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than just the temperature. It was as if the air itself had shifted
overnight, the weight of something heavy pressing in from all
sides.

He had been awake for only a few seconds, but it
already felt like the day was swallowing him whole.

The apartment was still and silent, the only sound the
faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. Nathan stood and
walked slowly toward the living room, his mind still foggy
from sleep. He was trying to push the remnants of his
nightmare from his thoughts, but every corner of the room
seemed to have a shadow lurking in it. The sunlight streaming
through the windows wasn’t enough to chase away the
lingering feeling of unease.

The artifact seemed to gleam brighter now, almost like
it was watching him. The edges of its form seemed sharper, the
details more pronounced, as if the stone itself had come to life.
His hands trembled slightly as he reached out for it, but he
hesitated before actually touching it. His fingers hovered just
above the surface, a chill running up his spine.

The whispers were back.

You belong to me.

Nathan’s pulse spiked, his breath catching in his throat.
He snatched his hand back from the statue like it had burned

him, and he stumbled back a few steps. The room felt smaller
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now, the walls pressing in as the voice echoed in his mind. He
tried to shake it off, tried to steady himself, but the feeling was
suffocating.

He had to leave. He had to get out of this apartment,
away from the artifact, away from whatever this thing was.

Nathan turned quickly, heading toward the door. His
shoes were by the entryway, but before he could even reach
them, a sharp, cold sensation washed over him, like someone
had run a wet cloth down the back of his neck. He froze.

It was a feeling he couldn’t explain, not with logic or
reason. It was as if something was behind him, breathing down
his neck, just waiting for him to move.

He slowly turned around.

The artifact was no longer where it had been. It wasn’t
on the mantle anymore. It was gone.

Nathan’s heart skipped a beat, his pulse roaring in his
ears. He darted around the room, his eyes searching frantically
for any sign of it. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think straight.
The apartment seemed to have shifted, warped, and he couldn’t
understand why.

The artifact wasn’t on the shelf. It wasn’t on the floor.

It was on the couch.
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Nathan’s breath caught in his throat. He stumbled
backward, his legs suddenly weak, the reality of what was
happening crashing down on him.

The artifact wasn’t just sitting on the couch. It was
positioned as though someone had placed it there deliberately.
Its stone surface gleamed under the light, the strange,
unsettling marks on it seeming to pulse with an otherworldly
energy.

His mind raced. How had it gotten there? He hadn’t
moved it. He had specifically left it on the mantle the night
before. And yet here it was, in plain sight, as though it had
always been there.

The air felt thick, suffocating. The silence of the
apartment had become oppressive, the weight of the room too
much to bear. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed
to shift again, darker now, like they were closing in on him.

Nathan’s legs shook, and he took a step toward the
artifact. He couldn’t look away from it. It was pulling him,
forcing him to come closer. The whispers in his head had
grown louder, their cadence faster.

You belong to me.

He reached for it, his hand trembling as he placed his
fingers on the cool stone. The moment he touched it,

everything stopped.
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For a heartbeat, everything went still. The shadows
stopped moving. The whispers faded away, and the air seemed
to clear. It felt like time itself had paused.

Then, just as quickly, the pressure returned, heavier
than ever before. The whispers surged in his mind, louder now,
like a wave crashing against the shore.

You are mine.

Nathan jerked his hand back, stumbling away from the
couch. He gasped for air, his chest tight with panic. He couldn’t
take it anymore. The room was closing in on him. His vision
blurred, and his mind screamed for escape.

But the apartment felt like it was trapping him. Every
exit seemed farther away. Every step he took was swallowed
up by the crushing weight of the presence in the room.

He backed away toward the door, but his hand froze
before it could touch the handle. The door was no longer where
it had been. It had shifted—moved—just like the artifact.

Nathan blinked, his heart hammering in his chest. The
door had been on the far side of the room, near the window.
Now it was on the other side, right next to the couch. The
layout of the room had changed. The space was wrong,
warped, like reality itself had bent in response to whatever

presence was haunting him.
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His legs gave out beneath him, and he collapsed onto
the floor, his body shaking with fear. He looked up toward the
ceiling, his breath shallow, trying to calm himself, trying to
make sense of what was happening.

You belong to me.

The voice was louder now, clearer. It was everywhere.

And Nathan knew, with a sudden clarity that made his
stomach turn, that there was no escaping this. The artifact had
him. He was no longer in control.

You will never leave.

He closed his eyes, trying to block out the voice, but it
was no use. The terror was everywhere now, deep inside him.
The shadows moved, the whispers surged, and Nathan was
trapped—trapped in a nightmare he couldn’t escape.

And the worst part? He knew, deep down, that the
nightmare had only just begun.
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The Weight of Silence

Nathan had always prided himself on his calm
demeanor, his ability to stay grounded no matter what life
threw his way. But now, as he sat in the middle of his
apartment, the world outside feeling like a distant memory, the
calmness he had once cultivated seemed like a lifetime ago.

The artifact was still in the same place—the couch, that
cold, hollow place where it had reappeared after its
inexplicable disappearance. Nathan had no idea how it had
come to be there again. In the span of a few seconds, it had
moved itself, as though it had been waiting for the right

moment to remind him of its presence, its power.
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The apartment felt different today. The stillness, which
had once been peaceful, now felt stifling. The hum of the
refrigerator, the soft tapping of his keyboard, the occasional
breeze through the window—all the little sounds that once felt
like a comfort now seemed amplified, invasive. The silence
between them—between him and the apartment—was
suffocating.

Nathan glanced at the artifact again. His breath hitched
in his throat. There was something in its stillness, something
unsettling about the way it sat there on the couch. He could
almost hear it calling to him, though he knew it was all in his
mind. But after everything, after the whispers, the shifting of
the room, the overwhelming weight of the presence that had
taken over his life—he could no longer trust his own thoughts.

The apartment had become a prison. It was a place he
no longer felt at peace. The corners of the room seemed darker
now, the shadows stretching toward him like hands reaching
out, trying to pull him deeper into the abyss. The more he tried
to deny it, the more he could feel the invisible tendrils of fear
creeping in, touching everything. His once peaceful home had
become a labyrinth of his own mind.

He rose to his feet, the movement shaky, his body still
recovering from the dread that had gripped him earlier. His

stomach churned as if he were stepping into a storm. Every
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muscle screamed at him to leave, but he didn’t know where to
go.

Nathan rubbed his hands over his face, trying to push
the exhaustion away, but it was useless. Sleep had become a
distant memory, a luxury he could no longer afford. His eyes
were bloodshot, and his body ached from the sleepless nights.
He had tried to rest, to pull himself together, but every time he
closed his eyes, the nightmares returned, the voice, the
whispering, the shadowy shapes that danced at the edge of his
vision. The demon was there, always there, waiting.

He needed to do something. Anything.

Nathan walked toward the kitchen, his legs feeling like
they were carrying him through quicksand. Every step felt like
a battle, like he was pushing against the weight of the air itself.
His mind screamed at him to turn back, to retreat into the
cocoon of his bedroom, but he refused. He couldn’t hide any
longer.

The dim lighting in the kitchen did nothing to calm
him. The shadows clung to the corners like they had grown a
life of their own. The refrigerator hummed louder, its presence
too much in the silence. He reached for the sink, turning on the
cold water and splashing his face, hoping to snap out of the fog
in his mind. It didn’t work. The chill of the water only made

him more aware of the emptiness around him.
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The feeling of being watched hadn’t faded, and it was
only growing stronger. He hadn’t dared to look out the window.
What if the world outside had changed? What if this feeling of
suffocating terror had seeped into the world beyond his
apartment? Could he ever leave?

Nathan gripped the edge of the sink, his knuckles white.
The apartment, the world—everything was slipping through his
fingers. And he was helpless to stop it.

He turned his gaze back to the living room. The artifact,
still perched on the couch, was an anchor to something far
darker, far older than anything he could understand. Every time
he looked at it, he felt himself being pulled toward it, like a
moth to a flame.

He couldn’t keep doing this. He couldn’t keep ignoring
it.

Suddenly, the apartment felt smaller, suffocating. It was
as though the walls themselves had shrunk, closing in on him.
His breath quickened, the air thickening with each passing
second. The shadows stretched further, their edges becoming
sharper, more defined. The soft flicker of light from the street
lamps outside did nothing to pierce the gloom.

Nathan forced himself to walk back into the living
room, his steps hesitant but determined. He couldn’t ignore the

artifact anymore. It was as if it was calling him, urging him to
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come closer. The silence in the room had become oppressive,
every sound too loud, every movement too slow.

The instant he stepped toward the couch, the
temperature in the room seemed to drop. A chill ran through
him, settling deep in his bones. His breath caught in his throat,
and for the first time, he hesitated. Was it possible the artifact
had a hold on him now? Was he too far gone?

The whispers started again, faint at first, like a breeze
rustling through leaves. But they grew louder, more insistent. It
was the same voice, the same low, guttural whisper he had
heard before.

You belong to me.

Nathan’s pulse raced. The voice felt real, like a physical
presence pressing in on him. He wanted to move, to run, to
escape, but his feet wouldn’t obey him. He was rooted to the
spot, as if the very ground beneath him was holding him in
place.

You are mine.

His breath caught in his throat. It was so clear now, so
undeniable. There was no question. The artifact was alive. It
was watching him. It had him. And the worst part? Nathan
knew, deep down, that there was no escaping it.

Tears blurred his vision, his mind swimming with

panic. He turned to look around the room, searching for
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something—anything—that would make sense of the madness.
The walls closed in further, the shadows seeming to press
against him.

