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      I have a tendency to ramble when I get nostalgic, so I’ll try and keep this short.

      In the summer of 2015, I set out to write a serialized novel. Specifically, a haunted house story. Those of you who have followed my work in subsequent years may have noticed that the haunted house theme is one I’ve returned to many, many times. There’s a reason for that. Haunted houses lend themselves so well to any number of treatments. The scenery of the haunted house, the dark corners and hidden histories of such, contain so supreme a brand of intrigue that I’ll never tire of them.

      At the time I wrote the first installment of Black Acres, In Absentia, I’d published very little. My first full-length novel, Wretchedness, was at that point in its earliest phases. I’d put out a novella entitled Orchard in spring of that same year, but wanted to try my hand at writing something longer and more complicated.

      I remember pacing the floor of my old townhome (pacing is something I tend to do a whole lot of when hammering out the details of a new story) and trying to piece things together. The plot details were scribbled onto a number of dogeared legal pads, and the moment I felt I’d built a solid foundation, I began hammering out a first draft.

      I wrote the first two chapters of this story in a white heat while sipping coffees at my local Starbucks in the minutes before sunrise. The remainder of the story was completed in dribs and drabs—long nights spent typing at the kitchen table when the kids had been put to bed, or hurriedly typed during lunch breaks at work.

      I was very proud of the thing when I finished it, and was prouder still when positive reviews from perfect strangers began to trickle in. The success of Black Acres helped to solidify my confidence as a writer of horror. Since then, I’ve published more than twenty full-length novels, have worked with many talented narrators in producing audiobook versions of my books and have even fielded a bit of interest from Hollywood (don’t get too excited at this last—movies are a tough nut to crack!).

      Here you will find my serialized novel presented as a single, lengthy work.

      Please, enjoy!

      —Ambrose Ibsen

      July 3rd, 2018
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      The tires kicked up gravel as they dug into the snaking driveway.

      Julian turned to her and grimaced. The house was coming into view just ahead. It was a big house, but it still looked awfully small to warrant the superlative “estate”. “I can't wait to stretch my damn legs,” he yawned, wiping at the corner of his eye and giving the wheel a slight nudge to the left. “I feel like we've been in the car for days.”

      Kim leaned back in her seat and stretched out, one of her flip-flops dropping off in the process. “You and me both.”

      Their visit was owed to a brief internet posting. For a few months now they'd been scouring the web for real estate listings, looking for something that they might fashion into a dream home. The Beacon estate was at the end of a long line, the latest in an effort to find an HGTV-worthy diamond in the rough. They had very strong opinions on what sort of house they were looking for, and they knew just how they'd renovate and decorate it once they'd found it, from the countertops they'd select for the kitchen down to the finish of the furniture in the living room.

      From the very first, the look of the Beacon estate threw them both for a loop, however.

      The two of them leaned forward in their seats in near-unison, looking it over narrowly as it loomed large just ahead of them. Stopping at the end of the lengthy driveway they idled for a time and studied its exterior, a smooth, beige stucco. They'd seen a few grainy photos online, but in-person the building possessed an arresting quality. The seeming bastard child of a smattering of architectural styles, the first story appeared long and wide, with numerous bay windows jutting out towards the woods at the rear of the property. Perched atop it in relative simplicity was the second story, a narrower, somewhat boxy thing that terminated in a black, slanted roof. The shingles looked not unlike a bolt of black hair atop a long and malformed head. Neither of them could come up with a detailed critique of the house right off the bat. It had character. That was about all either of them could say.

      Julian shut off the car and stepped out, stretching and carrying on with exaggerated vocalizations. He placed his palms against the outside of the sedan and squatted down, testing his range of motion and reawakening the muscles in his legs that'd gone dormant over the long car ride. Kim stepped out, yawning as the autumn sunlight washed over her. There was a pleasant, earth-scented breeze pouring in off of the woods. The sky was mostly blue, save for patches of wispy white clouds peppered throughout. She stationed herself against the hood of the car and poked her husband in the side as he ambled by. “So, we're supposed to be meeting the guy here, right?”

      Nodding, Julian looked this way and that. “Yep. He said he'd meet us here, outside. And we're right on time. Dunno where he's at. We should have a walk around the house in the mean time. Get a good look at it, you know? That way, if there's something hideous about it-- and I'm not loving the look of that cupola up there-- we can take off before he gets here, yeah?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, all right.”

      They paced around the perimeter of the house, taking in the sights and sucking in lungfuls of the gorgeous breeze. The air out here was different than it was back in the city. Julian had talked about living out on a farm as a kid, had said again and again how different it was from city life. Only now was she beginning to understand what he meant. A dyed in the wool city-dweller, Kim had never spent much time in rural settings. She was used to the constant clatter of pedestrians in the street outside their apartment, the sounds of rush-hour traffic as a backdrop to their dinners, the smell of exhaust in the air. The marked lack of these things was baffling and interesting to her, if not a little disorienting.

      Pausing before the back door of the house, they peered up at the small balcony, at the beige cupola Julian had taken such an exception to, at the dust-choked, heavy-looking windows that peered down at them from up above. They pushed on, marveling at the grounds as they went. Stacks of sun-bleached logs littered the back yard. Who'd put them there or how long they'd sat was hard to say. There was a fire pit, clogged up by the refuse of the changing seasons and fallen into disuse. The grass was tall in places, absent in others. Julian opined on the patchy lawn as they rounded the other side of the house and appraised yet more of the heavy windows with their thick, wooden frames.

      All the while, they stole occasional glances at the woods, which came up a hundred yards or so from the back door of the abode and stretched on for what seemed to be an incalculable distance. The trees shot up from the ground like thick Roman columns, but not a one of them seem to have anything in the way of leaves. The limbs jutting out from the ash-colored trunks were all shrunken and bare, and the forest floor was curiously clear of fallen leaves. Though Kim was no expert on trees, she couldn't ascribe the sight of that forest with the usual shedding of autumn. The forest looked utterly dead to her, nothing but bald, rigid trunks to be seen for miles.

      Rounding the other side of the house and walking about the front, they admired the large door and the smooth concrete steps that led up to it. To the immediate right, flanked by a few unruly bushes, was a dirt-flecked garage door that'd seen better days. Julian tugged on the waist of his jeans and sidled up to the house, climbing the few steps and running a hand against the smooth stucco. He pressed his face up against the nearest window and attempted to look inside. The interior proved dim, impenetrable.

      “Well?” asked Kim, waltzing over to the spacious front porch and taking a seat upon the steps. She plucked a curious-looking yellow flower from the grass and wrenched its petals off one-by-one. “What do you think?”

      She could already tell by the way he studied the house and tried to look inside that he was interested however. Julian tried to play it cool, sniffing the air and stretching, giving his shoulders a rotation and hitching his hands behind his head. “Not bad,” he said. “Looks to me like a little work could go a long way with this one. Won't know until we get inside, but she's got good bones. I'd bet you top coin she does.” A little grin betrayed his excitement. “And did you see that back yard! More space than we'd know what to do with. Could finally take up a proper garden, just like you've always wanted.”

      They were set to meet with the home's owner, a man by the name of Edwin, for a tour. It'd initially caught their eye for its remote location, and because it fell well into their price range. This was a lot of house, and for only a little more than a two-room bungalow in the city might cost them. She hoped their search would end here, that the inside would impress them as much as the exterior had. Though hodgepodge, the house was large and boasted a great, quiet location. The only problems to speak of were cosmetic, and even then, there'd been nothing so egregious as to turn her off. She chuckled, combing a hand through her black hair and knocking a small yellow leaf from her locks. “Why do you think this place is so cheap?” she asked, looking up at Julian, who now paced across the porch like a caged animal. “Think there's a mold problem? Did someone get canned in the living room? This place ought to be way out of our price range.”

      A disturbance in the gravel driveway attracted their gazes at once.

      From the main road a large pick-up truck could be seen to pull up, maneuvering the winding stretch of dull grey pebbles before stopping behind their sedan.

      Julian nodded towards the truck. “Guess we're about to find out. I reckon that's Edwin.”
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      After nearly a half-hour's worth of chit-chat, the portly Edwin Kelley prepared to take them inside the house. A squat man of about Kim's own height with a swollen paunch and a thinning veil of greyish brown hair swept greasily to the side, he wore a faded Carhartt jacket and spoke in a baritone voice tinged with chain-smoking raspiness. In fact, as they spoke outside, idling near the porch, he'd gone through two cigarettes and seemed on the verge of lighting up a third when it finally occurred to him to carry on with the planned tour.

      “Lovely couple,” he said as his sausage-like fingers sank one-by-one into his pocket in search of the keys. “How long have you been married?”

      Kim smiled politely, glancing at Julian, who was absolutely twitching with impatience. “Uh, three years now.” She cleared her throat. “Just looking for a good starter home. Tired of living in the city. We've got an apartment right now, but want to upgrade to something full-size.”

      Edwin loosed a laugh, almost dropping the keys as he sank one into the meaty deadbolt. Nothing she'd said had been particularly funny but he laughed all the same. “Oh, this will be more than enough house for the both of ya, I'm confident of that. This ain't like some tiny apartment in the city, no, this is a proper house, plenty of room for you both. And plenty of room for any tikes down the line, too!”

      Kim blushed. In her few years as a married woman, she had noticed strangers to have a certain fascination with the concept of children. The first question new acquaintances tended to ask was always how long she'd been married. Then, when that was out of the way, they were quick to follow up the first query with “So, when are you going to have kids?” It wasn't that Kim disliked the thought of children. She and Julian had discussed starting a family and it was something they would likely pursue in time. Nevertheless, the insistence of strangers that they breed always came across as obnoxious to her. The man was just trying to be friendly, to make polite conversation, but he was relying on the most grating of tropes.

      With a grunt, Edwin shoved the front door open. Then, with a clumsy theatrical flourish, he bared his yellowed teeth in a grin and waved them inside. “Right this way, folks.”

      Julian all but rushed past the man, stepping into the foyer and studying his surroundings with the utmost urgency. When he'd taken in the sights, he pushed on further without invitation, stepping into the living room, and then the kitchen.

      Edwin hitched a finger Julian's way and grinned at Kim. “Fella's excited, I take it?”

      She smiled. “Yeah, he's been waiting all day for this.”

      “Well, I know you folks came a long way, so let me give you the run-down on this old house. They call her the Beacon estate.” He sucked in a deep breath, his paint-dappled work boots producing a persistent thudding against the dusty wooden floors.

      “Why is it called that?” asked Kim, tugging on Julian's sleeve and drawing him back towards her. He frowned, not wanting to be hampered in his exploration, but fell into step beside her as Edwin entered into his spiel.

      “No reason in particular that I know of,” admitted Edwin. “But I'll tell you what I do know about her.” Approaching the chimney he rested a meaty paw upon the mantle, a gesture that required him to reach upward awkwardly, and stroked the lacquered wood lovingly. “She was built back in the 60's, late 60's. There'd been an old house on this land before that, but it was torn to make room for what you see all around yas. Property extends all the way to the main road up front and all the way to the edge of the woods around back, but the woods are effectively yours as well, since there ain't another property to be seen for miles around. I mean, your closest neighbor is probably on the other side of those woods, and ten miles away. If you're looking to get away from city living, for something secluded and private, you simply can't beat this.

      “Anyhow, like I was saying, this old house was built in the late 60's by a pair of young lovers not unlike yourselves, went by the names of Marshall and Dakota Reed. Lovely folks, and they financed the construction of this house themselves. Built her from the ground up, they did, after tearing up the old shanty that used to be here. Put in five bedrooms, two bathrooms, an attic and built her to last.” Edwin cleared his throat and moved from the mantle, starting into a rambling tour. First he led them into the kitchen.

      Kim's first reaction to the kitchen was one of dismay. The room wasn't simply outdated; it was essentially a snapshot of the 1960's set in amber. The appliances were ancient, probably didn't operate, and everything else, from the tacky-looking brown linoleum, to the orange tiles along the wall, would have to go. She almost threw her hands up right then and walked out. This room alone would require an incredible amount of work. The cabinets were perhaps the only thing that could be salvaged, done up in a traditional style from hardwood, however a few of them looked shabby on their worn-out hinges and would have to be repaired. She'd been looking for a fixer-upper, but this was a whole other level.

      “Now I admit,” said Edwin, scratching at his ear, “that this kitchen could stand a little update.”

      Kim held back a laugh. A little update? That was one hell of an understatement.

      “But she's got good bones,” he said, switching on the tap as if to make a point. It sputtered to life, spilling into the worn-looking basin. “Pipes still in good shape. Copper, sturdy. None of that plastic crap you'll find in the city.”

      Amused, Kim looked to Julian, expecting him to call the whole tour off, or to offer some sarcastic quip.

      But to her surprise, his eyes were alight. He was clearly fascinated, looking around the room and imagining what it could become. She'd seen this look on his face before and knew that he was falling hook, line and sinker for this old clunker of a house. She placed a hand on his forearm, hoping  he'd snap out of it, but instead he only dove deeper down, tapping on walls and knocking on the floors with his heel. “Seems solid, overall. A little work and this could be a Michelin-star-worthy kitchen.” He threw his arms out and shot a smile at Kim. “Look at all this room! You bust out this linoleum, throw an island in the center and you're all set. Gut the cabinets and such, too, of course. But just think! No more standing shoulder-to-shoulder in that little kitchen back at the apartment. It's an open floor plan in here, not some little corner to hide away in!”