But no matter how hard he tried to deny it, the truth was
there. The artifact wasn’t just an object. It was a vessel for
something far darker. It was alive, and it was feeding on his
fear.

Nathan backed away slowly, his chest tight, the
whispers growing louder. The room felt like it was collapsing
in on him. He needed to get out, to leave this place, but the
door, the only escape, was blocked. He could no longer reach
it.

You cannot leave.

The voice was everywhere now, filling his head, his
chest, his very soul.

Nathan’s body began to tremble as the full weight of the
truth settled upon him. The nightmare he had been trying to
outrun was real. The artifact had him.

Nathan’s pulse raced as he stumbled backward from the
couch. His hands gripped the edge of the table, his body
trembling with the weight of what he had just experienced. The
whispers were still there, faint but insistent, crawling through

his skull like insects beneath his skin. The cold, suffocating
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presence of the artifact was as palpable as the walls around
him, pressing in on all sides.

He shook his head, as though trying to shake free from
the oppressive fog that had settled over him. He couldn’t think.
His mind was clouded with panic, and yet there was a clarity to
the terror that gnawed at him. The artifact wasn’t just an object.
It was a living thing, a conduit for something much darker than
he had ever imagined.

You belong to me.

The voice echoed through his mind, a mantra that
refused to be ignored. Every thought, every breath, felt as if it
were tethered to the artifact, as if it had taken root in his very
soul. He couldn’t escape it. He couldn’t even escape his own
apartment.

Nathan’s eyes darted around the room, searching for an
escape, but there was nowhere to go. The walls were closing in,
the shadows stretching toward him like fingers, curling,
beckoning him closer. He turned to the window, but the glass
only reflected his pale face, his wide eyes, his trembling form.
The city outside felt like a distant dream, something
unreachable.

The apartment had become his prison.

He had tried to rationalize it, tried to believe that he

could overcome this on his own. But now, as the whispers in

145



his mind grew louder, as the shadows seemed to move of their
own accord, Nathan realized that he wasn’t just trapped in his
apartment. He was trapped in his own fear, in the grip of
something far darker than he could comprehend.

The voice began to speak again, but this time, it was
clearer—more commanding.

You cannot escape.

Nathan’s breath hitched in his throat. The terror he had
been feeling all this time had only been a taste of what was to
come. The artifact was more than a mere object. It was a
prison, a trap for something ancient, something that fed on the
very essence of fear. And now, it was feeding on him.

He had to get out. He had to break free from this.

Nathan forced himself to move, though his legs felt like
they were made of lead. He didn’t care about the artifact
anymore; he didn’t care about the apartment or the shadows.
He needed to escape.

With shaky hands, he grabbed his keys from the counter
and made for the door. He was almost there—almost free—
when the door slammed shut with a deafening bang, the sound
echoing through the apartment like thunder. Nathan froze, his
heart pounding in his chest.

The door was locked.
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He stared at the knob, willing it to turn, willing himself
to move, but it wouldn’t budge. He pounded on the door,
desperation clawing at his throat. The whispers in his mind
were growing louder, filling the room, drowning out all other
sound.

You cannot leave.

The words weren’t just a command. They were a truth,
a reality that he couldn’t escape.

His breath came in ragged gasps as he backed away
from the door, his mind racing. There had to be a way out.
There had to be a way to escape this nightmare. But every time
he tried to move, to think, to act, the walls closed in tighter.

He turned to the living room again, his eyes falling on
the artifact. It sat there, unassuming, on the couch. Its cold,
black surface seemed to gleam in the low light, as if it were
watching him, waiting. Nathan’s mind reeled, trying to make
sense of everything.

Why was this happening? Why had this thing come into
his life?

The answers were buried deep within the shadows,
hidden beneath layers of fear and confusion. Nathan didn’t
know what to believe anymore. All he knew was that the terror
he had been feeling was real. The artifact had him—and it

wasn’t letting go.
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He had to confront it. He had to do something.

But what?

Nathan sank down onto the floor, his back pressed
against the door. His mind was spinning. The whispers hadn’t
stopped. They were everywhere, filling every inch of his
consciousness, growing louder, more demanding.

You are mine.

His body trembled with the force of the words. He
couldn’t escape them, couldn’t escape the truth of what he had
brought into his life.

The apartment had become a cage. And Nathan was its

prisoner.
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Fingers of the Past

Nathan’s world was shrinking with every passing
moment. The apartment, once a sanctuary, now felt like a
tomb—cold, suffocating, and dark. He couldn’t explain it, but
every corner of the room seemed to close in on him, as if the
walls themselves were becoming more oppressive with every
second.

The whispers had escalated, filling his thoughts to the
point where he could hardly hear himself think. They were a
constant hum at the edge of his consciousness, a presence he
could no longer ignore. He had tried—God, how he had tried—
to push them away, but it was futile. The more he resisted, the

stronger they became, like a pressure building behind his skull.
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Nathan stood at the window now, his palms pressed
against the cold glass. He looked out at the city below, the
streets illuminated by the glow of streetlights. But the
peacefulness of the city only seemed to mock him now. The
life outside continued, as if unaware of the torment gnawing at
him inside. The world was moving on, and Nathan was stuck,
locked in an endless cycle of fear and dread.

The artifact sat across the room, still perched above the
fireplace. Nathan hadn’t touched it since that night—he
couldn’t. But even from a distance, it seemed to call to him, a
dark pull he couldn’t resist. Every time he looked at it, he felt a
knot tighten in his chest, a weight pressing down on him.

He had tried to leave. He had tried to escape, but the
door had locked itself. The apartment had trapped him in, as if
it were part of the artifact’s influence. He had seen it happen
before: doors that didn’t open, locks that turned on their own. It
wasn’t his imagination. He wasn’t going crazy. But everything
felt like a blur now, a half-dreamed nightmare that he couldn’t
wake up from.

You cannot leave.

The words echoed in his mind, stronger now, like a
tangible force that pressed against his skull. He closed his eyes,
trying to block it out, but it was no use. The whispers were

everywhere.
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There had been moments, fleeting and distant, where
Nathan had hoped—clung to the belief—that maybe he could
still break free. That it would be okay. That he could go back to
his old life, to the life before the artifact, before the demon.

But that hope had faded. He knew now that it wasn’t
just the apartment that had him trapped. It was the artifact, the
presence within it. And he couldn’t outrun it. It wasn’t just
about physical escape anymore. It was something deeper—
something that reached into his soul, a force that he couldn’t
comprehend.

He staggered away from the window, his mind
spinning. He had to fight it. There had to be a way to fight it.

He turned back to the artifact. There was no denying it
now—the evil within it was real. He could feel it, as sure as he
could feel his own heartbeat. It was like a dark weight pressing
down on him, suffocating him, wrapping around his thoughts,
twisting his mind.

Nathan’s fingers twitched at his sides. His body moved
before his mind had even processed what he was doing, and
suddenly, his hand was outstretched toward the artifact. The
coldness of the stone felt like an electric shock when his
fingers made contact. He jerked back, heart pounding in his
chest. But the pull was too strong. His hand moved again, of its

own accord, and this time, he didn’t stop it.
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As he grasped the artifact, a wave of dizziness hit him.
His vision blurred, the room around him spinning, the shadows
on the walls stretching toward him. The whispers reached a
deafening crescendo, drowning out all other sound. Nathan
gritted his teeth, trying to focus, trying to steady himself, but it
was as if the artifact itself was pulling him into its grip.

You belong to me.

The voice, now a guttural growl, echoed through his
mind. Nathan recoiled, throwing the artifact away from him,
his chest heaving as if he had been punched in the stomach. It
clattered across the floor, the sound sharp and unsettling in the
quiet of the room.

He couldn’t breathe. His heart raced, his mind clouded
with panic. What was happening to him?

Nathan stumbled back to the wall, pressing his hand
against it as if it might offer some support, something to keep
him grounded. The room seemed to close in on him, the walls
pressing in, the shadows closing tighter around him. He
couldn’t escape it.

For a moment, there was silence. The whispers stopped.
The weight that had been pressing down on him—almost
suffocating him—seemed to lift, if only for a brief moment.

Nathan’s breath slowed as he closed his eyes, trying to calm
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himself. He felt a wave of relief wash over him, like a brief
respite from the madness.

But it didn’t last.

Nathan opened his eyes to see the shadows moving,
curling, twisting around the walls. They seemed to breathe, as
if they were alive. He could hear them now—not just in his
mind, but in the room with him. The sounds were faint at first,
whispers that faded in and out. But they were growing louder,
clearer, until it felt like they were right beside him.

You cannot escape.

The words were no longer in his head. They were in the
room with him, whispering from the shadows, curling around
him like tendrils.

Nathan froze, his pulse quickening once more. His legs
felt weak, like they were going to give out beneath him. His
breath caught in his throat. The room had become a trap, the
shadows closing in on him.

You belong to me.

This time, the voice was different. Deeper. More
primal.

Nathan tried to scream, but no sound came out. His
body was frozen, unable to move. The darkness pressed in on
all sides, wrapping around him, squeezing tighter with each

passing second.
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This was it. There was no escape.
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Echoes of the Void

Nathan woke with a start, his chest heaving as though
he had just been pulled from the depths of a nightmare. His
pulse raced, and his body was slick with sweat. The remnants
of the darkness clung to him, as if it were a tangible thing,
crawling over his skin, seeping into his bones.