      Kim chuckled, but was having trouble seeing what he saw in it. To him, it was a grand project. To her it was a long, grueling chore. “Let's see the rest of it,” she pressed.

      “Sure thing.” Edwin waved them on through the hall, leading them into the nearby living room. “You've got wooden floors throughout, and as you can see the former owners were real good about maintaining 'em. Just a little white vinegar from time to time will keep these in tip-top shape. That's the secret.” He pressed on the floorboard beneath his boot, making it squeal. “Good, strong floors. No nasty carpet in here.” He started through the room, motioning at the bare, white walls. “Could paint this up any which way. Walls are all white in this house, so painting over 'em and making it your own is real quick and simple.”

      They started next into a dining room, which looked much the same as the living room. Then there was a small alcove, featuring a closet and a hallway. Down the hallway they discovered a stairwell, which was marked by a hand-carved bannister. Small figures had been etched into the side, seeming to depict a rudimentary biblical scene. Kim frowned as it came into view, the clumsily-carved cherubs in the varnished wood looking back at her. It was just another thing that would need replaced. Here and there, too, in the molding, she'd noticed the occasional artistic flourish. Some amateurish hand had attempted to personalize a good deal of the house, whittling tacky motifs into places they didn't belong.

      Edwin led them upstairs, and Julian's interest remained palpable all the while. He asked a lot of questions of the guide, examined many features and remarked consistently to his wife upon the qualities of the place. He was enamored by it, and though she didn't share his enthusiasm entirely, she had to admit it was infectious. She loved seeing him in this mood, and wondered if she couldn't tolerate the house's gaudy charm. It would take a lot of work, but given enough time, they could probably flip this house into something respectable; attractive, even.

      And time was something they had a lot of. The entire reason for their move was Julian's sale of a new screenplay to a Hollywood studio. They'd paid him well for it; so well, in fact, that they could afford to move out of the city, settle in a proper house and have more than enough to renovate it. After years of struggling in the industry and near-constant money troubles, Julian had made some progress. Now he was determined to enjoy his spoils.

      The bedrooms were all plain but relatively large. In their open spaces Kim saw potential. The bathrooms, though hideously dated, were not beyond help. They, along with the rest of the house, could be salvaged. By the time the tour ended at the foot of the attic stairs, Edwin was terribly out of breath and red-faced for the exertion. “I think that about wraps it up,” he said. “But if y'all have any other questions for me, fire away.” He led them back downstairs, and the trio exited the house. Fanning himself in the cool breeze, Edwin lit up a cigarette. “What do you think of her?”

      Julian replied quickly. “Honestly, I think it's great.” He looked to Kim tentatively, hoping she might echo his sentiment.

      “Y-yeah,” she replied. “I mean, the price is good and it's pretty big, I guess.” Her lack of enthusiasm was clear, but it did little to dissuade Julian.

      “We need to talk about it, of course, but I really like this place. I like it a lot more than any other house we've seen so far, and for the price, well...” he paused, grinning, and looked to his wife. “I don't think we can beat it.” Pulling Kim aside a few paces, he leaned in, speaking quietly. “I think this is it. I think this is the one!”

      “I'm glad to hear you like it,” replied Edwin, sending a puff of smoke skyward. He knocked a cone of ash from his cigarette and leaned against the side of his truck. “I'm pretty flexible about the price. I know this is your first home, so if you're really interested, I think we can work something out. The house has been vacant so long. I really think Marshall and Dakota would be sad to see it in this state. Houses get lonely too, you know.”

      Julian nodded. “So, you knew the former owners well, then?”

      Edwin took a pensive drag, nodding. “Yes, they were good friends of mine. Good, good people.”

      This gave Kim pause. She stepped forward, smoothing out her hair as the breeze kicked it up. “I'm sorry, they were friends of yours? What does that mean?”

      At this, Edwin grew visibly uncomfortable. He chuckled slightly, but the sound died away on his lips, stifled by a nervous puff of the cigarette. When he'd sucked the thing nearly to cinders he threw it down into the gravel and put it out with his heel. He turned his head this way and that, trying to find the right words. “Well, uh, yeah. They were good friends of mine for many years. See, the thing of it is, though...” He cracked a sheepish smile. “I suppose I should have told you this first-thing, you know, before I showed you the house and all, but... you understand, this isn't the kind of thing that you'd put in an ad for a house you wanted to sell.”

      Kim arched a brow and gave Julian a sidelong glance. “What do you mean?”

      Edwin cleared his throat. “See, a little more than seven years ago now, Marshall and Dakota, well... they disappeared. Vanished. Just recently the courts ruled 'em...” He paused, trying to think of the right word. “What do they call it... dead in absentia. You know, missing so long they've been declared dead. And they didn't have any family, those two. No kids-- poor Dakota was always crying about that. So they wrote me into the will, wanted me to manage their affairs if something ever happened. Never expected that they would just turn up missing, of course, and obviously I'm not pleased about ending up with the house in this way. I'd have much rather never received the thing, but...” He gulped. “Here we are. I certainly hope that doesn't bother you; it's still a fine house, and they were both very proud of it in life. It was their legacy, and I'm sure they'd want it to be lived in. Sorry for not being more forthcoming about all that. It's been seven years but it's still mighty hard for me to talk about. Seems like just yesterday they were still here.”

      Kim wasn't quite sure how to react.

      Julian, however, clapped his hands. “So, I imagine you've got some paperwork we can look over, yes? I'd like to see the terms you have in mind for this sale.”
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      Two truckloads was all it took to transplant the entirety of their apartment to the Beacon estate. As its proud owners, Kim and Julian set about making the place their own.

      Kim was not without her reservations, however.

      To start with, the house was so ugly to her in so many regards, it was hard for her to know where to start. Everything needed renovated, everything was in need of cleaning and fixing, and after sitting vacant for seven years, the house had to become accustomed once more to being lived in. This meant that the floors settled rather loudly at all hours of the day, the pipes were heard to rattle and sometimes expelled brackish well water. The lights were unreliable, too, often flickering or going out entirely for brief stretches. One by one Julian sought to address these problems, but the list was long and with every day they spent in the new house it seemed only to grow longer.

      Finally, when the place was liveable and they felt they could stay there without much difficulty, the pair took to unpacking their things. With moving boxes out of the way, they were ready to start working on the house. They'd bought the thing for a steal after the signing of some few papers. Edwin had given it to them for an even better price than he'd advertised, at least partially because he'd felt bad about his little reveal at the end of the tour. Though it was a minor detail that had nothing to do with her, Kim found herself thinking a great deal about the previous owners and wondering just where they'd gone. That two people had simply vanished from their home of more than four decades out in the middle of nowhere didn't sit well with her. It was one of those uncomfortable, unexplainable things, conjuring up thoughts of alien abduction or the Bermuda Triangle. Moving into their house almost didn't feel right. She felt, in some small way, like she and Julian were intruding, imposing on the missing owners.

      Still, as the days passed and they began debating on what room to renovate first, she worked to put all of these thoughts out of her mind.

      It was decided after much deliberation that the archaic-looking upstairs bathroom would be the first to get gutted. The house was in a remote location, far from any hardware store or the like, so parts and supplies would have to be shipped in at great cost from the city. This wasn't a huge concern to them, and it was a luxury they could afford, but it did serve to slow things down.

      One afternoon, after a late breakfast, the pair made their way up to the bathroom with sledges and chisels and squared up the space. The water in the bathroom was shut off, and the targets of the day's work were decided upon. It was quite simple, really. Nothing was to be spared.

      The two of them got into the spirit of the renovation, doing their best to dress the part. Julian wore a sleeveless t-shirt that put his thin frame on full display. He'd neglected to shave in the days since their move, giving his square jaw a sandy rash of stubble. He'd always been skinny, and as he hoisted the sledge over one shoulder, preparing to knock in a bit of drywall, she was struck by how thin he'd grown working in the city all that time behind a desk. For her part, she swept her hair back into a ponytail and threw a red bandana around her head. Together they looked like something out of a home and garden reality TV show.

      The tiles around the shower were the first to come down, knocked loose by a gentle tapping of the sledge. The stubborn pieces were then chipped away by a chisel and hammer. One-by-one the tiles clattered noisily into the tub, and before long the drywall behind was in clear view. Weighing their next move, Julian made some measurements and then drew a large, black X on the wall, pointing at it with his sledge. “X marks the spot!” he said with a grin. And then, hoisting up the tool, he made his first swing.

      They took turns tearing into the drywall, hitting only specific areas to avoid messing with the pipes, and made room for the new tub and shower they'd ordered. It would be delivered within the week, and in the mean time they'd be forced to use the small shower stall in the other bathroom downstairs. With each subsequent strike, more of the drywall fell away, revealing hardy studs and sending up clouds of dust. When they'd torn down most of the marked section, Julian reached inside and finished the remainder by hand, tugging on the jagged bits and breaking them away.

      As he did so, he paused. Something in the wall caught his eye.

      “What is it?” asked Kim, leaning against the old porcelain sink, wiping at her brow.

      “Hold on,” he said, reaching into the wide opening and bending down. Slowly, he drew something up out of the cavity. Dusting it off, he looked it over closely. It seemed to be a slip of paper.

      “What is it?” she asked again, sidling up to him. Peering over his shoulder, she saw it was a photograph. It was old, the graininess of the image bespeaking a time some decades passed. The subdued oranges and yellows of some nearby light fixture highlighted a pair of subjects, a young man and young woman, leaning against one another, both of them smiling. “Who is that?”

      Julian studied the photo for a time. “I dunno,” he admitted, knocking a cloud of dust from his mop of blonde hair. “Probably the former owners. It's an old picture. They probably slipped it in the wall here back when the house was being built.”

      Kim looked up at him. “People do that? Leave things like that behind?”

      He nodded. “I remember helping my dad work on our old house as a kid. People leave all sorts of things behind as mementos. Under floorboards, in the walls. Kind of like a time capsule or something like that.”

      It was a sweet picture. The people featured didn't appear much older than Kim or Julian themselves, and they smiled warmly. “They look young,” she said after a time, taking the photo from him. “I bet they were around our age.”

      “Could be.”

      Turning the photo over, Kim dusted it off further. On the reverse she found a bit of writing. It was rendered in a rough hand, so that it was hard for her to read. Standing beneath the light, she squinted and tried to make out the harsh characters. “There's something written here. It's sloppy, but...”

      “What does it say?”

      When she managed to decipher it, she almost dropped the photo. Clearing her throat, she read it again and again, doing so once out loud, before laughing incredulously. “You're in our house. We're coming back for it.”

      Julian laughed, giving her a playful shove. “Oh, shut up.”

      She glanced up at him, the amusement draining from her face and only the apprehension remaining. Kim offered him the photograph. “No, really... look for yourself.”

      Snatching up the picture, Julian glanced over the reverse. “Hm,” he said after a time, holding it between his fingers and flipping it back over. “That's... interesting.” He loosed a little laugh, unsure of what to make of it.

      “What the hell's that supposed to mean?” Kim's arms broke out in gooseflesh, and without even thinking she begun to cradle herself. Something about that photo didn't sit well with her. Looking briefly at the smiling faces on it once more, she almost felt as though there'd been a subtle shift in their expressions. Like the smiles weren't genuine, had grown narrower, more savage, and were hiding some sort of sinister intent.

      Julian shook his head and set the photo down on the edge of the sink. “I don't know. I guess... I guess the folks who lived here before us just had a weird sense of humor or something.” He shrugged and dusted off his hands.

      If the people who'd left that photo there had intended it as a joke, Kim wasn't finding it funny. Mathematically speaking, the odds of finding such a thing in the wall were slim; that they'd stumbled upon it in their renovations seemed to her anything but dumb luck. Someone had wanted the two of them, specifically, to find it. Kim felt certain somehow, but she couldn't articulate why. She gulped as she appraised the photo, even from afar, and then glanced out into the dim hallway. “I need a break,” she said. “Come on. I'll make us some lemonade.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The installation of the new tub was an ordeal that took them nearly two whole days of work. A slight miscalculation on their part about the dimensions of the thing required a number of last-minute adjustments, and when all was said and done Julian had thrown his back out and burnt through all of his patience. Limping about in his pajamas for the next few days he made a point of sleeping in and lounging about, postponing any further work on the house until he felt up to it. The bathroom still needed some work; a new toilet, new sink and a fresh coat of paint, but at least it was functional.

      In those days, spent lounging, the two of them really got to know the new house. Though its gaudy flourishes clashed with their sensibilities, they felt for the first time that they were the masters of their domain. They could do anything they wanted to this house, and thanks to its remoteness, they could listen to their music or television as loudly as they wanted. Back in the city, in their cramped little apartment, they'd always been at the center of feuds with the inhabitants of surrounding units. They'd always had crooked landlords telling them what they could or couldn't do to their apartment. But not here. This space was their own. They were like caged animals set free.

      And for Kim, at least, the freedom came as a shock. The almost intoxicating degree of liberty and openness they now had in their grasp made her feel aimless, adrift. She assured herself that it was merely because the house was unfinished; that, once they'd picked out new furnishings and completed their renovations, she'd grow used to it and it would feel as natural to her as the old apartment they'd left behind, except with none of the limits. She spent her days catching up on reading, living a somewhat bohemian life in the house for nearly a week before their work resumed.

      She'd packed along her small library of cherished books. Some hadn't made the cut and had been sold off to the second-hand bookseller back in the city, but those that did, mainly handsome, leather-bound editions of her favorite classics, now sat upon a wide, wall-mounted shelf on the wall opposite the fireplace. She leafed through them, getting lost in the stories languidly. And due to the lack of distractions in this new home, she felt herself time and again almost slipping into the stories full-on. Absorbed in her reading, she subsisted off of coffee and tea, along with whatever bland food they had on hand. Grocery stores were not exactly common in the area, with the closest one clocking in at some forty or so minutes by car. The appliances worked well enough for hot beverages and cooling lunch meat, and they feasted on sandwiches and jasmine tea. Sometimes, while munching on roasted turkey sandwiches, Julian would give a little grin and suggest they simply order a pizza for delivery. Pleased with himself for the joke, he'd laugh, insisting that they only needed to find a chain pizzeria whose policy guaranteed something along the lines of “Thirty minutes or it's free!”

      There wasn't a damn thing, save for open space and scarcely-tread road, within thirty minutes of them.

      For having sat vacant so many years, the house proved in good condition. The basement showed evidences of water damage in a few corners, and the attic was little more than a number of dusty rafters wrapped in discolored, fluffy insulation. Those would need cleaned up, and Julian wondered if there might not be a mold problem in the basement. Studying the walls, he recalled the details of some documentary about mold toxins and suggested they have a professional come out to test the air for spores when the other work was through. She was happy to let him have his way. Though sore, he marched about the house with an air of triumph, throwing his ankles up on chairs, opening and closing doors and stomping on the well-worn floors like a king in his own palace.

      In their few years as a married couple, Kim had never seen him this happy. Back in the city, prior to the sale of his screenplay, he'd been something of a homebody. Especially in those weeks leading up to its completion he'd been prone to mood swings and long silences. It'd disturbed her, made for the first significant disruption to their married bliss. The sale had turned everything around, however. They could afford to move out of that stifling unit, with its leaky roof and occasional ant infestations, and into this enormous house. This place had its share of aesthetic flaws and structural abnormalities, but in time they could all be fixed, and Julian could sense it. For almost a year he'd shopped around his screenplay and fretted over it. Now that it was out of his hands, he was back to living.

      While up in the attic one day, remarking on the sheer volume of insulation, Julian came upon something curious tucked up against one of the rafters. The attic was not a large space, and the ceilings were low, so that in order for him to enter he would have to ascend a flight of stairs and stay hunched, walking carefully along the rafters lest he take a dive through them into the story below. He did so nimbly, keeping his hand on a ceiling beam and zeroing in on something amidst the pinkish fluff. Plucking it up, he hopped back to the stairwell, the beams beneath his feet groaning for their load, and took to dusting it off. He frowned as a little cloud of dust and insulation drifted off of it and then held it up to the dim-burning bulb that hung from the ceiling by a black coil of wire.

      “Huh,” he said, looking it over. He made a face she'd never seen before. Kim was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs, watching as he studied his find. His eyes were narrow, and the corners of his lips were turned up in a little smirk, but beneath it all there was something of fear. She could see it in the way his Adam's apple trembled, in the way he gulped and pushed on down the stairs without looking, but instead by guiding a shaky hand along the wall. By the time he'd reached the foot of the stairs he'd recovered, but a touch of the discomfort she'd glimpsed still plagued his expression.

      He handed the thing to her and shot her an expectant look. “A photo,” he announced.

      Kim unfolded the thing in her hands. It was curled up in on itself and not a little discolored, probably due to the changing of the seasons over the course of many years. How long the photo had been sitting in the attic they couldn't guess, but that it'd been a long time there could be no doubt. The reverse featured nothing, but the photo itself gave her pause. “What... what exactly am I looking at here?” she asked, turning it slightly and crinkling her nose as if she'd just smelled something foul.

      Foul was about as good a word as she could think of for the sight she found in that photograph. There were six individuals pictured. The scene was grainy, rather dark, save for the far-off orange glow of some lamp. It almost looked like firelight, but the subjects had been photographed indoors and there was no sign of a hearth in frame. If not for the masks the subjects wore, they would have almost blended into the murky background, as was the case with their bodies below the neck. But those masks, made of a bright, white material like plaster and lent something of overexposure by the elements, waxed repellent as she took them in, one-by-one. They were all the same, featuring two clumsy, small eyes, a ridge of a nose, more fully-molded in some than others, and a wide, exaggerated smile. A small hole existed at the center of this smile to better allow the wearer to draw breath. Six faces crowded the frame, all of them close together and all of them baring their plaster-forged grins for the photographer.

      She shuddered and handed it back to Julian in a hurry. “What is this?” she asked, running her hands along her arms as though looking to banish a nonexistent cold. “It's creepy.”

      Julian regarded the picture from a slight distance and glanced up at her. “Honestly? I dunno.” He chuckled, teasing the curled edge of the photo and easing the attic door shut. “Probably, like... a Halloween picture from years ago.” He nodded, further convincing himself of this answer. “Yeah, you know, that's gotta be it.” He laughed aloud, the sound echoing somewhat discordantly in the hall. Noting her evident discomfort, he added, “Kind of weird, but old-timey pictures like this are always weird. You know, they didn't have the same technology we did growing up, so they made their own costumes and such for holidays. Sometimes, out of context, well... they just look eerie. My mom has this picture of me and my brother sitting with the easter bunny from, like, the mid-eighties, and the thing looks monstrous. You know what I mean? Google 'old Halloween pictures from the 60's and 70's' and you'll see what I mean.”

      “No thanks,” she said, arching a brow. As she started down the stairs, hoping to rendezvous with her dogeared copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, she paused. “I wish there weren't so many little pieces of the previous owners in this house. I kind of liked it better when we didn't know anything about them. When they were just a story.”

      He rolled his eyes and followed her downstairs. “I know, right? I mean, just look at what our search has revealed! They were true monsters!” He slapped the photo against her arm. “They liked dressing up in costumes and celebrating holidays! The nerve! The outrage!”

      Their laughs filled the halls. It was a bit strange to think that their voices were the first to reverberate against these old walls for more than seven years. They were laughing and carrying on now. Someday these walls would be witness to their disagreements, and more.

      As she settled back into her chair and picked up her book, Kim wondered just what the house had seen or heard in those days and hours before the previous owners suddenly disappeared without a trace.
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      “I know what you're thinking,” he said, arms crossed. “It would be too perfect if this place, old and in the middle of nowhere, its previous owners having vanished mysteriously, ended up being haunted, right?” He waved his arms around wildly in mockery, as though he were a magician hyping up some trick on a stage before children. “But the reality is a lot less interesting than that.” Julian peered over at the bedroom door, which still sat ajar. “You say you shut it, but did you make sure it was good and closed?”

      Kim was getting irritated with him now. “If you don't believe me, then fine, just get out of here and leave me alone! I said I closed the damn door and then it opened on its own, OK? Why is that so hard to believe? I never said it was, like, Jack the Ripper doing it, so fuck off!”

      Julian sighed, placing his hands on her shoulders and peering down into her eyes sympathetically. “No, maybe not, but when I came in here, you looked spooked. And this isn't the first time it's happened, either. I mean, the door to the basement does this sometimes. And last night, when the house was settling, you woke me up because you thought it was--”

      “Footsteps, yeah, yeah.” She broke away from him. “It's just weird, OK? I'm not used to... doors and stuff moving around on their own, you know? It makes me uncomfortable.”

      “I get it. But you know this is an old house, and old houses have their quirks. These door frames have been warped over time. Changes in temperature, in moisture, can loosen 'em up till the door doesn't fit quite right. That'll make them swing open at the slightest breeze.” He smiled wide, pulling her into a tight hug despite her resistance. “Come on, babe. Don't worry about it. It's really nothing. I promise, when the more important stuff is out of the way, we can replace all those dumb old doors, too.”

      The comfort she gained at this reassurance was fleeting.

      Precisely when the change began to occur in her she couldn't quite say. Perhaps it was around the time she first took a good, long look at the woods behind the house, at the sordid stretch of bald and ashen trunks that went on for miles, that the worm of fear wriggled into her heart. The shadows that gathered in the house even during the daylight hours like cobwebs in the corners made it so that she had to use lamps at all times. The house made its fair share of noises, seemed to speak to her with a language all its own. Not fluent in this tongue, Kim couldn't help but read sinister things into the old home's creakings and churnings. The floors were given to loud squeaks even in those moments when the two of them were seated or in bed. Pipes rattling in ancient sockets would sometimes stir up fear in her, the metallic discord sounding like a prisoner shaking at the bars of a prison cell. Kim couldn't help but anthropomorphize the house's noises; it carried on a life of its own.

      Julian was always there with the explanations. He was a master at digging up chestnuts about his time living in an old house as a child, and about the transition that would be necessary before she was used to living in such an isolated rural area. To his mind, every creak and thump had a reason behind it, could be explained away offhandedly, and without the slightest concern. His nonchalance was a comfort at first, but as the days passed and her mood worsened towards the house's many “quirks”, it became not a little grating.

      Once, when the two of them were reading late at night in the living room, their feet up on an ottoman, the lights had begun to flicker. They did so in a most peculiar way by Kim's appraisal, the bulbs gradually dimming until they suddenly flashed back to life. It happened a few times in slow succession, and before she could even account for the way the hairs on the back of her neck stood up, Julian was rushing in with his expert opinion.

      “The wiring in this house could stand to be replaced. Faulty wires, a good breeze messing with the power lines... could have been a lot of things.” He spoke so confidently.

      She found herself thinking about the house, its reported age and the fragments of knowledge she'd gained about the previous owners with a good bit more frequency than was healthy. It wasn't such an old house, really. More or less fifty years old. Was it really so aged as to have developed these many curious defects? On this, too, Julian was quick to opine. He maintained that the house's lack of tenants in the past several years could have led to an atrophy of the house's infrastructure and fixtures.

      Perhaps it was so.

      Try as she might however, Kim couldn't beat back the subtle dread in her gut. It built slowly, a single drop trickling into the well each day. But then something would happen-- a strange knock at the door in the middle of the night, a sound like footsteps in the attic-- and she would find her fear reaching new heights. Daylight provided little comfort, as the shadow-swollen abode seemed to pay no attention to the hour. Its noises were not limited to the night, even if they were most concentrated in those hours after dark.

      This move was shaping up to be something she hadn't anticipated. Something she hadn't signed up for. The source of her unhappiness and dread was difficult to pinpoint, and it was likely issuing from a series of smaller concerns, but that it was there all the same could not be denied.
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      Kim rolled over in bed, her body tensing beneath the plush comforter. She put Julian's subdued breathing out of her mind and tried to focus on the sound that'd knocked her out of a light sleep. It came from somewhere else in the house, and the distance made it muffled, doubtful.

      She could have sworn it was the screaming of an infant.

      Kim shook her head and blinked in the moonlight, fluffing her pillow. You know it's not a baby, she thought. No one lives around here. There isn't another person for miles around. Her mouth grew a little dry as she considered their utter isolation, and she was quick to change the subject of her thoughts. The strange crying sound that drifted up from one of the lower stories; what the hell was it, then? If I woke this jerk, he'd probably just tell me it was a bird that got stuck in the chimney, or maybe some other animal. She grimaced a little as she imagined Julian giving a self-assured grin and offering such an explanation. That's exactly what he'd say. I'm sure of it. But... but why doesn't it make me feel any better?

      Ratcheting up her nerves, she'd slipped half-way out of bed, preparing to open the bedroom door, when a sudden and ponderous silence fell over the house and made her reconsider. She didn't want to be a coward in her own house, to have all of these commonplace noises unsettle her like a child. But when the noise ceased, she scrambled back under the covers and closed her eyes. Kim shuddered, grit her teeth and pressed her face against her pillow. Well, the noise stopped, so there's nothing to investigate. I'm sure it was nothing.

      Somehow, sleep returned to her.
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      Kim saw she was standing at the top of the stairs. Step by step, and with an airy grace, she descended. The stairs did not creak under her feet as they usually did; it felt almost as if she were the weight of a feather, her mass scarcely registering on the old planks that were ordinarily so noisy.

      Then she was downstairs, rounding the bannister with its carved, staring cherubs and making her way into the living room. The living room was dark, black, and only a few bold shapes could be made out in the veil of night. Whether they were pieces of furniture as she expected or something that did not belong in the room she didn't give much thought. Instead, her bleary eyes locked onto a dim light registering in her periphery. She recognized it as the glow that came from the light above the kitchen sink. Had she left it on all night?

      Kim drifted into the kitchen, and then stopped in the doorway. She cocked her head to the side, surveyed the room and tried to process the scene before her. Her mouth felt parched, dry, but she couldn't say why. Maybe you're feeling scared? she thought.

      But she saw no reason why she should be scared.

      All she saw in the kitchen, hunched slightly over the counter, was the profile of an old woman. The woman was completely naked and had her back to the doorway so that Kim could not see her face. A thinning shock of whitish grey hair snaked down the length of her pale, bony back as she busied herself at the counter. She seemed to be preparing tea, holding Kim's own stainless steel kettle in her quivering, arthritic hand. She was pouring a cup of tea into Kim's favorite glass mug. The woman moved with slow, measured gestures. It was like she was stuck in slow-motion. Even the water that poured from the spout of the kettle seemed to pour at the lowest possible speed.