He sat up in bed, gasping for air. The apartment was
still. Too still. The usual hum of the city outside had dimmed,
as if the world had paused for a moment. It felt wrong,
unnatural. Nathan stared at the shadows in the corners of the
room, the faint traces of dim light from the streetlights outside

casting long, eerie shapes across the walls.
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He rubbed his eyes, trying to clear the fog from his
mind. It had to be a dream. It had to be. But the weight in his
chest, the lingering sense of dread, told him otherwise. The
nightmare he’d just woken from—the shadows, the voices, the
suffocating presence—it wasn’t over. It was still here, lurking,
waiting for him.

He stood, his legs unsteady as he moved toward the
window, needing to see the world outside, to reassure himself
that everything was still normal. The skyline of Atlanta
stretched out in front of him, the first light of morning just
beginning to break over the horizon. The city looked peaceful,
unchanged. But the dissonance between the calm outside and
the turmoil within his mind made it feel like a distant illusion.

Nathan tried to steady his breath, leaning against the
window as he watched the streets below. People were
beginning to stir, walking to work, hailing cabs, going about
their daily routines. It was business as usual. But Nathan could
no longer shake the feeling that his world was no longer the
same. He had crossed a line, and now there was no going back.

His gaze drifted to the mantle. There, in its familiar
spot, was the artifact. The cold stone seemed to glisten in the
dim morning light, an almost imperceptible sheen catching his
eye. Nathan’s stomach turned as he looked at it. It hadn’t been

there when he woke up, had it? He couldn’t remember. The
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presence of the object seemed to have become so entwined
with his reality that he no longer knew where the artifact ended
and his own thoughts began.

You belong to me.

The words rang in his mind like an echo, a command
that seemed to reverberate through every fiber of his being.
Nathan clenched his fists, trying to force the words out of his
head. But they refused to leave, grinding against his skull like a
relentless drumbeat. The whispers were growing louder again,
louder than ever before.

He turned away from the window, walking toward the
mantle. His heart beat in his throat, each step heavy with the
weight of what he was about to do. He had tried to avoid it. He
had tried to walk away. But this—this was something he could
no longer escape. The artifact had dug its claws into his life,
and now it was pulling him deeper into its web.

As Nathan reached out for the stone, a cold shock ran
through his fingers. His breath caught in his chest. It was like
touching ice. The chill spread up his arm, crawling through his
veins, sinking deep into his bones. His hand trembled, but he
couldn’t let go. The pull was too strong. It was as though the
artifact was calling to him, reaching out with invisible tendrils,

drawing him closer.
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He pulled the artifact from the mantle, holding it in his
hands for the first time since he had brought it into his home.
The weight of it was overwhelming, like it was more than just
a physical object—it was something alive, something sentient,
something ancient. The dark, hollow eyes of the figure seemed
to watch him, their emptiness reflecting back his own fear.

The whispers were growing louder now, surrounding
him, echoing in every corner of the room. He could almost feel
them pressing in on him, invading his mind. His chest
tightened, and he could feel a cold sweat forming along his
brow. He needed to put it down. He needed to get rid of it. But
his hand wouldn’t release it. It was as though the stone was
fused to his palm, an extension of his own body.

You cannot escape.

The words echoed again, louder now, sharper. They
seemed to claw at his mind, digging into his skull, forcing their
way in. Nathan staggered back, his legs weak, his body
shaking. He needed to break free. He needed to get away from
the artifact before it consumed him whole.

But there was no escape. Not anymore.

Nathan could feel the darkness closing in on him. It was
everywhere—beneath his feet, in the walls, in the shadows.
The apartment itself felt alive, suffocating him, crawling over

him like some kind of malevolent entity. He stumbled toward
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the door, but when he reached for the handle, it wouldn’t
budge. The door was locked from the inside, as though the
apartment itself had sealed him in.

His heart pounded in his chest as the terror began to
rise. He looked back at the artifact, still clutched in his hands.
The coldness of it had seeped into his very soul, and the
whispers were now a torrent, a flood of voices that
reverberated through every inch of his mind.

You are mine.

Nathan’s grip on the artifact tightened. He could feel
the words in his very bones now, vibrating through his skin, his
flesh, his thoughts. It was as if the artifact was taking root in
his very soul, eroding everything he had once known about
himself.

He could no longer tell where the artifact ended and he
began. The darkness inside it had merged with the darkness
inside him. He was drowning in it, suffocating under the
weight of it.

In that moment, Nathan knew there was no escaping
this. He wasn’t just fighting for his freedom. He was fighting
for his very soul.

Nathan awoke to silence. The oppressive stillness hung
thick in the air, like a suffocating blanket that smothered any

remnants of hope. His eyes fluttered open, the dim light of
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early morning creeping through the window, casting long,
unsettling shadows across the room. He sat up, heart still
racing, as though the nightmare from the night before was still
pressing on him, lingering in his veins.

His hand immediately went to his chest, feeling the
tightness that hadn't quite subsided since he first touched the
artifact. His skin felt cold, but beneath that, a gnawing
warmth—a feverish kind of heat that pulsed through him,
centered around where the artifact had been.

It was gone.

Nathan’s breath caught in his throat as his gaze darted
around the apartment, his mind still foggy from sleep. The
mantle was empty. He couldn’t recall when, exactly, the artifact
had disappeared—had he put it away last night? No. He
remembered holding it, feeling the cold, heavy weight of it.
But now, it was nowhere to be found. He felt a shiver run down
his spine, a sudden, sharp fear creeping in.

The silence was almost worse than the chaos of the
previous night. It felt unnatural, as though the very air in the
room had thickened, stifling his every breath. He stood, legs
still unsteady, and moved toward the living room, his mind
racing with questions. Where had it gone? Was he losing his

grip on reality?

160



The apartment looked unchanged. The same minimalist
décor, the same crisp lines of his furniture. But something was
different. The shadows that lingered in the corners felt deeper
today, darker. The walls seemed to lean in, as if closing in on
him, and his own reflection in the glass of the windows felt
unfamiliar, as if something had altered him when he wasn’t
paying attention.

Nathan reached the mantle and froze, his heart pounding in his
chest. The artifact was back.

It sat there, just as it had before, in the same spot where
he had placed it only hours earlier. The smooth stone gleamed
in the light, its eyes staring back at him, hollow and unblinking.
The air around it seemed to vibrate with an energy he couldn’t
place. His stomach turned.

How was this possible?

He reached out, his hand trembling as it hovered over
the artifact. His fingers brushed against it, and the shock of
cold that surged through him was enough to make him stagger
back. His pulse spiked. He couldn’t breathe for a moment, his
head swimming with dizziness.

It’s back.

The voice echoed inside his mind, the same whisper

that had clawed at him in his sleep, twisting his thoughts,
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pulling him deeper into madness. The weight of it pressed
against his chest, suffocating him.

Nathan staggered away from the mantle, his body
shaking, his mind screaming in confusion. The apartment felt
too small now, the walls closing in on him. He wanted to run,
to leave, but there was nowhere to go. The apartment was his,
and yet it felt foreign. The artifact was back, and he couldn’t
escape it.

The door. He would go out. Nathan scrambled to the
door, his fingers desperately fumbling for the handle. When he
twisted it, it didn’t move. Locked. Panic surged through him.
He turned the knob again, harder, more violently, but the door
remained unmoving. His breaths came in quick, shallow bursts
as his pulse raced. No. No. This can’t be real.

He stepped back, his mind whirling. It felt like the
apartment had turned against him, like it had become a living,
breathing thing, trapping him inside. The windows, which he
had thought of as his escape, now felt like bars. The world
outside seemed too distant, too far removed from him, as
though the boundaries between the apartment and the world
outside had blurred.

What is happening?

His voice felt small in the vast emptiness of the room.

He pressed his palms against his temples, trying to force the

162



thoughts from his mind, but they only grew louder. The
whispers returned, now a low hum that filled the silence of the
room. They weren’t just whispers anymore. They were
commands. They were demands.

You are mine.

Nathan fell to his knees, clutching his head as the
weight of the voice bore down on him. His body trembled with
the intensity of the command, as if the very core of his being
was being shaken to its foundation. The room felt smaller now,
almost claustrophobic. The air had turned heavy, thick with
dread, and the shadows had taken on a life of their own. They
seemed to twist, to move in ways they shouldn’t, reaching out
toward him like fingers, pulling him closer to the artifact.

No, Nathan thought desperately. I won’t give in.

He pushed himself to his feet, his legs unsteady. The
words of his past echoed through his mind—his beliefs, his
self-assurance that he could control his life, that he could live
on his own terms. But those beliefs were slipping, unraveling,
as the world around him twisted into something
unrecognizable. The artifact was no longer just a decoration, no
longer something simple and old. It had become a presence. It
had become an entity.

The whispers became louder, sharper, more insistent.

They filled the space around him, crawling into his skin,
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flooding his senses. His breath quickened, his heart pounding
as the sound consumed him. He felt like he was drowning in it.

You belong to me.

He grabbed the artifact, feeling the cold stone in his
hands once more. The shock of it nearly sent him reeling, but
he held onto it, his grip tight, refusing to let it control him. He
needed to destroy it. He needed to get rid of it.

But as he held the artifact, staring at its hollow eyes, he
felt a strange sense of satisfaction flood his chest.

This wasn’t just an object. This was a force. And he
couldn’t escape it.

And for the first time, Nathan wondered if it would ever

truly let him go.
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The Breaking Point

Nathan paced back and forth, his mind a whirlwind of
confusion and fear. The air in the apartment felt too thick, too
heavy. The whispers had not stopped, not even for a second.
They had grown louder, more insistent, an ever-present hum in
his ears. His chest tightened with every passing minute, and he
could feel the weight of the artifact's presence pressing on him,
even though he had tried, unsuccessfully, to rid himself of it.

The stone statue sat on the mantle, staring back at him
with those hollow, empty eyes. It had become more than just an
object—it was a curse. It was a constant, unyielding force that

had wrapped itself around his life, shaping his thoughts and
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controlling his every move. And no matter what he did, it
always found a way to pull him back in.

His eyes flicked toward the door again. He had tried to
leave so many times, but it felt like the walls of his apartment
were closing in, trapping him here, in this hellish cycle of
terror. The windows, the doors—they had become meaningless.
Nothing existed outside of this place anymore. Only the
artifact. Only the whispers.

“You are mine,” the voice whispered again, deep and
guttural, crawling into his thoughts. It was no longer just in his
head. He could feel it vibrating in the walls, in the very air
around him. The words pressed down on him like a physical
force.

Nathan’s pulse raced. He gripped the back of the couch,
trying to steady himself. The apartment had become a prison,
and the artifact was the warden. He couldn’t breathe. He
couldn’t think. Everything had become so dark, so twisted. And
he was losing himself.

He turned away from the artifact, his hands shaking as
they fumbled for his phone. He tried to call Izzy again—tried
to explain everything to her—but no words came out. The only
thing he could hear was the pulse of the whispers, growing
louder with every passing second. He threw the phone on the

couch in frustration, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
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Why won’t it stop?

He collapsed onto the couch, burying his face in his
hands. The weight of his isolation was crushing him. Izzy had
already left. She didn’t believe him, didn’t understand what he
was going through. She’d dismissed his fears as stress, as
exhaustion. And now, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had
driven her away, that he had pushed her into the arms of her
own life while he was consumed by this... thing. This demon
that had taken root inside him.

Nathan looked at the mantle again. The artifact was still
there, waiting. Watching. Waiting for him to break.

What do you want from me?

The question echoed in his mind, but there was no
answer. Only the silence and the whispers, as if the artifact
were toying with him, waiting for the final crack in his resolve.

It had been weeks, maybe longer. His sense of time had
become warped, bent by the strange forces at play. He couldn’t
focus. He couldn’t concentrate on anything other than the pull
of the artifact, the growing sense that it had become a part of
him. The more he resisted, the more it took. The more he
fought back, the stronger it became.

Nathan’s thoughts spiraled, tumbling into madness. He
couldn’t do this anymore. He couldn’t live like this. He needed

help, but no one would believe him. His colleagues, his
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friends—they all saw him as the dependable one, the steady
one. The last thing anyone would expect was for him to be
slowly unraveling. He had spent so long building a life of
control, of stability, and now it was slipping through his
fingers.

The whispers intensified, crawling through his
thoughts, tearing at his sanity.

Come closer. You belong to me.

The voice was everywhere now. It wasn’t just inside his
head. It was in the room with him, vibrating in the walls, in the
air, in his own body. Nathan stood up abruptly, his legs
unsteady beneath him. He couldn’t stay here. He couldn’t keep
running in circles, waiting for something to change.

He turned and grabbed the artifact. The cold stone felt
like ice against his skin, but he didn’t let go. His fingers curled
around it, and for the first time since he brought it into his
home, he felt something other than fear. He felt... anger.

You can’t control me.

He gritted his teeth and hurled the statue across the
room. It slammed into the wall with a sickening crack, the
sound echoing through the apartment like thunder. Nathan
stood there, panting, his breath ragged as he watched the
artifact slide to the floor. For a moment, the room was silent.

The whispers stopped.
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But only for a moment.

A deep, guttural growl filled the room, vibrating the
very air around him. Nathan’s heart stopped. The growl wasn’t
human. It wasn’t even animal. It was something ancient,
something terrifying. And it was right behind him.

He turned slowly, and there it was—standing in the
shadows, an unholy shape that twisted and writhed like
something out of a nightmare. It was tall, impossibly tall, with
limbs that seemed to stretch and bend in unnatural ways. Its
skin was like cracked stone, dark and mottled with age. Its eyes
were empty, hollow pits, filled with darkness that seemed to
devour everything in its path.

Nathan’s breath hitched as he tried to take a step back,
but his legs refused to move. He was frozen, paralyzed by the
sheer terror of it. The creature took a slow step forward, its
form shifting in and out of focus like a mirage. The shadows
around it seemed to warp and twist, bending to its will.

You’re mine.

The words hit him like a physical blow, and he gasped
for air, his chest tightening. The creature’s form seemed to
ripple and flicker, almost as if it were an illusion. But Nathan
knew better. This was real. This was happening.

And it wasn’t going to stop.

He was trapped.
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The artifact, the demon—it had all been a lie. A trap.
And Nathan had fallen right into it.
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The Final Test

Nathan’s heart thudded in his chest, each beat echoing
louder than the last. The creature, the demon, stood before him,
its hulking form shifting in the dim light. Every inch of it was
an affront to nature, a living nightmare, a grotesque mockery of
everything human. He wanted to scream, to run, but his body
refused to obey. Fear held him frozen, rooted in place by the
sheer terror of the thing in front of him.

The shadows around the creature twisted like they had a
mind of their own, coiling and expanding, threatening to
suffocate the life out of the room. The walls seemed to close in,
and Nathan felt the air grow heavier, pressing against his chest

until it became hard to breathe. He could smell something
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rancid, like decay mixed with sulfur, an odor so foul it burned
his nostrils.

His mind raced, fighting to hold onto some semblance
of reality. This couldn't be happening. This couldn’t be real. He
had never believed in the supernatural. He had never even
thought twice about the possibility of demons or angels. And
yet here he was, standing in his apartment with a creature
straight out of a nightmare, taunting him with its presence.

You belong to me.

The voice wasn’t just in his head anymore. It was a
physical force, vibrating through his bones, crawling under his
skin. His pulse raced, his mouth went dry, and panic gripped
his throat. He had no idea how to fight this—no idea how to
escape it. How could he? He had tried everything. He had
thrown the artifact across the room, tried to get rid of it, but it
had come back every single time.

The demon took a step forward, the ground beneath it
seeming to tremble. It was as though the very universe bent to
its will. Nathan staggered back, his legs weak beneath him, but
no matter how far he moved, it felt like there was nowhere to
go. Nowhere to hide.

Then, in the silence that followed the growl, the demon

spoke again, its voice like gravel scraping against stone.
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“You were always mine, Nathan. From the moment you
touched it. From the moment you brought it into your home.
You were chosen.”

Nathan clenched his fists, fighting the overwhelming
urge to collapse. “I won’t let you win,” he gasped, his voice
trembling with a mix of defiance and fear.

The demon chuckled, the sound deep and cruel. "You
already have, Nathan. You just don’t know it yet."

Nathan swallowed hard, desperation flooding his
senses. He had to fight. He had to do something. He couldn’t
let this thing win. He wouldn’t let it consume him.

In that moment, a thought flashed in his mind—an
image of Izzy, her face full of concern, of the love she had for
him. He thought about all the things he had worked for: his
career, his plans for the future. All of it seemed so trivial now.
All of it was slipping away, piece by piece, because of this one
artifact. This one cursed object.

But then he remembered something else. Something he
had forgotten, buried deep in his mind.

He had prayed before. He had asked for help, and had
felt something stir within him. It hadn’t been a random thought.
It had been a prayer, though not a conventional one. And the

feeling he had felt in his chest, the warmth, the comfort—could

173



that have been an answer? Could it have been something
divine?

A flicker of hope sparked deep inside him. He could
feel the grip of the demon tightening around him, but he
refused to be consumed.

If there is a God... if there is anything, anything at all,
please help me now.

It was a thought, a plea, a raw cry for help that escaped
his lips before he could stop it. And in that moment of
vulnerability, when Nathan thought he might collapse under the
weight of his fear, something changed.

The air around him shifted. The room seemed to grow
still, as though the universe itself was holding its breath.

And then, with a suddenness that knocked the wind
from his lungs, a figure appeared before him.

It was a woman, or at least it appeared that way, though
her presence was beyond human comprehension. She was
glowing with a blinding light, her form radiant and pure,
emanating an aura of power that was both awe-inspiring and
terrifying. Her eyes, when they met Nathan’s, were like fire
and ice, deep and eternal. She was tall, her features sharp and
unyielding, but there was a calmness in her expression, a sense

of authority that radiated from her.
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The demon recoiled, a snarl curling across its twisted
face. “No...” it hissed, its voice laced with anger and fear.

The woman—no, the being—raised a hand, and the air
around them shifted again, this time with power so intense it
made the walls tremble. “This is my domain now,” she said,
her voice like a trumpet, commanding and stern.

Nathan’s heart pounded in his chest. His breath came in
short, shallow bursts, as he tried to comprehend what was
happening. The light of the being before him was so bright it
almost hurt to look at, but Nathan couldn’t tear his eyes away.
He had no idea who she was, but in this moment, he knew one
thing: she was here to fight for him.

The demon snarled, its body shifting, contorting as
though it were made of liquid darkness. “You think you can
banish me?” it growled. “I have been here far longer than you
can comprehend.”

But the woman—this angel—did not falter. “I will not
let you claim another soul. You have been trapped long
enough.”

With a gesture, she summoned a bolt of light from her
hand, and in an instant, the demon’s form shrieked in agony, its
shape flickering and flickering as if it couldn’t hold itself
together. Nathan felt a surge of power surge through him. He
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didn’t know what this angel was doing, but he felt the weight
lift from his chest. The demon was weakening.