      Confused and vaguely bothered at the sight of this naked stranger in her kitchen, Kim tried to wet her lips, to no avail, and to call out to her. “What are you doing in my house?” she asked, her voice bursting forth from her lips and then hanging in the air as though suspended in molasses.

      At this, the woman slowly set down the kettle and corrected her hunched posture, standing bolt upright. That she'd heard and was now aware of Kim's presence was clear, however she did not turn around. She stood at the counter, her back remaining to the doorway, and was still as a statue.

      “Why are you in my house?” Kim asked again, her voice dribbling out nebulously, uncertainly. She felt in some way as though she'd forgotten how to speak, forgotten the English language entirely.

      The stranger did not turn around. However, from somewhere close-by, perhaps from the old woman's unseen mouth, there finally came a reply.

      “I told you we'd come back for it.”

      Kim awoke with a gasp. The light of early morning stung her eyes as they burst open and she sat up in bed, her mouth so dry it hurt. Julian was awake, sitting at the foot of the bed and fiddling with his socks. He looked back at her confusedly, cracking a smile. His blonde locks were sticking up in odd cowlicks where he'd rested against his pillow. “You OK?”

      Surveying the room and casting off the blankets, she nodded. Her breathing slowed and, when she'd drained the glass of water at her bedside, she finally found it in herself to explain. “I just... I just had the weirdest damn dream.”

      “Tell me about it,” he said, throwing on a t-shirt and stepping into the closet for a sweater.

      “I dreamt that I went downstairs and there was a woman down there, making tea in the kitchen. An old woman with long hair. And she was... naked.”

      Julian laughed aloud at that moment. For Kim, though, it hadn't been amusing in the least. He hadn't seen the woman, hadn't glimpsed the bluish veins coursing through her papery white skin. He hadn't seen the length of wispy silver hair, or the way she'd just stood there, with her back turned. She understood why it might sound funny, but in reflection, it'd been a terrifyingly life-like dream.

      Kim sighed. The longer she sat in bed and sought to describe the dream, the more she found the finer details mercifully effaced by wakefulness. Wiping her eyes, she forced a little smile and stood up. “Never mind.”

      When they'd brushed their teeth and dressed, the pair went down the stairs and set about preparing their morning coffee.

      It was Julian who remarked on the kettle and half-filled teacups on the counter near the sink when they first entered the room. “Did you leave those out last night? I don't even remember you making any tea.” He emptied the cups, rinsed them out and set them in the drying rack. He replaced the empty kettle on the stove and stashed away the tin of tea with complete nonchalance.

      He hadn't put things together. But from where she was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, looking to the sink with fearful eyes, Kim was thoroughly unnerved. No, she hadn't left those things there. She hadn't made any tea the night previous. But she had had that dream just then. And as she lingered in the doorway, staring across the room, she found it an eerie, day-lit analogue to the dreamscape she'd just emerged from. The only thing missing was the old woman.

      Kim accepted a mug of freshly-brewed coffee and took it out to the living room. For the remainder of the day she stayed clear of the kitchen, opting to let Julian cook their meals. As the hours passed and her memories of the dream faded further, she worked at convincing herself that she had been mistaken. You left that kettle out. You must've made tea at some point yesterday and you never put the cups or tea bags away.

      She spent the day telling herself that, because to entertain the alternative was simply too much.
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      Julian slammed down the phone, red-faced. “Couldn't hardly hear a damn thing.” They'd settled for a landline in the new house, since cell phone reception was incredibly poor in the area, however like so many other things, it didn't work very well. The line was known to cut out from time to time, and even when calls did come through, there tended to be a good deal of interference, making callers hard to hear. He kept talking about getting the people from the phone company to look into it, but Kim didn't see the point. What could they really do about it? It seemed to her a consequence of living so far away from civilization.

      “Who was it?” she asked, looking up from her lunch. She'd fried up a few eggs with peppers and onions. Mopping up the yolks with a piece of toast, she leafed through a graphic novel.

      “It was the cabinet company. They botched our goddamn order. Scheduled the wrong product for delivery. Said they 'lost' our order, though how that's even possible in the twenty-first century is beyond me. They need someone to come in and pick everything out again. Have to sign the paperwork and whatnot. In-person, apparently.” He was fuming, pacing across the kitchen in his slippers as though he intended to burn a hole through the floor. He took a quick sip of coffee. “The manager wants to give us a discount or something, but I don't care about that. I just want my damn cabinets. The sooner we get them, the sooner we can tear this shit out.” He motioned to the kitchen around him. The old-fashioned cabinets, chipped and ruddy, were certainly in need of an upgrade. The shelves within them were so soiled Kim almost hesitated to store anything inside.

      “Well, it's not such a big deal. It's, what, two hours out? Make a day trip of it. Have some lunch, re-do the order and then come back,” she suggested, flipping a page and scanning it absentmindedly. She wasn't even reading it, but merely looking at the art. The colors were subdued, pleasing to the eye.

      Julian arched a brow. “What, you don't want to come with?” He scratched his head. “We could both go, you know? No need to just sit around here all alone. I know how you get about the house and I don't want you feeling uneasy. Maybe we'll hit up a good restaurant, or...” He stalled.

      At this junction, Kim gulped down a bite of food and peered up from her book. “I'd rather stay.” This, however, was something of a lie. She blurted it before she had time to truly weigh the implications, before the decision had a chance to sink in. Spending some time alone in the house was extremely unappealing to her, however it seemed about the best way to go about steeling her nerves. Go on, stay behind, she thought. Putz around the house for a day, on your own. That way Julian won't think you a scaredy-cat. And anyway, this will be a good way to get to know the place on your own terms, to prove to yourself that there's nothing weird about it.

      While Julian mulled it over she considered more excuses. There's a lot of laundry to catch up on, she thought. Could read without Julian interrupting. The 'me' time might be nice for him, and even though he's pissed off right now, he'll come back in a good mood. Listening to him bitch about these cabinets over the length of a long car ride sounds awful.

      Another voice rose up in her as she resumed her meal, mechanically picking up the fork and scooping up a bit of egg white.

      This is a bad idea, said the other voice. This is a stupid, shitty idea.

      “Well, if you're sure,” said Julian, the thought of spending the day goofing off in town solo apparently gaining some appeal in his eyes. “It won't take too long. And I'll be back in time for dinner. Don't worry about the meal, I'll cook when I get back. Sound good?”

      She nodded, putting on a brave face and donning a smile. Without her realizing it, her feet were twitching against the linoleum, rapping out a nervous cadence. “Have a good time.”

      Julian threw on some jeans and a sweater and, within a half hour, stepped out the door, giving her a kiss on the head as he made his way out.

      The silence that settled over the house as the sounds of the car died away was utterly pestilential. Kim bit down on her fork and shoved her plate away. “You got what you wanted,” she muttered to herself. “Time to walk the walk, I guess.”
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      An hour passed. Then two. Nothing out of the ordinary occurred, and as a result Kim found herself feeling rather relaxed. Things were going better than expected. There'd been some settling in the upper story, a creaking of the floorboards. But she was used to that, and after being startled a moment, she'd settled back into her chair and forgotten all about it. She ran a bath and didn't think twice about the rattling of the pipes as the tap came on. When the odd thump issued from the attic, she reminded herself it was probably just the shifting of some air pocket or something similarly commonplace.

      For the first time since moving in, she felt at peace in the house. This didn't stop her from keeping the lamps on. Something about the darkness that perpetually gathered in the corners of each room unnerved her, but she did her best not to dwell on this and remedied it by keeping things well-lit.

      While sitting in the bath, the smell of lavender wafting through the air from her bath beads, she reflected on the move and everything that'd hitherto disturbed her and had a laugh. She was making a mountain of a molehill, causing problems where none should have existed. Here she was, living in a nice, secluded house with the love of her life. They weren't living paycheck-to-paycheck anymore. No, they had money now, could afford to do things, go places and upgrade their living space. She could spend as much time with Julian as she liked, not like before, in the city, when his work had kept him busy day and night. So, what was the problem? Why the fear? Why the jumpiness? Looking at it now, from a more sensible place, she had to admit it was unwarranted. So much had changed over the course of a relatively short time, and the transition had been jarring to her. That was all. She wasn't handling the move well, but only because she hadn't stopped to consider how good it would be for the two of them in the long-term.

      In the city she'd worked part-time as a bartender to help with the bills. Now their finances were in order and she could afford to hang around the house, reading or doing whatever she pleased. It was an ideal life, really. An arrangement to be envied.

      Things are looking up. Don't ruin them by being a Negative Nancy.

      Upon draining her bath, Kim toweled off and sought out some comfortable clothes to wear. Pajamas, hooded sweatshirts and sweatpants had been her go-to garments for the past several days. With nowhere to go and no one to impress she was free to dress however she pleased. It was liberating. She tugged her black hair into a ponytail after giving it a thorough brushing. Then, picking up the hamper of dirty clothes in their bedroom, its lid refusing to close for the bourgeoning load within, she carried it down the stairs and to the basement door, setting it down with a thud that rang out like a gunshot.

      At the sound, the warmth she'd cultivated during her bath withered and gave way to a slight chill. “Damn, it's quiet,” she said aloud, in an effort to offset the prevailing silence. She paused at the cellar door, giving the hamper a nudge with her foot and pondering the quietude. There isn't another person for miles around. There's the main road out there, but hardly anyone ever drives down it. She licked her lips pensively. You could go outside and scream at the top of your lungs if you wanted to. But no one would be around to hear you. Her chest began to grow tight as she considered this, her heart breaking into a steady gallop. If something happened to you, there'd be no one around to help. Just like the previous owners. Something happened to them and no one was around to see it. She glanced over at the phone on the kitchen counter, the corded thing looking like an antique to her. She chuckled to herself. A corded phone? A landline? Did people even use such things nowadays?

      Her grin faded. Somehow it seemed in poor taste to mock the object that might serve as her only lifeline in the event of an emergency.

      Kim picked up the hamper and held it precariously in one arm while simultaneously throwing open the cellar door and swiping the cool wall for the light switch. From the moment the door opened she was struck by the smell of dampness. Something earthy, like decaying autumn leaves, reached her nostrils as she steadied the load in her arms and took the first few steps. It was an awful little basement, easily her least favorite space in the house. The stairs were rickety, their porous boards groaning and squeaking. Though she was probably imagining it, she thought she could feel the whole stairway swaying as she descended, as though it were a tightrope. The handrail was there mostly for effect; it was bolted the the white brick wall in just two places, and looked too thin to support even her weight.

      She recalled with equal parts amusement and frustration the way the deliverymen had struggled to get their new washer and dryer down into the basement some days previous. Julian had supervised the process, and had eventually acted as a spotter for the big guys who grunted every step of the way, arranging and rearranging the massive metal boxes in the narrow passageway. They got them down there by some miracle, but the stairs had trembled the entire time, threatening to send the trio, along with their thousand-dollar payload, to the concrete floors below.

      Setting foot on the cool concrete, her toes writhed and she suddenly wished she'd had the foresight to put on her slippers. The two of them had mopped up the damp, dark floors with a good soap, but still they felt somehow unclean. She walked on the balls of her feet, passing a stack of unsorted boxes as she went, and dropped the hamper in front of the washer. She paced before it for a time, catching her breath and studying the silver buttons on the front. “Let's see how to work this thing,” she mumbled, wrenching open the door and tossing a few clothes in.

      Using the new washer proved to be more difficult than she'd expected. First, she had to seek out their laundry detergent, which had been placed by Julian on a high shelf in the opposite corner, perhaps as a cruel joke. When she'd referenced the instruction manual no less than five times, she finally managed to hit the right configuration of buttons and start the thing, but then realized she'd forgotten to add the detergent. She dumped a cup of the blue liquid into the tray on top of the machine and then took a few steps back, watching the small window grow sudsy. “Might've added a little too much.”

      She took to pacing about the cellar, the familiar churn of the washer providing an agreeable backdrop despite her unpleasant surroundings. She walked away from the washer and dryer, past the metal shelving unit, and around the stacks of cardboard boxes. Surveying the walls with some closeness she did her best to appraise them open-mindedly, hoping to banish the discomfort she felt. She wanted to get to know the space, to rid herself of the apprehension she felt towards it by fostering familiarity. You'd better get used to this basement. You'll be spending time down here from now on whether you like it or not.

      The walls were made of brick, painted white, except for one wall which was covered in the tackiest blue wallpaper imaginable. Wallpaper in a damp old basement? What were these people thinking? It featured a hideous flower design and seemed to house a spot of mildew on its reverse, if the splotches on the peeling edges were any indication. She frowned, looking it up and down in the scant light. There were two lights in the basement, rudimentary things composed of single sockets sticking out of the beams in the ceiling and featuring one lightbulb apiece. They didn't do much to light the room, and like the other parts of the house, this space seemed to possess the unusual tendency to gather shadows in the nooks and crannies to a ridiculous degree. More than once she startled herself, catching peripheral glimpses of things in those shadow-nested corners. The sight of a simple mop or a shop vac, when transformed by the veil of subterranean darkness, was ample cause for alarm. Kim tried to laugh it off, but each subsequent scare only left her laughter more and more hollow.