But it wasn’t over yet. The demon’s shriek rang out, a
horrible, deafening sound that made Nathan’s body tremble.
The room seemed to pulse with the force of their battle, a battle
that was no longer just about him, but about the very fabric of
reality itself.

The angel, her eyes unwavering, called upon her power
once more. “You will remain trapped. Forever.”

With a final, ear-splitting cry, the demon’s form
collapsed in on itself, disintegrating into a swirling mass of
smoke and darkness, leaving only the faintest trace of its
presence lingering in the air.

Nathan dropped to his knees, his body shaking as the
tension finally released. His breath came in ragged gasps. The
light of the angel was gone, leaving only silence.

He could feel it—the weight of everything that had
happened. The fear, the terror, the uncertainty. But now, it was
over. The battle was won.

The angel was gone, and the apartment was still.

Nathan sat there, lost in the silence. And for the first

time in what felt like forever, he allowed himself to breathe.
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The Quiet After the Storm

Nathan sat motionless, his knees pressed against the
cold floor of his living room. His body still trembled, and the
faint scent of sulfur and decay clung to the air, the remnants of
a battle he could hardly comprehend. The demon was gone. It
had been defeated. And yet, as the quiet settled around him, the
weight of the experience seemed to sink deeper into his bones.

It felt unreal. The vividness of the terror, the dark
presence that had enveloped him, the unimaginable horror he
had witnessed. The being—the angel—who had appeared in
his apartment... her light, her power, and the way the demon
had withered under it. It was like something out of a nightmare,

yet it had happened.
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Nathan pushed himself up, his legs unsteady beneath
him. His eyes scanned the room, but there were no signs of the
demon’s lingering presence. The apartment, once thick with
darkness and oppression, was quiet now. The shadows seemed
less menacing, the air lighter. Even the overwhelming feeling
of being watched had dissipated, replaced by an eerie stillness.

He stepped toward the mantle, his heart still racing as
he glanced at the floating shelf where the artifact had once
rested. The stone was gone. Just like that. Without a trace.

For a moment, Nathan felt like he could breathe again,
like the crushing weight of the artifact had been lifted. But
then, the doubts began to creep in.

Was it really over? Was the demon truly gone? Or had
he only been given a temporary reprieve, a fleeting moment of
peace before the nightmare started again?

Nathan couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being
watched, though he knew he was alone. It was as though the
silence had become a trap of its own. He glanced at the walls,
the floors, his eyes moving from corner to corner, trying to
reassure himself that everything was normal, that the battle
he’d just fought had been real and final. But deep inside,
something still gnawed at him. A quiet whisper, a lingering fear

that he couldn’t fully explain.
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His phone buzzed, breaking the silence. He glanced at
the screen, and for a moment, he didn’t recognize the number.
But then the name beneath it clicked—Izzy.

The thought of her made Nathan’s chest tighten. The
woman he had loved, the woman who had walked away from
him. He’d never gotten the chance to truly explain what had
happened, not that he could. How could he explain the
unexplainable?

He hesitated before answering. He had no idea what to
say, how to bridge the gap between the life he had lived and the
shattered remnants of his reality now. After everything that had
happened, he wasn’t sure where he stood with anyone.
Especially with 1zzy.

His thumb hovered over the screen, but before he could
make up his mind, the phone rang again. It was her.

Taking a deep breath, Nathan pressed the answer
button.

“Hey,” he said, his voice hoarse, barely a whisper.

There was a moment of silence on the other end.
“Nathan?” 1zzy’s voice sounded strained, like she wasn’t sure
what to say, but her concern was palpable. “You’ve been on my
mind. How are you?”

Nathan swallowed. He didn’t know how to answer.

How could he? How could he explain the horror he’d just
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faced, the battle with something that defied logic, that could
not be explained? How could he tell her about the angel, the
demon, the artifact? About the pain, the fear, the terror that still
clung to him?

“I’'m... I’'m okay,” he managed, though it felt like a lie.
“It’s been a rough time, but I’'m okay.”

Izzy’s voice softened. “Nathan, I’'m sorry I wasn’t there
for you. I know I should have... I should have listened better.
I’ve been thinking about everything, about us. I was wrong to
walk away.” She paused, as though unsure of how to continue.
“I know I should have helped you when you needed me. I don’t
want you to feel like you’re alone.”

Nathan felt his heart twist, but he also felt a flood of
anger rise up. She had left him when he needed her the most.
She hadn’t listened. She hadn’t tried to understand. She hadn’t
believed him when he was unraveling.

He couldn’t let her back in. Not now. Not after
everything that had happened. After the darkness that had
consumed him and had almost taken everything he held dear.

“Izzy...” he started, but the words stuck in his throat.
He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know how to explain the
scars, both physical and mental, that now marked him.

There was a long pause before 1zzy spoke again, her

voice uncertain. “I don’t expect you to forgive me, Nathan. |
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just want you to know that I’'m here, and if you need me, I’ll be
there.”

Nathan’s gaze drifted over to the mantle, where the
artifact had once sat. His hands tightened around the phone, the
words stinging as they left his mouth. “I don’t think I need
anyone anymore, [zzy. Not like that.”

The words tasted bitter, but they were true. He couldn’t
rely on anyone anymore. Not even her.

Silence stretched between them, heavy and awkward,
before Izzy finally spoke again, her voice barely above a
whisper.

“I understand. I’ll let you go, Nathan. But please
know... I’'m sorry.”

Nathan closed his eyes, feeling the weight of it all
pressing down on him. It wasn’t over. The demon was gone,
but the damage had already been done. His mind, his heart, his
soul—all of it had been torn apart in ways he couldn’t even
begin to explain. And now, there was nothing left but the
emptiness that lingered.

He didn’t know how to fix it. And maybe, just maybe,
he didn’t want to anymore.

“I know,” Nathan said softly, before ending the call.

As the phone clicked off, he stood there, staring at the

silence of his apartment. The walls seemed to close in again,
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the weight of his thoughts pressing down on him. The air felt
thick, like something still lingered, still watched him from the
shadows.

But the apartment was still. The demon was gone, and
the silence felt heavier than any sound.

For the first time, Nathan felt completely and utterly
alone.

He turned away from the phone, his eyes catching the
empty shelf where the artifact had once sat.

And somewhere deep inside, Nathan knew that the
peace he sought would always be elusive. Even after
everything, the terror, the battle, the victory... it would never
truly leave him.

Not completely.

Nathan spent most of the day in silence, the haunting
presence of the night before still clinging to him, like a shadow
that refused to dissipate. The apartment, once a sanctuary of
peace and simplicity, now felt oppressive, as if the air itself
was thick with the remnants of the battle that had taken place.
He couldn’t shake the feeling that something still lingered, just
out of reach, waiting to pounce.

He hadn’t slept. The night had been too unsettling. His
mind replayed every detail of the confrontation—his struggle,

the overwhelming presence of the demon, the sudden
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appearance of the angel. He had almost convinced himself that
it had all been a dream, some fevered hallucination brought on
by stress and sleep deprivation. But when the phone had rung
earlier, and Izzy’s voice had filled his ear, it brought him back
to the reality that nothing about what had happened was a
figment of his imagination. It was real. It was undeniable.

Nathan had tried to distract himself, to push the
thoughts away. He spent hours pacing the apartment, moving
from one room to the next as if searching for something,
anything, to make him feel grounded. But it was no use. The
terror that had gripped him last night was still there, lurking
beneath the surface of his thoughts.

He stopped by the window, looking out at the city
below, the familiar skyline offering no comfort. The view was
the same as it always had been, the same bustling city streets
and towering buildings. But it felt different now, like the world
outside had moved on while he remained stuck in this
suffocating place.

His phone buzzed again, interrupting his thoughts. This
time, it was a text from his broker.

Broker: "Just checking in. You’re still on track with
your investments. Everything’s looking good."

Nathan stared at the message for a moment before

putting the phone down. The words felt meaningless now. How
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could he focus on his retirement plans, his investments, when
his mind was consumed by the horrors he had experienced? His
once clear-cut goals seemed distant and unattainable now.
There was no more sense of peace, no more calm. Everything
had changed.

He thought about Izzy again. Her words still lingered in
his mind. She had apologized. She had expressed concern, but
Nathan wasn’t sure what to do with that. He wasn’t angry
anymore—at least, not with her. But there was a part of him
that resented her inability to understand, to see past the surface
of his life and recognize the darkness that had been creeping
into it for so long.

The call had ended with a soft, “I’ll be here if you need
me,” but Nathan didn’t know what to do with that either. What
could she possibly offer him now? What could anyone offer
him when he had seen what he had seen, when his reality had
been shattered by forces beyond comprehension?

A cold breeze stirred through the apartment, and Nathan
realized he had left the window cracked open. He moved over
to close it, but as he did, a flash of movement caught his eye.
For a split second, the shadows seemed to shift in the corner of
the room, a fleeting glimpse of something that wasn’t there
before.

His heart skipped a beat.
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The room was empty. The shadows remained shadows,
the darkness unchanged. But Nathan couldn’t shake the feeling
that something was watching him again, something unseen,
something that shouldn’t be.

He slammed the window shut, the sound echoing
through the silence.

As he turned away, he caught sight of the space above
the fireplace—the place where the artifact had once rested. The
shelf was bare. But Nathan felt a sickening weight in his
stomach, a gnawing sense that something was off, that the
absence of the artifact was just as unsettling as its presence had
been.

He walked over to the shelf, his fingers brushing
against the wood. The stone had been gone for hours, but
Nathan still felt its presence. It was like a lingering echo, a
trace of something ancient and malevolent that had imprinted
itself on the very walls of his apartment.