      There was one thing that caught her eye as she studied the wallpaper and silently criticized the taste of the former owners. In one of the corners, the paper seemed to bubble up in the most peculiar way, and when she finally rummaged up the nerve to poke at the wall, she found the mildew-encrusted paper did not give. There was something solid beneath it; metallic, seemingly. Running the tip of her pointer finger against it gingerly, she tried to divine what it was. Above it, and to the side, she counted three other such bumps, each of them possessing similar qualities. Perhaps the previous owners had clumsily wallpapered over some bolt or screw sticking out of the wall.

      But then, maybe it was something else. Unless she could see it with her own eyes, there was no telling what was hidden behind the wallpaper.

      Propelled by an intense curiosity she couldn't fully place, Kim found a loose edge and gave it a tug. The wallpaper didn't even make a ripping sound, but fell away in a soggy strip. She dropped it like she'd been burnt, but then continued her work, tearing away another piece, then another, till she realized what she was looking at.

      The first bulge she'd found in the wallpaper proved to be a metal piece with a key-shaped hole in its center. The others, hinges, were meaty and flecked in orange rust. Running her hand against the exposed wall, grey in color and a bit sticky, she realized herself to be looking at a door.

      There was a small slit in the wall with a dimple large enough for one or two fingertips, perhaps, that answered for a handle. She traced the door's seam carefully for a time, furrowing her brow in the process. “A door. Down here?” She gave a little tug on the handle but it wouldn't budge. “Where do you lead?” she asked.

      A door could be heard to slam shut somewhere in the upstairs. The sound made her jump, and even as she gave herself the usual pep-talk, citing Julian's earlier explanation of warped door frames and worn-out closures, she couldn't help but shiver. Kim looked back at the concrete door in front of her and appraised it affrightedly. It looked like the door to a bomb shelter, calling to mind military bunkers and the like.

      Frowning, she began up the stairs, wiping her hands off on her pants and shutting off the light. She was no longer curious about the strange door or where it led. As she closed the cellar door and shuffled across the kitchen to the sink, she was beginning to wish she'd never found it at all.
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      He set a plate in front of her with a sheepish grin. It was roasted pork with asparagus. In an effort to make it extra special, he'd caramelized some pineapple rings, however the yellow fruit had gone crispy and black on one side. She turned the pineapple rings over gently, inspecting them with amusement. Their stove was in need of replacement. While it may have been a good machine back when the house was first built, its coils had been warped over the years, which made things cook unevenly.

      “Sorry,” he said, sitting down and pouring them each a bit of wine. “It's that damn stove.”

      She thanked him just the same, starting into her asparagus and eschewing the burnt pineapple. “How was your trip into town?” she asked.

      Julian shrugged. “Fine, I guess. Had a cheeseburger, stopped by the book store in town and then took care of the cabinet business. Grocery store, too. Wanted us to have some decent food to eat. Sandwiches are fine, but I'm damn sick of them. They had a sale on coolers, so the meat didn't spoil on the drive back. Traffic was light so it made for a pleasant drive.” He chewed a bit of pork thoughtfully, looking up at the light fixture in the ceiling. “It was nice to get out, I suppose.” He then glanced at her, trying his best to hide a smirk. “And, uh... how did you fare in this house of horrors?” The dam broke and a small laugh escaped.

      She dismissed him with practiced nonchalance, carving up a cutlet and spearing a piece with her fork. “It was fine, actually. Caught up on the laundry and had a bath. It was peaceful around here, without a certain someone getting in my way.”

      The more she spoke, the more she just wanted to blurt out something about the strange door she'd found in the cellar, however.

      Kim had withheld this information up to that point, had kept it close to the chest in the hopes that she wouldn't come off as jumpy or over-eager. The last thing she wanted was for Julian to pick on her again. And so she bided her time. She'd gone for a nap while he cooked dinner and hadn't so much as touched on the subject of the basement, except to say that she liked the new washer and dryer.

      “So,” she began, licking her lips and setting down her utensils. Kim pressed her hands together and leaned in a little. “I found something down there. In the basement, that is.” She motioned to the cellar door across the room, her gaze shooting towards it for an instant. When she continued, her voice quivered with a noticeable energy, betraying her excitement. “There's a door in the basement, built into the wall across from the stairs. I dunno where it leads and couldn't get it open to save my life. It's locked something fierce, but I thought it interesting.”

      Julian arched a brow and appraised her incredulously. “A door? I don't believe it. Where would it even go? The two of us were down there cleaning up and we never found it then. Are you sure it's a door?”

      Recalling the dark cellar, the smell of dampness and the mold-encrusted wallpaper, she drew in a deep breath and feigned composure. “Well, actually, do you remember that ugly wallpaper down there? It was hidden behind that. It was peeling in places and I just decided to give it a tug. Behind it was a door. It's got hinges, a lock and some little handle pressed into the concrete.”

      Narrowing his gaze, Julian worked over his food in silence for a time. “Huh,” he finally said, apparently unimpressed. “Well, it's weird that Edwin didn't say anything about it when he sold us the house. But if it was hidden behind the paper, then perhaps he didn't know about it. You say it's locked?”

      She nodded.

      “Don't think we got a key for it, then. The only keys we received on signing were for the exterior doors.” He ran a hand through his hair, leaning back in his seat, and picked up an asparagus spear. “I guess I'll go down there and monkey around with the lock later on. I'll bet I can wrench it open. But, there's something that concerns me.” His face suddenly hardened and he bit down on the asparagus, falling into silence.

      “What?” she asked. She watched him mull something over. Whatever it was, it made him scowl.

      “Well, it's just that... How many bodies do you think we'll find behind that door in the cellar?” he said, his eyes widening in a flash. “You don't think the previous owners...”

      “B-bodies?” she blurted. “You think their...b-bodies are down there?”

      Julian erupted into a fit of laughter, almost falling out of his chair. He smacked the table and then reached across it to pluck up the neglected pineapple rings on Kim's plate. “No, I'm just shitting you. But I dunno what could be down there. Probably just some storage room.”

      Kim folded her arms and glowered at him. “You're a dick, you know that?” Taking a swig from her glass, she said nothing to him for a long while.

      “Come on, don't take it all so seriously. I'm just messing with you.” He polished off his wine and then replenished his glass, offering more to Kim. She declined curtly. “Ever since we moved here you've been on edge. Little things have been getting you spooked. I know it's a big change and all that, but I feel like you've just gotta calm down if you're going to be happy here. Don't get so bogged down by this place; the isolation, the house's age and whatnot... they can do a number on your mind, if you let them.”

      Kim rolled some bits of food around her plate disinterestedly, her fork clanging against it. “There are some things that bother me about this house,” she admitted. There was no sense in playing brave anymore. She was going to level with him, do her best to articulate her fears. If her husband couldn't listen to her and bring her comfort, then who could? She added a caveat before continuing, however. “I'm not looking for some condescending explanation from you for any of these things, either. I can come up with those on my own, thank you very much. But... this house.” She pursed her lips a moment, trying to call up the proper words. “It's got a bad vibe. Have you ever noticed the way shadows tend to linger in the corners? Feels like a cave in here sometimes.”

      Julian was about to chime in and impart some reasoning for the pervasive shadows in the corners, probably some architectural quirk he'd picked up on, but stopped short when Kim gave him a sharp look. “Sorry. Go on.”

      “The house feels unkind to me. A bad vibe, that's all I can say. And it doesn't help that, well, the previous owners vanished. I mean, we know so little about that and it doesn't sit well with me. Did they vanish in this house? While out on a trip? What happened?” She cleared her throat. “I find myself wanting to know more about them. I want to learn about who they were, try and figure out what happened to them. Maybe then I'll be able to put these things behind me and be happy here. But until I have some answers, I have to be completely honest: This place gives me the creeps.”

      Julian nodded emphatically, reaching out and taking her small hand in his. “Babe, you know what I think? I think you're putting way too much thought into the past and not enough into the future. What happened here seven years ago has nothing to do with us. I mean, for all we know, the old couple that lived here just ran off because they couldn't afford their mortgage anymore. Or maybe they went out for groceries, or a walk, and just never came back. These things happen everyday. There's nothing remarkable or noteworthy about it. It's a sad story, nothing else. We didn't even know them, all right?” He cocked his head to the side, intercepting her pout with a smile. “We're slowly making this place our own. Before long there won't be a single thing left in this house to remind us of the previous owners.”

      Kim gripped her husband's hand, gripped it hard till she could feel his pulse against her digits. Still, comfort was elusive. It would've been a relatively easy thing for her to get over her apprehension if the only complaint she had was the occasional bump in the night, or the disappearance of the previous owners. Things had happened to her in that house, however. Things she couldn't write off so easily. The volume of peculiar and disturbing events was such that she had to read into them something sinister. That they were unrelated, coincidental, benign, never once occurred to her. There'd been the photograph in the upstairs bathroom, with the warning scrawled across the back. We're coming back for it, it had said. The memory of that photo in the attic of masked individuals made her shudder. More frightening still was the surreal, life-like dream she'd had of the old woman in the kitchen. That it'd been a dream at all she couldn't be sure.

      The pleading look in her eyes made Julian's expression soften. She was scared, positively frightened, and she looked it. “I just... I want to reach out to someone. Maybe Edwin, or someone else who knew these people in life. I want to get to the bottom of this if I can, or closer to the truth, so that I can put this behind me. This couple has to have friends that are still alive, right? Edwin could probably put us in touch and we could find out more about the people who used to own this place. Maybe then--”

      Julian tried to smother an exasperated sigh, throwing up one of his hands and nodding. “Sure, OK. That's fine. If you want to call him up and find out more about these folks, then do it. I won't stop you.” It was clear he was uninterested in her little investigation however. “Let me be straight with you, though. This is a bad idea. You need to let this go, not fixate on it harder, know what I'm saying? Call Edwin in the morning and have a chat with him, but don't go too deep. Don't jump down some rabbit hole, all right? This is history, ancient history as far as I'm concerned, and whatever happened to those people is none of my business. We own this house now and that's all that matters.”

      Pleased with this, Kim perked up. “All right, yeah. I'll call Edwin tomorrow morning after breakfast. Maybe he can come by for coffee.”

      “Sure,” he replied, shoveling a bite of food into his mouth.

      Kim had lost her appetite. Recalling everything that'd hitherto bothered her about the house had ruined her mood. Nevertheless, she latched onto a bit of hope. Maybe Edwin will be able to tell me something more about this house, or to put me in touch with someone who knows about these people. Maybe... I can figure this thing out and make peace with living here. I just need someone to tell me more about them. Maybe then I won't feel like I'm going crazy. This house has a vibe about it. I know I can't possibly be the only one to feel it. Clinging to this fragment of hope, the kitchen seemed a little brighter to her, a little cheerier. To her, it was a glimpse of what the house could become if only she succeeded in learning more about the previous owners and subsequently banishing the veil of mystery that surrounded the place.
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      Nodding off on the sofa, Kim felt a finger tap her shoulder firmly. She looked up to find a groggy-looking Julian waving her towards the stairs. “Come on,” he slurred. “Bedtime.” While she'd attempted to stream a movie using the terrible wi-fi connection, he'd busied himself by polishing off the remainder of the wine. Guzzling the rest of the large bottle in the hours after dinner, he was pleasantly sloshed now, and he ambled sloppily towards the stairs, hiccoughing. “Gotta rock a piss,” he muttered, wiping at his eyes and sniffing the air.

      Taking him by the arm, she helped to guide him up. The stairwell seemed to be made up of a million stairs as it took forever to get him to ascend, but when it was done, he staggered down the hall mainly by his own volition and used the bathroom. Then, leading him into the bedroom, she supported him as he lowered himself onto the bed and pulled back the covers. He hadn't been tucked in but a minute or two before the air was pierced by his drunken snoring.

      Kim brushed her teeth and washed her face, putting out the light and walking across the moonlit bedroom to her side of the bed. As she went, she thought to close the curtains. The sun always blinded them in the mornings if they didn't, and Julian looked as though he'd be needing extra sleep. She frowned, could already hear him complaining about his hangover come morning. She gripped the soft brown curtains and gave them a tug.

      She stopped short, however, her gaze drawn to something outside the window.

      Her pulse quickened and her heart smashed against her sternum.

      Eyes widened in disbelief, then terror.

      Her knuckles went pale as she gripped the curtains, and the rod on the wall began to rattle in its socket.

      The bedroom window gave her a view of the woods behind the house. Had the woods been more picturesque, then perhaps this would have been an attractive feature, however the view of the bald, dead woods to the rear of the house had only ever served to provoke dread in her.

      Her dread at this glimpse of them was a thousand-fold for the wan presence of a humanoid figure standing in amidst the ebony, night-shaded trunks.

      The figure, even from such a distance, seemed to zero in on her as she stood in the second-story window. It leered, or seemed to leer, from behind a white plaster mask. A mask of clumsy, bulbous and, worst of all, familiar make, stared up at her from the woods from more than a hundred yards away. Of the individual's appearance she could say very little; their clothing was dark, mixing in well with the surrounding shadow. The figure seldom stirred, except to look up at her. The movement was so slight, but it smacked her like a load of bricks all the same and saw her gasp. The figure was watching her. Kim could feel two eyes scanning her body, boring straight through her, from behind the clumsily-fashioned pinholes that answered for eyes. She fell back onto the bed and grabbed up a fistful of Julian's shirt, shaking him violently awake. “Julian,” she bawled, “wake up. T-there's someone standing out there. There's s-someone--”

      He sat up on his elbows groggily, slack-jawed, and gazed at her from behind listless, drunken eyes. “W-what now?” The words left this lips in a jumbled mass, accompanied by a bit of drool.

      “There's someone outside, standing in the woods,” she said, shaking him afresh. A trail of tears marked her cheek and she stole a glance at the window as though she thought the suspicious figure might hover just outside it. “He's... he's wearing a mask, a mask just like those people in the picture we found.”

      Julian hiccoughed, then belched, his brow furrowing. “Picture?”

      “The picture we found in the attic!” she shrieked.

      It took him a few moments to process this, and when he did, he began to chuckle. He gulped, tried to rein in his slur and speak with his usual confidence. “Babe, no, look, that was an old, old picture. Real old. Anyone in that snapshot's long-dead by now. Or in a nursing home.” He hiccoughed and waved her away, throwing an arm over his face and stretching out in bed. “You just had too much wine. Seein' things...”

      She could have slugged him for that. She wasn't drunk, hadn't hardly imbibed during dinner. Her anger was overshadowed quickly by terror however, and she slowly crept from the bed, keeping close to the wall and making her way back towards the window. She had no doubt of what she'd seen. She was awake, and it had been no hallucination. As she took hold of the curtain and slowly peered through the window once more, she did so with a breath dwelling deep in her lungs. She wasn't sure if the masked figure had come closer in the interim, if he'd attempt to enter the house.

      She looked out the window, scanning the woods frenziedly for the solitary masked figure standing in amidst the trees.

      A few seconds passed.

      A few more.

      There was no sign of the figure to be found. Though she zeroed in on the particular stretch of woods she'd earlier spotted him in, no tearful search could yield even the remotest evidence he'd ever been there. It was possible he'd made a run for the house. Or that he had simply disappeared back into the woods from whence he'd come. Either way, the masked figure was gone.

      Somehow, that seemed the most likely explanation to her. She couldn't say why, but as the minutes passed and the figure could not be heard to enter the house, she pictured the ghastly white mask, the dark, nebulous body, and imagined it seemingly blinking out of existence, evaporating in a flash into the surrounding murk. That was all it was. One minute he'd been there. In the next he was not.

      Kim rushed into bed, curling up beside her drunk husband and tugging the covers high over her head. She listened for the longest time, till the evidences of dawn began to emerge through the open curtains, for an intruder. The bed beneath her was left damp with sweat, and she hoped, prayed, for morning.

      When it came, she fell into an exhausted sleep.
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      Kim woke up in a fit of terror, leaping out of bed and startling Julian, who was teetering back from the bathroom, a palm pressed to his reddened forehead. Her fright was owed to no dream; upon waking, she'd recalled the events of the previous night, the frightening masked figure she'd spied in the woods, and had jumped almost immediately to the window, searching the tree-line for any sign of him.

      The woods were clear, sunlit.

      She shuddered, turning to Julian and pointing at the window. “I'm telling you, I saw someone out there last night, and they were wearing a damned mask.” She pursed her lips, immediately seeking out her phone and searching through the history for Edwin's number. “I'm calling Edwin. He's going to come by today and we're going to talk about this shit.” She held the phone out towards the window, finding a weak reception, and then held it to her ear, slumping against the dresser.

      Julian groaned, motioning to the window in the hopes that she'd tug the curtains closed. “Too bright,” he moaned, turning away and staggering to the doorway.”And don't get so carried away,” he mumbled, taking an unsteady step into the hall.

      The phone rang three times before the familiar voice answered. “Hello, Edwin speaking.”

      Kim gulped, shoving back a handful of her matted hair and thinking of the most delicate way to make her request. The fright coursing through her made this no easy feat. Don't make it sound like you're going crazy. Don't tell him about any of this creepy shit. Just tell him you wanna talk about the previous owners. She cleared her throat. “Hi, Edwin? It's Kim Taylor. You sold me and my husband Julian the Beacon estate?” She paused, waiting awkwardly for some acknowledgement.

      After a few moments, he finally responded. “Ah, yes... and how are you this morning, Mrs. Taylor?” Then he added, “I hope everything's going well with the house, of course.”

      Kim gave a nervous laugh. No, everything was not well with the house. The house situation, in fact, was going rather poorly. But she feared she'd scare him off if she spilled her guts and described all of the frightening things she'd been subjected to in recent days. Instead, she put on the most cordial tone of voice she could muster and asked him to come by for a chat. “I don't suppose you have any free time today, do you? You see, I have some questions about the house-- about its previous owners, specifically, and I'd like to speak to you about them. You were a close friend of theirs, after all, so who better to speak to?”

      The request seemed to make him a little uncomfortable. He made a little open-mouthed sound, barely audible, that indicated something like hesitance, then chuckled. “Well, uh, all sales are final, ya know?” When he'd finished laughing at his own joke, he continued, “But what do you wanna talk about, exactly?”

      Kim munched on her thumbnail and took to pacing around the bedroom. “Oh, nothing too serious, really. I just...” She waffled. “I'd like to... like to know more about the house's history. And I want to know more about the former owners, and their lives. Their interests. You know... what kind of people they were.” Before he had a chance to ask her any more questions, she interjected. “I just feel like I'd be a lot more comfortable if I knew more about the lovely people who built this gorgeous house.” There, she thought. You phrased it like some kind of compliment. Maybe that'll work.

      “Erm...” Edwin sighed. “Yeah, sure, I can be by around noon. I don't live too far, so it isn't a terrible drive for me.”

      “Excellent,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement. “Noon. I'll see you then.”

      Hanging up the phone, she called downstairs to Julian, her voice carrying happily and making his headache flare up something fierce. “Edwin's coming by at noon!”

      “Great,” he growled, switching on the coffee maker and standing in the doorway between the kitchen and living room. “Can't wait.”

      “You know what, you stay home and nurse your stupid hangover, then. I'll take him out for a walk around the house,” she said, diving into the closet and seeking out a sweater. She pulled her hair back, slid into her jeans and put on comfortable flats. Descending the stairs, she yanked the mug of fresh coffee from Julian's grasp and thanked him sarcastically before carrying it out onto the back patio.

      The sun was competing for room in the sky with a mess of grey clouds. Very soon now the day would be overcast. It might even rain. Kim sucked down a mouthful of hot coffee and looked to the woods, a chill walking down her spine despite the warmth of the brew. With a little effort she picked out the spot where she'd seen the figure the night before. It was daylight out, and there was still no sign of the figure to be found there, however she was out in the open now, rather than in her bedroom, and being within such close proximity to the spot in question made her heart flutter.

      Had it all been a dream, maybe? Perhaps she'd been tired, hallucinating? No. She'd seen something, someone, in these woods. Who it was, why they'd revealed themselves to her and stared silently up at her window she hadn't the foggiest. But she would find out. It would take a while, could be like pulling teeth, if the hesitance in Edwin's voice was any indication, but she'd learn more about this property and figure out just what the hell was going on. Something was happening in this place. She was caught up in something, a web, whose parts she couldn't fully see.

      Edwin would be by soon, she kept reminding herself. Perhaps he'd be able to shed light on some things, put her mind at ease. He could tell her about the woods, about the photographs they'd found in the house. And then there was the matter of the door in the cellar. What were the odds that he knew about that?

      She let the steam rolling off of her coffee tickle her nose as she raised the mug to her lips. Soon you'll have some answers. She looked up at the sky, its face stained more grey than blue now. Hopefully.
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      “Mind if I smoke?” was the first thing out of his mouth as he joined her around back. Edwin lit up a Marlboro and sent a puff of smoke into the air with a satisfied sigh. He looked out to the woods, up at the sky, and then smiled at his hostess. “So, how have things been? With the house, I mean?”

      She answered by way of a pointed silence.

      Taking a longer drag, he coughed a little. “You two having problems, maybe? Trouble getting used to it?” They'd begun walking aimlessly, leaving the back of the house and trending towards the woods. He seemed apprehensive about the subtle change in their direction and eyed the woods constantly with an almost fearful vigilance. Now when he spoke he didn't even look at her, merely keeping his eyes glued to the trees as though waiting for something to jump out at him. “You said you wanted to know about Marshall and Dakota. I don't even know where to start, really. They were fine people, lovely people. Very warm.”

      The woods towered beside them. The bare trees stretched high into the air, their bodies fragmenting the weak sunlight and casting long, dark shadows. It shouldn't have been so; to Kim it seemed awfully early for such shadows, and the overcast sky wasn't allowing enough light through for them. But there they were all the same, cast upon the crunchy grass like black, oily stains.

      Kim shoved her hands into her pockets and lowered her gaze, watching the blades of grass go by as she walked. She spoke quietly, furtively, as if she were afraid the woods might eavesdrop. “Start from the beginning. How did you meet them?”

      He ran his tongue across his yellowed molars, falling into deep thought. This single question launched Edwin into a reminisce of nearly an hour, wherein he recounted his friendship with Marshall and Dakota Reed. There were countless tangents along the way, so many that Kim had some trouble keeping things straight. But she retained the broader strokes of his talk and felt, by the time they started back towards the house almost an hour later, that she had a semi-faithful caricature of the previous owners built up in her head.

      Edwin must have smoked half a pack of cigarettes while they spoke. Whether he was simply that addicted or the conversation necessitated a sort of crutch Kim was unsure. He was silent for a time before starting, looking deep into the woods whose edges they were skirting like he was searching for the best starting point.

      “I met Marshall when we were just kids. We were both straight outta the Navy, the two of us. Had served together during our last deployment and got to be pretty good friends. Well, coming back home, we settled in around this area. Has always been quiet like this, unpeopled n' such. It's strange to look around at these woods, at these open spaces and find them unchanged. But that's exactly what it is. This place ain't changed a bit in almost sixty years, I reckon. Sometimes I like it that way...” He busied himself, lighting a fresh cigarette. He didn't take a drag at once, but instead watched the tip burn away into embers for a short time. “Sometimes I don't like it. Can't say why, except that it's a little disorienting sometimes. Take, for instance, these trees here. They've always been dead, all of 'em, as far back as I can remember. Never seen a single leaf in these here woods. Some would call that peculiar, and I don't say I would disagree, though some tree expert out there could probably give a mighty pretty-sounding explanation for why these trees are still standing this way after so many years and so little growth.

      “Anyway, we settled into this area, the two of us. Built our homes, stayed relatively close so we could keep in touch. And we married. My wife, God rest her soul, was actually a friend of Dakota's. That's how we all met. It was like a fairytale in that way, an idealized sorta life. Me and my wife would come by for long visits with the two of them, would have cookouts, go on little trips and such. But then things changed.”

      Kim tensed. “What happened? The Reeds changed?”

      “No. My wife became pregnant.” He wet his lips and smoothed out the front of his faded jacket against his bulbous paunch. “We were young back then. Had good jobs, though, nice houses, all that. But something money can't buy is a child. And when me and Rhonda had our son, well, I suppose Marshall and Dakota figured it was their turn to follow suit. And they tried for a few years there, they were hopeful. A child never came, though.” He shook his head, flicking away a cone of ash. “Some people, you know, they just ain't blessed in that way. God only sends children where He sees fit. He's never been much for requests. And well, let's say that Dakota, especially, didn't take so kindly to that fact. They kept trying until they got on in years. It was their hill to die on, the one thing they couldn't let go. They had a marvelous life out here, you gotta understand. Everything was picture perfect. But so long as that one piece was missing they couldn't be happy. I don't think they ever determined whose fault it was-- that is, who was infertile, but, uh, it was something that plagued them to the very end and put a strain on their marriage.” He cleared his throat. “Even now, years later, it doesn't feel right to talk about it. Feel like I'm talkin' behind their backs. And it's like I said to you, this place, well, nothin' ever changes here, so in a way, it's like I expect them to still linger on around here somewhere. I expect to come 'round here one day and wave to 'em from the driveway, like they never went anywhere to begin with.

      “But a course they did go somewhere, no doubtin' that. And maybe it's because it happened out here, in this place where things never seemed to change at all, that it seemed so damn queer to me when they did. It was autumn-time, almost eight years back, that me and my wife first thought something might be wrong. They weren't returning our calls. In their younger days they were avid travelers like us, but as the years wore on they lost their taste for all that. They got to be home-bodies, always here in this house, workin' on it. Hell, it got so that they wouldn't even come over to our place any longer for cookouts or movies. We still visited at that time, still saw them at least a couple of times a month, but when they stopped answering our calls, we couldn't help but think something was up. We did some drive-bys, and we saw the truck was still there in the drive. Figured they just didn't want to talk to us; maybe they were having difficulties, or we'd done something to offend 'em. But then we stopped by and knocked on the door, looked in the windows.

      “It's surreal to think back on it now, but when I found one of their doors open I walked in and shouted out for them. Was worried that something bad had happened, that they'd hurt themselves or God knows what. But we looked and looked and, believe it or not, they were nowhere to be found. There was no sign that anyone had been living in the house for a few months at that point, in fact. Checked their meters, their taps; seemed to me that they'd up and gone around the time they'd first stopped taking our calls. For that matter, I came upon their answering machine and found the same damn messages I'd left there weeks previous.” He loosed an exaggerated shudder. “I hope you can forgive me for saying so, but it was the scariest goddamn thing I've ever known, standing in that empty house with my wife, playing back those messages, loads of them, and knowing they hadn't been in that house for a few months.”