For a moment, Nathan considered reaching out to Izzy
again, asking for her help. But he quickly dismissed the
thought. What could she do? What could anyone do when the
source of the terror had been something so far beyond the
realm of human understanding?

He sank into the leather couch, his head in his hands.

The fatigue weighed on him like a physical burden, but sleep
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was an elusive thing. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the
demon. The shadowy figure, the hollow eyes, the unbearable
weight of its presence. It was still with him. Somewhere,
somehow, it still had a grip on him.

Suddenly, the faintest sound reached his ears—a
whisper, like the faint rustling of fabric. Nathan’s heart raced as
his eyes darted around the room. But the apartment was silent,

the shadows unmoving.

Another whisper.
This time, clearer.

You belong to me.

Nathan froze, his blood running cold. The voice was
unmistakable. He’d heard it before—heard it last night. But it
wasn’t supposed to be here. It couldn’t be. The demon was
gone. The angel had sent it back to wherever it came from. It
had to be.

But the whisper persisted.

You belong to me.

Nathan’s breath caught in his throat as he stood, his
mind racing. The voice was in his head again, louder now, like
a deep hum reverberating through his skull. His body trembled

as his legs carried him toward the kitchen, toward the door,
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toward anything that would get him out of the apartment. But
the whisper followed, crawling through his thoughts, louder
and more insistent with every passing second.

You belong to me.

He shook his head, trying to block it out, trying to push
the voice away. But it wouldn’t stop. The terror he had felt
before surged back, overwhelming him. The world seemed to
narrow around him, the walls pressing in, the shadows closing
in.

Nathan’s fingers fumbled for his phone. He needed to
call someone. He needed to talk to someone. But who? Who
could understand? Who could help him when the supernatural
was so deeply woven into the fabric of his life now?

As he stood there, paralyzed, the whisper continued,
relentless.

You belong to me.

Nathan dropped the phone, the weight of the words
sinking into his chest. There was no escape. No one would
believe him. And worst of all, he was beginning to wonder if
the demon had never truly left at all.

He slumped to the floor, his mind spiraling.

How long could he keep fighting something that
wouldn’t let him go?

How long until it finally consumed him completely?
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The whisper echoed in his mind, its cruel words

following him into the abyss.
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The Weight of Shadows

Nathan didn’t know how much time had passed.
Minutes? Hours? It all blurred together in the haze of terror and
confusion. The relentless whisper of the demon echoed in his
mind like a drumbeat, its haunting words pulling at his sanity
with every passing second. You belong to me.

The apartment, once a sanctuary, now felt like a tomb.
The walls seemed to pulse with a dark, oppressive energy, and
the shadows twisted in the corners of his vision, bending and
stretching as if alive. The silence was deafening, yet the
whisper filled every space, every breath he took.

Nathan stood frozen in the middle of the living room,

his hands shaking, his heart pounding in his chest. He had to
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leave. He had to get out of here. But the moment he moved, the
shadows followed, crawling along the floor like creeping
tendrils, wrapping around his legs, pulling him back toward the
center of the room.

His breath quickened, his pulse racing. He stumbled
backward, reaching for the nearest object, anything to ground
himself. His fingers brushed against the couch, and for a brief
moment, he felt a flicker of normalcy. But it didn’t last. The
darkness crept back, and the whisper surged louder, as if it
were right behind him.

You belong to me.

The words were no longer just in his head—they were
everywhere. It was as if the apartment itself was speaking, its
very foundation groaning with the weight of the demon’s
presence. Nathan’s eyes darted to the walls, his gaze desperate
for any sign of escape. But there was nothing. Just shadows.
Just darkness.

He couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. His mind spun,
fragmented thoughts clashing together in a chaotic mess. Was
this real? Was this truly happening? Or was he losing his mind?
Was the stress of the last few days—no, weeks—finally getting
to him?

He had been fine before, hadn’t he? His life had been

orderly, calm, predictable. Work. Investments. Gym. Izzy. But
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now, everything had changed. It felt as if the world he had
carefully constructed had been shattered by an unseen force,
and now he was drowning in the remnants of that life.

You belong to me.

The voice was louder now, clearer, more insistent. The
shadows in the room flickered, twisting unnaturally. The
temperature dropped, a chill seeping into the air, until Nathan
could see his breath mist in front of him. The whisper came
again, this time accompanied by a strange, low growl, like the
rumble of thunder from far away.

Nathan’s body tensed, his instincts screaming at him to
run, to escape, to leave this place behind. But his legs wouldn’t
move. His body was frozen, as if the very air in the room had
thickened, paralyzing him. He reached out, his hands searching
for anything to hold onto, but the room felt distant, as if the
walls were moving farther away with every breath he took.

His mind raced, the panic building with every passing
second. Was it still here? Was the demon truly still in his
apartment? Or was he simply imagining all of this? Had it
never left? Had he only trapped himself in a cycle of fear and
madness?

The growl grew louder, and Nathan’s heart skipped a
beat. The shadows in the corners of the room writhed, taking

on form, becoming more tangible. For the first time, Nathan
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could see them, black shapes shifting and moving, as though
they had a mind of their own. They weren’t just shadows
anymore—they were something else. Something darker.

A figure materialized in the center of the room, its form
emerging from the darkness like a nightmare given flesh.
Nathan’s breath hitched in his throat as the figure slowly took
shape, its silhouette growing clearer with every second.

It was tall. Too tall. Its body was misshapen, twisted, as
if its very form had been pulled from the depths of some
unspeakable abyss. The face—it was impossible to make out
the details at first, the darkness swirling around it like smoke,
but Nathan could see the hollow eyes. They were empty. Deep,
dark voids that seemed to swallow the light. There was no face,
no features, just a void of nothingness. But the eyes—they
were there, and they were fixed on him.

Nathan’s legs finally gave way, and he collapsed to his
knees, his hands trembling as they reached out for the floor to
steady himself. His heart hammered in his chest, each beat a
painful reminder of the terror that gripped him.

The figure moved toward him, slow and deliberate,
each step echoing through the room like a death knell. The
shadows swirled around it, its presence growing stronger with
every passing moment.

You belong to me.
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The voice was no longer a whisper—it was a roar, a
deafening roar that seemed to come from everywhere and
nowhere at once. The walls trembled, the floor beneath
Nathan’s feet shaking as the demon’s presence grew.

It was here. It was real.

And it was coming for him.

Nathan’s breath hitched, his hands clenched into fists as
he tried to push himself to his feet. But it was no use. The
weight of the room, the weight of the terror, kept him
grounded, trapped in place.

The figure stopped just in front of him, its form now
fully visible in the dim light. Nathan could feel its presence
pressing in on him, suffocating him, filling the room with a
cold, suffocating darkness. The demon towered over him, its
empty eyes staring down at him, its body a twisted
amalgamation of shadows and malice.

You belong to me.

Nathan opened his mouth to scream, to fight, to do
something—anything—but no sound came. His throat was dry,
his voice lost in the oppressive silence. All he could do was
stare into the demon’s empty eyes, his mind screaming for
escape, for release, for freedom.

But there was no escape.

There was no freedom.
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Only the darkness.

The demon’s lips curled into a twisted grin, its empty
eyes narrowing as it leaned closer to Nathan, its voice
reverberating in his skull.

You belong to me.

And Nathan knew, in that moment, that he was

completely, utterly, and hopelessly lost.
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The Descent

Nathan’s heart pounded in his chest, each beat an
explosion of terror that threatened to tear him apart. His body
refused to move, paralyzed by the suffocating presence of the
demon towering over him. Every fiber of his being screamed
for release, for escape, but the terror was too overwhelming,
too powerful to ignore. The air felt thicker, the shadows closing
in around him, squeezing the very life out of him.

The demon’s eyes—those empty, hollow voids—
pierced through him, their gaze endless, infinite. They seemed
to devour him from the inside out, pulling at the very core of
his soul. Nathan tried to look away, tried to focus on anything

else, but it was impossible. The demon’s presence was
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everywhere, saturating the room with its darkness. The walls
seemed to close in on him, suffocating him in its weight.

You belong to me.

The words rang in his ears, reverberating through his
skull like the roar of a hundred storms. It wasn’t just a voice—
it was a command, a declaration of ownership, an unshakable
truth that was being drilled into his mind with each passing
second. Nathan tried to speak, to protest, but his throat felt
thick, as if the very air in the room had become solid, choking
him with its oppressive force.

The demon leaned closer, its grotesque form looming
over him like a nightmare made flesh. The shadowy tendrils
that had once been invisible now stretched out from its body,
curling and twisting around him, tightening with every breath
he took. Nathan could feel them on his skin, a cold, suffocating
grip that seemed to bind him, holding him in place.

He could barely breathe, the pressure in the room
unbearable. His lungs felt as though they were being crushed,
each breath a battle for survival. The very air around him
seemed to be filled with malice, with hatred, with the weight of
ages. The demon had been here for so long, and it had been
waiting for this moment—the moment when Nathan, when
anyone, would finally break.

You belong to me.
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The voice, once a whisper, had become a deafening roar
in his mind. It was all he could hear. All he could feel. All he
could think. The words were etched into his very soul, clawing
at him, tearing him apart from the inside. He wasn’t sure how
much longer he could hold on, how much longer he could
withstand the onslaught of darkness that threatened to engulf
him.

The demon’s lips parted, revealing jagged teeth, its grin
widening into something grotesque, something monstrous. The
air around Nathan grew colder, the temperature plummeting as
the demon’s power grew stronger. He could see his breath now,
coming out in shallow, panicked gasps. The cold bit into his
skin, freezing him from the inside out, and for a moment, he
felt as though he was slipping into the void, as if the world
around him was fading away.