      Kim nodded. “So, did they leave any clues behind as to where they'd gone?”

      Edwin shook his head firmly at this. “Not a one, I tell ya. And that was even after the sheriff came through from the next county over with one of his deputies and turned the house upside down. After a long, hard look they theorized the two of 'em had simply bailed on the house. Now, I knew better than that. It wasn't like 'em. They loved that house like a child, would never have left it. But their truck was still there, so we knew they couldn't have gone anywhere. I mean, it's almost an hour's drive to the nearest grocery store in these parts, there was just no explaining where they might've gone without a car. I begged the sheriff to search the woods, and I even went in there and helped them do it. We had a search party some fifteen or twenty strong, but we didn't find a thing. Not a one. Sheriff interviewed some of their other friends and acquaintances as a last resort, hoping that maybe they'd said something to someone before just dropping off the radar, but if those people did know anything, and I'm not saying that they did, then they didn't say nothing. Dead ends all around. Short while later the case went cold and seemingly everyone lost interest. Oh, in the years that passed I made sure to drive past the house on occasion. Made sure no one had messed with anything, hoped that they might suddenly return from wherever the hell they'd gone off to. But it never happened.

      “Flash forward to a few months ago, I get a call from some fella at a legal office, saying the Reeds have been declared dead in absentia and I'm now the executor of their estate. Well, I wasn't too thrilled about that news. I'd always held out hope. But when a man in a thousand dollar suit gives you all their belongings and tells you they're good and dead, well, you tend to believe him. And so I fixed her up, made sure things were still working. Cleared out all of their things, sold 'em off. And then I put her on the market as quickly as I could. You understand that owning a house like this one was just too much for me. Too many memories, too much sadness tied to it. I didn't want nothing to do with it, was willing to sell it at a loss if only it meant getting rid of it. And I wanted to put the whole thing behind me. I didn't want to keep driving by that house, hopin' and wonderin' if one day they'd turn up. Made no sense to. And here we are, it seems. Here we are.” He put out his cigarette against the nearest tree trunk. “Does that answer any of your questions?”

      It certainly answered some of the questions on her mind. What it didn't cover was all of the freaky shit she'd had to put up with since moving in. Taking in a deep breath, Kim tried to shove the conversation in that direction. “So, why did you guys move out to the middle of nowhere? Why did they like this area so much, the Reeds?”

      Edwin tugged on his collar. “They were fiercely private, those two. They liked their alone time, their solitude. A house as isolated as that one just suited 'em, I guess. Like I told you, especially in their older years, they were home-bodies. Hardly ever set foot outside their own property. They even took up hunting and gardening so that they wouldn't have to go out for groceries as much. Funny though, the deer don't run through this stretch quite like I remember. In fact, I don't know that they ever did, not through these dead woods.”

      “You said at the showing that there'd been a house on this land previously, and that it'd been torn down when this one was built. Can you tell me anything about that?”

      Growing increasingly wary at her line of questioning, he had little to offer on this subject. “Don't think I even saw it before it got knocked down. It was a tottering little thing, if I recall, but they cleared it out in a hurry and built right over its foundation.” His greying brown combover was ruined by a strong gust of the breeze. He batted it back down onto his greasy head with a frown.

      “I see.” Kim worked over her lower lip. “Tell me, did the Reeds have any family they kept in touch with?”

      “No, I don't think so. They didn't get along with their parents, either of them, and I'm sure they passed on years ago anyhow. They had siblings, maybe, but I didn't know them well and heard that they'd stopped talking to them, too, years and years ago. They lived out here alone, kept a small number of friends and were content to leave things that way. Never were hard to please, those two.”

      Kim jumped at the mention of other friends. “These other friends of theirs-- could you possibly give me their names, phone numbers? I wouldn't mind speaking to them--”

      “Now, hold on a minute,” said Edwin, turning to face her, looking stern now for the first time all day. “Why are you so interested in all of this? Now, if you've gone and found something, something that'll help me get to the bottom of what happened to 'em , then I wanna know about it. What's this all about?”

      Kim evaded. “No, nothing like that. I'm just curious, that's all. I swear. I haven't found anything like that. A few old pictures is all.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Pictures of what?”

      She couldn't give a good answer to this. What was she supposed to say? Pictures full of masked freaks? A photo with a threat scribbled onto the back? She couldn't bring herself to say anything about the photos. They seemed irrelevant to her now. “You know, just old pictures,” she said. “I was just hoping I could speak to other people who knew them. More than one perspective would be interesting.”

      Edwin cleared his throat. “I'm not sure that it would be very appropriate for me to just give you people's names and phone numbers like that.” He hesitated a little. “I could give them to you, maybe, but only if you promise not to tell 'em I was the one to give you the information. I don't much keep in touch with most of these people. But maybe I could pass it on. I still feel a little bad about selling you this house without your knowing what happened here. That is, unless you're going to use it to harass them or somesuch, because then it's absolutely no deal. You and your husband seem like nice folk and I have nothing against your tryin' to learn more about the house's history. And without Marshall and Dakota, well, there wouldn't be a house to begin with.”

      “That would be great!” She thanked him profusely and waited as he swiped around on his phone, digging through his contacts for the names and numbers in question. She added them to her own and felt a great deal of excitement wash over her. “This is so excellent, thanks. No funny business, I swear.”

      “No problem.”

      They were back at the house now, and Kim still hadn't received all of the information she'd been hoping for. She knew a few things about the owners and such, but Edwin hadn't hinted at anything unsettling or supernatural in nature. For an instant she felt a gut-wrenching fear. See? He didn't mention anything about mask-wearing apparitions or weird nightmares. Nothing about the house's bad vibes in his entire speech. Maybe you are just imagining it. Maybe you're going insane. A raindrop struck her shoulder as she stopped near the fire pit and turned to him afresh. She needed to get this out, to steer the conversation back to what was really bothering her. “I'll let you go, Edwin. But before I do, I have one last question for you.” She put on a smile, but her lips trembled too much for it to stay long. “In this house, have you... or the Reeds, for that matter, ever noticed anything... off?”

      Edwin stuck his hands in his pockets and then motioned with them, giving the front of his coat a flap. “What do you mean, exactly?”

      “Have you... ever seen things.... around here? Things that you can't, well... explain?” She knew how she looked right then. It was embarrassing to have to ask, but if she didn't get something from him, she'd explode.

      His gaze firmed a little, then he looked up to the sky, a raindrop striking his cheek. “Guess I was right about that rain,” he said, offering a little sigh. “Strange things, eh?” He kicked at a clod of dirt near the pit, watching as it burst into dust upon the tip of his boot. “Well, let me tell you what I think about strange things in these parts, young lady. The quiet, the open space out here... it can be disorienting if you're not careful. Especially for a city girl like you. And with these trees here...” He motioned at the woods, now to his back, and appraised them from his periphery with a deepening of the creases at the corners of his eyes. “At night, they cast those tall, tall shadows, they do. One never quite gets used to that. There ain't a thing in these woods, like I said, but at night, when the moon is right, well, you can sometimes see things. Things that ain't supposed to be there, maybe looking out at ya.” He cleared his throat, pulling one of his hands out of his pockets and shaking it before him playfully. “That's not to say that you're seein' something real out there, miss. No, rather, these woods can play tricks on your eyes. They play tricks on the best of us. So don't take them too seriously. You'll be seeing things that aren't really there and losing sleep over it otherwise.” He chuckled nervously.

      “Are the woods dangerous?” she asked, kneading her hands together.

      “Dangerous? If you get lost in them, maybe.” He gulped, patting his forehead dry. She thought it strange that he should be sweating. It was cool out, breezy. His face seemed extra pale in the grey light and he began quickly for his truck. “Stay out of them at night, of course. Could lose your way or, uh... scare yourself unnecessarily.”

      Trying to get him to talk any further about these “unnecessary scares” was like trying to draw blood from a stone. Citing the now increasing rain as an excuse, Edwin said he simply had to get going and refused her invitations inside for coffee. He waved a somber goodbye through the windshield and pulled away just as the rain began to pour.
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      The rain was short-lived. The rumbling clouds said their piece over the course of five or ten minutes and then fell silent. The thirsty ground sucked it all up, so that by the time a freshly-showered and sober Julian stepped out to clean the fire pit, there were precious few signs that it'd rained at all.

      Kim had gone inside to steep in a bath, rebuffing sarcastic questions from Julian about how her talk with Edwin had gone. On the one hand, she felt like she'd learned so much. On the other, she felt as though she hadn't leaned a damn thing. He'd grown nervous in the end, gone in a hurry, but precisely why that was she could only guess. She figured that the man was superstitious, that perhaps he had seen something in the house or the woods that'd set him ill at ease. Something that he didn't care to revisit in his mind or speak aloud. Maybe he'd seen that masked figure outside just like she had. Or maybe he'd seen something else.

      She meditated in the bath, her head swimming in uncertainty. When the water cooled she went for a warm shower. When she was done, her skin was rosy and her fingers pruned. Still, a persistent cold lingered. She wiped away the steam on their new mirror and looked herself over. Then, running a comb through her hair, she worked out a few tangles. All the while she focused on the things Edwin had told her and tried to convince herself that the sighting the previous night was just a fluke, an illusion.

      After a cup of tea, she went into the living room but couldn't focus on her novel. She was sick of reading, but it was more than that; her mind was elsewhere, filled to the brim with questions. The remainder of the day was spent idling in deep thought.

      Just after sunset, Julian came in from the back yard. He'd been cleaning up the piles of ancient firewood and had started a respectable fire in the fire pit. He urged her to come out and look, but she hesitated. The thought of a fire sounded nice, but she didn't much care to be so close to the woods after dark. When he pressed it, she finally relented, snatching a sweater up and throwing it on.

      The evening was chill. Kim hastened to the fire, which roared in a mighty blaze. Julian had stayed behind in the house a moment, emerging a short time later with two drinks. He'd poured them a little whiskey, and set hers down on a flat tree stump nearby.

      “Haven't you had enough to drink for a while?” she asked, sniffing at the booze and taking a meager sip. The liquor rolled down her tongue and warmed her throat.

      He grinned, smoothing back his tousled hair. “Just a nightcap, I figure.”

      They watched the fire for some time. Its warmth radiated about the space and they sat down upon a pair of old lawn chairs, holding their hands out.

      “I could get used to this,” said Kim. “It's lovely. Being out here, having all of this space to ourselves.”

      He raised his glass. “Finally getting over your fears, are you? Did Edwin talk some sense into you, perhaps?” He took a sip, looking over at her expectantly.

      She lowered her gaze, peering at the dark liquor and seeing her own flickering reflection in it. Kim shook her head. “Not quite. I spoke with him and he shared a lot of details about the former owners. But he didn't tell me what I really wanted to know. He gave me some other phone numbers, though-- of people who used to know the former owners, so maybe I'll give them a call and--”

      Julian about choked on his drink. He cleared his throat and shook his head. He sent the last few drops from his glass into the fire, and it flashed for a moment in a brilliant burst. “No,” he said, setting down the glass between his feet. “That's ridiculous. You talked to Edwin, isn't that enough?” He sighed. “This is getting out of hand, babe. Way outta hand. We've got this big house to ourselves, a great view of the stars, a warm fire, and you're sitting here thinking about some old people who disappeared years before we even met. Aren't you?” He spit, crossing his arms and leaning back in the lawn chair.

      “Damn it, it's not just because I'm curious. I feel... I feel like I need to know more about them. I want to know what happened. It's nagging at me, Julian. I can't breathe easy in this house. Not until I know. And it isn't as though I don't want to be happy here with you. I appreciate all of the hard work you did in writing your screenplay. I appreciate the house, everything you've done. I just...” She fell silent.

      Julian brooded in his seat, appraising the twinkling stars above. He wasn't having any of this.

      After a time, Kim decided to continue. “These people, the ones who vanished from here... what do you think happened to them? Talk to me about it, give me one of your rational explanations like you always do. If you think it's nothing, then paint me a picture and make me feel at ease. Because right now, I'm still frightened. I've seen things in this house, have had a bad vibe for a while now. But you've just dismissed it every time. So, other than post-move jitters, what else could it be?”

      He straightened himself in his seat, sighed emphatically and poked a stick into the fire, watching with annoyance as the tip fizzled and popped. “I've said it before and I'll say it again: It's none of our business. Drop it. Those people disappeared in some way or another, but wondering about it all day is going to make you insane. It's like those people who get obsessed with alien abductions or conspiracy theories. I'm not going to foster this. I'm not going to feed you new theories or anything like that. Some people lived here years ago, then they didn't. End-of-fucking-story, OK? Why can't you just let it be? Why isn't that good enough for you?” He raised his hands towards the sky. “All of this freedom, all of this space, and you have to pick this to worry over? What, we're not living in that cramped little shit-hole, living from check-to-check, so now you have to fixate on this? You have to stress out over these people to fill that void? Chill out and drop it. Please.”

      She grit her teeth. “Yeah, great. Thanks for taking my feelings into account. You say that this is all for me, that you want to give me the best, but when I say I see something scary outside, or think there's something wrong with the house, you just give me the same canned responses or, worse, get angry at me. Thanks a lot.”

      “I'll say there's something wrong with the house,” he replied. “Take those floors in the kitchen, for instance. We'll put some hardy stone tiles in there instead of that dated linoleum. I'll call tomorrow and see what their hours are. We can even drive out there and see what colors we like best. Plan the whole room together, yeah?” He patted her on the leg. “Let's focus on what's really important. Making this house our own.”