The tendrils tightened, their grip now suffocating, their
coldness seeping into his bones. Nathan’s body was on fire and
ice all at once, the extreme sensations pulling at his very sense
of self. His vision blurred, and the edges of the room seemed to
melt away, leaving only the dark, endless void of the demon’s
presence.

He had to escape. He had to fight back. But how? He
was so weak, so helpless. It felt as though his mind was

slipping away, being consumed by the very shadows that
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surrounded him. There was no way out. The demon was
everywhere, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.

The demon’s voice rumbled again, a low growl that
shook the floor beneath Nathan’s feet.

You belong to me. Forever.

The words seemed to settle over him, heavy, like a
shroud. The finality of it sent a shock of cold terror through his
chest. This was it. This was the end. He had never been strong
enough to fight back. He had never been brave enough to stand
up to the darkness that had been creeping into his life from the
moment he had brought the artifact home.

But then, in the midst of the overwhelming terror, a
single thought flickered in Nathan’s mind. A single, desperate
spark of hope. He had fought this far. He had come this far. He
couldn’t give up now. Not when he was so close. Not when the
stakes were so high.

His hands, still trembling from fear, reached out,
finding purchase on the floor beneath him. He tried to push
himself up, his body screaming in protest, but he refused to
stay down. He refused to let the darkness win. He could still
fight. He had to.

The demon’s laughter rumbled through the room, dark
and malevolent, as if it were savoring his suffering. Nathan’s

vision swam, but he forced himself to stand, his legs shaky, his
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chest tight with fear and desperation. He couldn’t take another
step, but he had to try. He had to find the strength to break free.

In the midst of the chaos, in the face of the demon’s
power, a single, clear thought broke through the madness.

Pray.

The word came to him like a whisper on the wind. A
faint echo in his mind. It was absurd. He had never been a
particularly religious man. He had always believed in a higher
power, but had he ever prayed? Not really. Not like this.

But now—mnow, it was his only choice. He needed help.
He needed something greater than himself to pull him from this
abyss.

With every ounce of willpower he had left, Nathan
dropped to his knees, his hands trembling as they pressed
together in a weak, but desperate prayer.

“Please,” he whispered, his voice barely a sound.
“Please, help me.”

The room seemed to hold its breath. The shadows
paused, the tendrils retreating slightly. For a moment, there was
a flicker of silence, and Nathan’s heart raced, his breath caught
in his throat. But just as quickly as the calm came, the demon’s
laughter erupted once more.

You cannot escape.
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But this time, the words seemed to falter. There was
something in Nathan’s prayer, something that reached beyond
the darkness. Something had heard him. Something was
coming.

And just as the demon reached for him again, there was
a flash of blinding light—a presence so powerful, so pure, that
the room seemed to collapse under its weight.

The demon recoiled, a low hiss escaping from its
twisted form as the light pushed against it, the shadows
screeching in protest. Nathan’s eyes widened, the terror in his
chest now mingling with a strange sense of awe. The light grew
brighter, the temperature warming as the demon shrieked, its
form wavering under the pressure of the divine presence that
had entered the room.

For the first time since he had brought the artifact into
his home, Nathan felt the weight of the darkness begin to lift. It
wasn’t over yet, but for the first time in what felt like forever,
he could breathe again.

And with that breath, he whispered one final plea:

“Save me.”
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The Reckoning

Nathan’s world had shifted. He could feel it in the air—
the weight of it pressing against him, the force of the light that
had pierced the shadows. It had not been a dream. It hadn’t
been a hallucination, a trick of his mind. The presence in the
room was still there, surrounding him, the very walls seeming
to vibrate with an energy unlike anything he had ever known.

The demon shrieked, its form trembling as if struggling
to hold its shape. Its once menacing figure was now a blur of
darkness, retreating from the blinding light that had filled the
room. Nathan’s eyes widened as he watched the creature shrink
back, its movements erratic and desperate. It could no longer

hide in the shadows. It could no longer hold control over him.

201



The light was purging it, stripping it of the power it had held
over his life for so long.

And then, as if the very air had been split apart by the
force of it, a figure stepped through the light. A presence so
immense, so overwhelming, that Nathan could barely
comprehend it. It was not human. It was not even a being of
this world. It was an angel, its wings unfurling with a majesty
that seemed to fill every corner of the room.

The demon’s form flickered and twisted, unable to
withstand the sheer power of the divine being now standing
before Nathan. Its screeches grew louder, more frantic, but the
angel did not move, did not flinch. It simply stood there,
towering over the demon, its presence radiating an authority
that made the room tremble.

Nathan was still on his knees, his hands pressed
together in a desperate prayer, his body trembling with fear and
awe. He couldn’t believe what was happening, couldn’t
comprehend the magnitude of what he was witnessing. But he
knew, deep in his soul, that this was the moment he had been
waiting for.

The angel’s gaze turned toward him. Its eyes were
piercing, ancient, filled with a wisdom that transcended
anything Nathan had ever understood. And for a moment,

everything around him seemed to fall away. There was no

202



longer a demon, no longer the terror that had gripped him for
so long. There was only the light, and the presence of
something far greater than himself.

The angel spoke, its voice like thunder, deep and
resounding.

“You have called upon the divine,” it said, its words
vibrating through the very air. “And now, the reckoning
begins.”

Nathan’s heart raced, but the words did not bring fear.
They brought relief. They brought understanding. This was the
end. The end of the torment that had plagued him for so long.
The demon would be defeated. He would be free.

The angel raised its hand, and the demon’s form twisted
violently, as if being torn apart by an invisible force. Its
shadowy tendrils writhed and shrieked, its hollow eyes glowing
with a fury that seemed to burn through the very fabric of
reality. But it was no match for the angel’s power. No match for
the light that surrounded it.

“Begone, creature of darkness,” the angel commanded,
its voice resonating with an authority that sent a shiver down
Nathan’s spine. “You have no place here.”

The room erupted in a blinding flash of light, and for a
moment, Nathan was engulfed by it, his vision consumed by

pure, overwhelming brilliance. The air seemed to pulse with
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energy, the ground beneath him trembling as if the very earth
itself were shaking off the presence of evil.

And then, just as suddenly as it had come, the light
faded, and the room fell silent.

Nathan blinked, his vision clearing. He was still on the
floor, still in his condo, but the oppressive weight of the demon
was gone. The shadows had retreated, and the darkness that
had filled his apartment was now replaced by a calm, quiet
stillness.

The angel stood before him, its form still radiant, but
now the light seemed softer, more serene. It was no longer a
blinding force, but a peaceful presence. The angel looked down
at Nathan, its gaze full of quiet understanding.

“You have faced the darkness,” the angel said, its voice
calm, yet powerful. “And you have survived. But remember
this—evil is never truly vanquished. It waits. It watches. And it
will find another vessel.”

Nathan nodded, still in awe of the being before him. He
could barely speak, his throat dry, his mind still reeling from
what had just happened. But there was a peace in his heart now,
a sense of closure that he hadn’t known he needed.

“Thank you,” Nathan whispered, his voice barely

audible. “Thank you for saving me.”
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The angel nodded, its wings unfurling as if preparing to
leave. ““You are not the first to face such darkness,” it said
softly. “But you are the one who has been chosen to carry this
burden. Do not forget.”

And with that, the angel turned and began to fade, its
form dissipating into the light, leaving Nathan alone in the
room once more. The only remnants of the encounter were the
faint glow that lingered in the corners of his apartment and the
scar on his face, a reminder of the battle he had fought and
won.

Nathan stood slowly, still trying to process everything
that had happened. The room felt different now—Ilighter, as if
the weight of the evil that had once gripped him had been
lifted. He looked at the floating shelf above the fireplace,
where the artifact had once stood. But it was gone now.
Vanished. It was as if it had never been there at all.

He walked over to the mantle, his fingers brushing the
surface where the artifact had been. There was no trace of it, no
sign that it had ever existed. It was as if the demon, the evil,
had been erased from this place, erased from his life.

Nathan closed his eyes, feeling the weight of the
moment settle in. He had faced the darkness. He had won. But

as the angel had said, the battle was never truly over.
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And somewhere deep inside, Nathan knew that he
would always be watching. Always waiting. Because the
demon had not truly been defeated. It had simply been trapped,
hidden away. And one day, it would return. But until then,

Nathan would be ready.
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A Shattered Peace

Nathan sat in the dimly lit living room, his body
shaking, his mind reeling. The apartment that had once been
his sanctuary now felt like a tomb. The weight of everything—
the isolation, the terror, the loss—pressed down on him. His
hand still throbbed where he’d touched the artifact. The marks,
faint yet still visible, burned as if a reminder that he was not
just trapped in this apartment but bound to something darker,
something older than he could ever comprehend.

For the past few days, he had been in a daze. His mind
oscillated between disbelief and terror, trying to piece together
the nightmare he had been living. Had it all been real? The

whispers? The shadows? The feeling of something, someone,
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watching him? Or had he simply cracked under the pressure,
driven mad by the weight of his own exhaustion?

Nathan had convinced himself it was all a dream. That
it had to be. How could something so incomprehensible—so
violent and malevolent—be real? The world didn’t work like
that. Things didn’t just come alive and try to claim you. That
was fantasy, right? Fantasy made sense. But this... this wasn’t a
movie. This wasn’t a book. This was his life. And it had turned
into something beyond his control.

The sound of his phone vibrating on the table brought
him out of his thoughts. He glanced at it, his heart sinking. It
was a text from Izzy. Her name on the screen made his chest
ache, a dull reminder of the distance between them.

Izzy: I’'m sorry, Nathan. I’'m leaving. I can’t be here
anymore. I hope you understand.

He stared at the words, his breath caught in his throat.
The text was as expected, but it still felt like a punch to the gut.
Of course, she had left. She’d never understood. No one could
understand. She had tried, but when the darkness had crept into
his life, she couldn’t handle it. She had blamed his tiredness,
his distractions. But in the end, he knew it wasn’t just about
exhaustion. She couldn’t grasp what was really happening. The
artifact had claimed him. And she had been caught in its wake,

unable to stand by him any longer.
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He tossed the phone on the coffee table and rubbed his
face with both hands. He had pushed her away, yes. But in his
mind, there was nothing else he could have done. How could
he have explained what was happening to him? The shadows,
the whispers, the burning sensation in his chest that only
seemed to get worse when he touched the artifact? He could
never find the right words. He wasn’t even sure he understood.

In his heart, he knew she was right to leave. But that
didn’t stop the pain. He had no one left. The isolation that had
been creeping into his life for weeks had now consumed him
entirely.

Suddenly, a cold breeze washed over him. He shivered,
feeling it sweep through the room, despite the closed windows
and the warm apartment. He stood, looking around the space,
his eyes narrowing. The shadows seemed to grow longer in the
corners of the room, as if they were reaching for him. The
temperature dropped, and his breath became visible in the air.
His pulse quickened, and panic rose in his chest.

No... not again. Not now.

He stumbled backward, his legs hitting the arm of the
couch. The apartment was changing again, warping. The walls
felt like they were closing in on him, the space shrinking as the

shadows grew larger, more oppressive. The whispers—he
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could hear them now, louder, clearer, the voices almost
deafening as they crawled into his ears.

“You belong to me.” The words were unmistakable, no
longer a whisper but a guttural growl, a voice that didn’t
belong to any human.

Nathan staggered to his feet, his chest tight. He could
feel the artifact’s presence, even though it sat across the room,
just as it always had. But now, it wasn’t just a silent observer. It
was calling to him, pulling him, urging him to approach it. He
felt the familiar tug, like a magnet to his very soul.

“No...” Nathan gasped, trying to fight it, trying to push
the thoughts out of his head. But the words were getting louder,
the pull more insistent.

“You are mine.”

The ground beneath him seemed to tilt, and he stumbled
forward. His legs were no longer his own. He couldn’t resist
the force drawing him in. The apartment, once a place of
comfort, now felt like a trap, a cage from which there was no
escape.

He reached the mantle before he even realized it, his
fingers trembling as they hovered over the cold stone of the
artifact. He knew what would happen if he touched it again. He
had felt its power—the way it seemed to burn through his skin,

its influence taking root in his mind. He knew it was
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dangerous. But a part of him—a part he couldn’t silence—
longed for it. It promised something. Control. Power. Escape.

The moment his fingers brushed against the surface, a
violent jolt shot through his body. His head snapped back, and
he cried out, his body rigid as if he had been struck by
lightning. The room exploded in chaos. The shadows surged
forward like waves, the air thick and suffocating, filled with the
rancid stench of decay. His vision blurred, and he fell to his
knees, gasping for breath.

A voice echoed through his skull, more powerful now,
reverberating in his very bones. “You belong to me. There is no
escape.”

The walls shook, and the apartment seemed to collapse
around him, as if the very fabric of reality was unraveling. But
even through the terror, Nathan heard something else. A
sound—something different, something... pure. It was a voice,
a soft, commanding voice that cut through the darkness.

“Nathan.”

The voice was strong and resonated with an authority
that left no room for doubt. It was not the demon, not the voice
that had tormented him. This was something different.
Something... good.

He looked up, his body trembling, and in the center of

the room, a figure began to materialize. It was tall, shrouded in
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light, its form luminous and commanding. A being of grace and
power.

“Do not fear,” the figure said, its voice calm but
unyielding. “I have heard your prayer.”

Nathan’s eyes widened, confusion and disbelief
flooding his mind. “Who are you?”

“I am the one who will end this,” the figure replied.
“But first, you must listen. The battle is not over. The demon
has already claimed you. But you will not be its vessel. Not
today.”

Nathan’s breath caught in his throat. For the first time
in weeks, he felt a flicker of hope. Could it be true? Was there a
way out?

The figure raised its hand, and the room shifted. The
shadows that had once consumed him began to recede, as if the
very presence of the figure was driving them away. The air
grew warmet, the oppressive weight lifting.

“The demon is not done with you,” the figure
continued. “But it is contained for now. And you must rid
yourself of the artifact. Burn it. Banish it.”

Nathan stood, his legs weak but determined. His mind
raced, processing the magnitude of the moment. The entity in

front of him was real. A messenger of something far beyond his
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understanding. But for the first time in what felt like an
eternity, he didn’t feel completely alone.

With a nod, he turned toward the fireplace. The artifact
was still on the mantle, as cold and unyielding as ever. But
now, Nathan understood. This had always been the way to end
it. To rid himself of the thing that had haunted him. The thing
that had taken everything from him.

He reached out, grasping the cold stone, and felt the
familiar shock run through his body. But this time, he didn’t
flinch. This time, he had the strength to resist. He walked to the
fireplace, lifted the artifact high, and threw it into the flames.

The fire roared as the artifact hit the burning logs, its
dark stone beginning to crack and crumble. A dark, guttural
scream echoed in the room, as if the demon itself was being
pulled apart. The heat was unbearable, but Nathan didn’t look
away. The artifact had to burn. It had to end.

The shadows retreated completely now. The room was
still. Quiet. The figure, the angel, stepped forward, its gaze
kind but resolute.

“It is done,” the angel said. “But remember this: the
battle is never truly over. The darkness will always seek out

new vessels. And you must always remain vigilant.”
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Nathan nodded, his heart heavy with understanding.
“Thank you,” he whispered, barely able to speak, his voice
choked with emotion.

The angel’s form began to fade, its words lingering in
the air. ““You were chosen for this moment, Nathan. But you
will not be alone again. The light will always guide you.”

And then, as if it had never been there at all, the angel
was gone.

The room was silent once more, but Nathan felt
different. The weight had lifted. The terror had subsided. The
nightmare was over.

But deep down, he knew something had changed. He
would never be the same. He would carry the scars of this
battle with him forever. And yet, for the first time in weeks,
Nathan felt hope.

The demon was gone. The vessel was no more.

But the war against the darkness? That had only just

begun.
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Epilogue

Months had passed since the night Nathan had burned
the artifact. The scars on his hand had faded, leaving only faint
traces of their once intense presence. His apartment, though
still minimalist in its design, felt more alive now. Lighter. The
oppressive weight that had once settled into every corner of the
room, like an invisible hand squeezing the life out of him, was
gone. He was no longer constantly looking over his shoulder,
waiting for the shadows to reach out and pull him back into
that terrible grip.

But the memory of it all still lingered.

Nathan sat on the same leather couch by the window,
gazing out at the Atlanta skyline as the city buzzed below. The
light was soft as the evening settled in, the colors of the sky
shifting from gold to deep purple. It was peaceful. Quiet.
Almost serene. For the first time in months, Nathan felt a sense
of calm in his chest, a sense of normalcy returning to his life.

He had spoken to Izzy a few times since that night. She
had called to check on him, to make sure he was okay. But
things were different now. She hadn’t come back. She’d moved
on, as she should have. Nathan didn’t blame her. He couldn’t.

Not after everything he had put her through. The strange,
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erratic behavior. The distance. The way he had shut her out,
even when she had tried to help.

He understood now. The artifact had done more than
warp his mind. It had alienated him from everything he had
once held dear. It had turned his relationships into dust, his
future uncertain. But now, for the first time in a long while,
Nathan saw a way forward. A way to rebuild. He wasn’t going
to let the darkness define him.

The phone on the coffee table buzzed, breaking his
thoughts. Nathan reached for it, seeing an email from his
financial advisor. His investments were still performing well,
and he was on track to retire in just a few months. The plan he
had set in motion all those years ago, the quiet, methodical
pursuit of a peaceful retirement, was still intact. He hadn’t lost
everything, after all. There was still something to look forward
to.

He smiled softly to himself, feeling the weight of the
years of planning, the sacrifices, the relentless focus. It had all
led to this moment. He had come through the fire, both literal
and figurative, and he was still standing.

But he wouldn’t forget. He couldn’t.

The darkness that had consumed him, that had nearly
taken everything, had left a mark on his soul. A scar deeper

than the one on his hand. It was a reminder—one he would
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carry with him for the rest of his life. The battle was never truly
over. The demon had been banished, but the evil that lurked in
the corners of the world still waited. It always would.

Nathan’s fingers brushed over the scar on his hand as he
sat in the quiet of his apartment, a faint smile on his lips. The
war against the darkness was a fight that would never end. But
for now, he was at peace. He had won. And that, for today, was
enough.

The doorbell rang, pulling him from his thoughts.
Nathan stood, walked to the door, and opened it to find a small
package waiting on the mat. It was a box, unmarked, simple. A
chill ran down his spine as he reached down to pick it up, his
heartbeat quickening.

The war was never over.

But for tonight, at least, it could wait.

He set the box aside, feeling the familiar presence of
something lurking just beyond the edges of his awareness. And
in that moment, Nathan knew one thing for certain: whatever
came next, he would face it.

He would always face it.

And he would never, ever, be the same again.
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