      She grimaced. Something about the words he'd chosen just then didn't sit well with her. “Make the house their own”? If it wasn't theirs right then, then who did it belong to? She shivered and looked back at the fire, uninterested in further talk of renovations or countertops. None of that mattered to her in the least. Not right now. She was pissed at Julian. He was willing to dismiss each and every concern of hers. As usual, the only thing he ever cared about was the project at hand. First it'd been that goddamned screenplay. Now his grand project was the house. His self-centeredness was getting to her. Where she'd thought this move might be a panacea, allowing her to spend more time with him, she saw it for what it really was now. This was his next passion project, more work for him to get lost in.

      Kim was about to storm off and reenter the house when a sudden noise issuing from the direction of the woods made her drop back into her chair and grip at the plastic armrests. “What in the hell is that?” she asked.

      She watched as Julian's expression transitioned from cool annoyance, to concerned confusion, before finally giving way to dread. He leaned forward, listening pensively, and then looked over at her, shaking his head. “An animal,” he breathed, going quiet as though he didn't want to be heard. “It's gotta be.”

      Kim wasn't an outdoors-type, didn't know a thing about the native fauna. But she did know two things. The first, was that Edwin had told her that there weren't any animals in those woods. As a resident of this area for almost sixty years, he'd never known animals in this stretch of trees. The other thing she knew was that no animal she had ever encountered, whether in a zoo, in a park or on a television program, had made a sound quite like this one. It was a fierce, aggravated sound, not unlike a human scream. It was garbled however, pained, and carried with it the guttural foundation of something like a bear's roar. It was also loud. Very loud. It shot out from somewhere in that black nest of dead trees, and to her frightened mind it seemed awfully close. Edwin had alluded to the possibility of one's eyes playing tricks on them where these woods were concerned. But could they play tricks on one's ears, too? Could the sound of the wind passing through the trees generate this sort of noise?

      No.

      And they both knew it.

      Standing up and cautiously perusing the treeline, the paleness in Julian's visage was highlighted by the orange glow of the fire. He didn't see anything, but the recurrence of that hideous sound, ringing out like a siren in the stillness, made him blanch further. Stuttering, he waved towards the back door. “W-wounded animal. G-get inside, babe. I'll, uh... put out the fire and join you.”

      She didn't need an invitation. Quickly, Kim dashed from her chair and burst through the back door. She watched from the kitchen window as Julian took a bucket of water and doused the half-burnt logs in the pit. Poking at them with a stick, he whipped the mess inside into a steaming slurry, and then frenziedly stomped out whatever embers he could see with his boot. The sound was streaming through the air again, the gasping, screaming vocalization sending her into a cold sweat even from the confines of the kitchen. The lights overhead flickered. It may have only been a coincidence, but Kim whimpered all the same.

      Finally, Julian rushed inside. He was covered in sweat, his shirt clinging to his thin frame, his cheeks red and eyes wide. He locked the door, made sure the windows were locked, and then continued through the rest of the lower story, securing every other lock he could find. When he was through, he sat down on the sofa quietly and seemed to reflect on everything that'd happened.

      “What's wrong?” she asked, sitting down beside him. “Did you... did you see anything out there?”

      Julian loosed a little laugh, shaking his head as if in disbelief. The sound hadn't come back again, and in the virginal quiet he felt he could finally relax. “Well, uh... no. I don't think I did. Those trees, man... they play tricks on you. I could've sworn I saw someone standing out there. In the woods. But, uh...” He shook his head again, palming at his sweaty chin. “Nah, no way. That sound had me freaked. Probably just some wandering bear. Got hurt and made some awful noise, that's it. But those woods, really, they do a number on you at night.”

      Kim took his arm and shook him gently. “See? I told you--”

      “No, no, babe...” He took in a deep breath. He was visibly shaken, but remained obstinate. “Look. There isn't another building for miles and miles. Haven't heard a car pass by all day. There isn't any way someone could just show up in those woods. Makes no sense. The only explanation is that my eyes were fooling me. That's it. I swear.” He wiped at his eyes, laughing weakly. “The firelight didn't help. Probably reflected all kinds of shapes against the dark woods. Like a shadow play or something.” Regaining some composure he slapped at his knee and looked at her with some relief. “That's what it was, babe. Nothing but a trick of the light and a wounded animal.” He broke out into laughter. “I won't lie. Scared the shit out of me, though.”

      She leaned back against the sofa. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe he'd been mistaken. But she knew better. Nothing natural had made that terrible sound outside, and his eyes hadn't deceived him. She'd seen someone out there the night before, too.

      “Let's go to bed, yeah?” he asked, looking somewhat defeated. He stood, shutting off the light and hiking up to the stairs. She followed him and ascended silently. The pair threw off their sweaty clothes and made their way to the bed.

      Before laying down and switching off the bedside lamp, Kim felt the urge to look through the window at the woods one last time. She wondered if the figure was still out there or if, from this vantage point, she'd get a look at whatever had been making that sound. She walked over to the window and took hold of the curtains.

      “No!” Julian barked, throwing his hand out and scrambling towards the foot of the bed. “No, don't look. Just... just lay down. Go to sleep. Forget about it, it was nothing.” He took her arm and drew her away.

      Kim switched off the lamp and settled into bed beside him, stomach roiling with unease. Whatever it was he'd seen was still out there in the woods. She was sure of it.
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      Kim had trouble getting to sleep. Too many thoughts paraded through her mind, conjuring frightening images. She wondered how safe they were in the house, whether something from the woods might try and break in. That figure standing out there; was it a flesh-and-blood person, or an apparition? It seemed ludicrous to consider the possibility of the latter, but after everything she'd witnessed on the Beacon estate thus far...

      She reassured herself constantly. She was with Julian. After a bit of tossing and turning, he'd finally managed to slip into a light sleep. See? she thought to herself. He's not too freaked out to sleep. He feels safe here. So, why don't you? She reminded herself that the odds of a break-in or some other violent incident were extremely remote out there in the middle of nowhere. And if something did happen, then help was only a phone call away.

      Sure. If your landline even works. Or if your stupid cell can find a reception.

      When finally she slept, Kim began to dream. She approached dreams now with a subconscious dread. There was no telling what she would dream of, but after her first dream in the house, the vivid one of the old woman in her kitchen, Kim knew better than to expect happy visions.

      The darkness of the dreamscape cleared away, revealing a familiar sight. Curiosity arrested her sleep-addled mind. She was crouching, looking up at something she recognized. It was the door in the basement, the one that was built into the wall. The door she'd stumbled upon while doing laundry. She reached up to touch it, the cool concrete sending a shiver through her like an electric current. The seams, the small handle, the cold, metallic keyhole. She touched them each as though she were a blind woman trying to make sense of its dimensions.

      And then she heard it. A sound that made her stand up within the dream and step away from the door.

      It was the sound she and Julian had heard outside. The sound coming from the woods. Hateful, violent, demoniacally discordant. She raised her hands to her ears and felt her body seize with dread. The baleful call seemed to issue from the other side of the concrete door, and as she watched in abject horror, a deep rumbling joined the shrieking cry. The door was trembling before her, its ancient hinges bracing against some great force. Something on its other side was pounding on it, trying feverishly to break out. The cacophonous cry grew louder, became deafening, and the pounding reached a fever pitch. The rusted screws in the hinges began to ease out of their holes. The worn-out metal began to crack. The seams of the door were moving now. Whatever it was, it was making headway.

      And Kim couldn't move.

      It wasn't that she didn't want to. It wasn't that she didn't try. Her legs were stiff, held fast to the ground. She peered down at them and couldn't see her feet. It was like they'd been swallowed up by the floor.

      Suddenly, she awoke.

      Kim felt instantly thankful to have awoken before the dream took an even darker turn and revealed to her whatever was on the other side of the door. She took in a deep breath, opened her eyes, and took in the perfect darkness of night.

      As she tried to gain her bearings, she noticed that the air smelled damp. Did you leave the window open? she wondered. Then, she realized something else. She wasn't in bed. She was standing up. Kim wiggled her toes, finding a hard, smooth surface beneath them. These weren't the hardwood planks of her bedroom.

      Though she knew she was awake, terror coursed through her afresh. She reached out through the darkness. There was nothing but empty space directly in front of her. To her side she felt something solid. Tracing her fingers along it clumsily, she found it cool, partitioned by slight grooves, like bricks.

      Her throat closed up on her, a bolus of dread choking her and making her gag. Oh my God... you're in the basement.

      Frightened to her core, she turned and felt out the stairs before her. Struggling, banging her knees on the sagging planks, she thundered up them and searched on the brick wall for the light switch. Giving it a flip, the dim space was lit up in an instant. She was blinded for a moment by the flash of light, but it confirmed her worst fears. She was in the basement, indeed.

      But that wasn't all.

      Teetering on the top of the stairs, shoving open the cellar door and hovering in the threshold to the kitchen, she peered down at the concrete wall opposite her. Kim had never been a sleepwalker. She'd never wandered out of her bed at night, so that her presence in the basement came as a great shock. But that wasn't what worried her just then. Her clothing was soaked through with sweat, and her legs were shaking.

      The strange door in the cellar, the one she'd discovered just days previous, was sitting ajar.

      What this meant, or how it'd happened, were mysteries. Kim shook in the cellar doorway, appraising the open door with wide, fearful eyes. There did not appear to be a key in its lock, however the hinges were broken, with one of them having fallen apart completely. She recalled her dream, and then wondered with a tightly-held gasp whether it'd been a dream at all. Her chest burned and her heart quaked. Her stomach felt as though it would drop out of her completely and bounce down the stairs.

      In the corner of her eye, just beside the foot of the stairs, she thought she saw something scurry. The mere sight of it made her consciousness lapse, and it was only by a thread that she didn't faint into a heap.

      Something, a hand, she fancied, had reached out and struck the concrete floor with force. She'd heard that sound before, flesh meeting cool, smooth concrete. Whatever it was, it made a ruckus for a time, propelling itself across that damp floor as it disappeared beneath the stairwell. It moved unnaturally, like an animal of some kind. If a centipede were given human limbs, then perhaps it would have made a similar sound as its hundreds of appendages writhed in locomotion.

      It'd been a human-shaped hand. Of that she was sure. Pale, almost translucent skin. The nail beds had struck her as vaguely red. The seconds-long glance had borne out no other details of note.

      But that'd been sufficient.

      Clinging to the door frame and falling onto her ass, she scrambled across the kitchen floor, screaming at the top of her lungs for Julian. Tears streamed from her eyes and she backed herself up against one of the chipped cabinets, her gaze locked onto the door leading to the cellar.

      Julian stumbled downstairs in a groggy stupor, tripping over his own feet as he crossed into the kitchen. He sought out a light switch and looked around, his gaze finally settling on her. He wiped at his eyes, kneeling down beside her. “W-what happened, babe? What is it?”

      She was a shuddering, blubbering mess. She tugged on his arms, bawled incoherently at him and pointed at the cellar door.

      “What are you doing down here?” he asked, scratching at his sandy stubble. “What's wrong?”

      “The door...” she finally managed, her voice breaking free in a shriek. “The hidden door... it's open...”

      He furrowed his brow. “Hidden door? Oh, you mean... that door you found behind the wallpaper?” He wet his lips and peered over at the cellar stairs. Sure enough, he could see the strange door sitting ajar. “Did you open it?” When she shook her head fervently, he added, “Well I sure as hell didn't open it. Didn't even look at it, really. I was intending to go down there and play with the lock, but are you saying it opened all on its own?”

      She didn't know how to answer, and just bawled.

      “What's the matter? What's inside?” he asked, easing towards the cellar cautiously. He was in the doorway now, his foot searching for the first step.

      “N-no,” she managed, reaching out towards him. “Don't go down there. S-someone... something came out of there,” she gasped. Her eyes were wide and red, and she crawled over to him on hands and knees.

      His expression hardened. “There's someone down there?” He took a step back, reaching over to the kitchen table. He rummaged through a tool box that'd been left sitting there and drew out a hammer. Picking it up, he pointed at her. “Stay put. I'm going down there to check it out.” Despite her incoherent protestations, Julian made his way to the cellar stairs, hammer in hand, and began to descend.

      Kim crept to the cellar entrance, watching him as he took each step cautiously. He looked this way and that, hammer poised to strike anything or anyone that might jump out at him. She hissed at him, gripping the doorframe till her knuckles went white and eyes seething with hot tears. “No... they're... under the stairs,” she warned.

      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he took a quick glance around, securing his immediate surroundings. “Show yourself!” he bellowed, holding out the hammer. “If there's someone down here...” he looked beneath the stairs, looked across the room and then leveled his gaze on the concrete door. Sucking in a deep breath, Julian reached over and grabbed the door's edge. With a bit of trouble, he pulled it back. An inky darkness poured out of its opening, and as the door was opened further, the shadows about the cellar only seemed to multiply. The bulb overhead flickered unsteadily.

      Julian stood before the newly opened door and raised his hammer.

      He took a step forward and looked inside.
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      Julian took a step into the newly-opened doorway, squinting. He licked a bit of saltiness from his upper lip and stole a glance behind him at Kim, who waited with bated breath. “It's too dark to see in there,” he said. “Give me a flashlight.”

      Shaking, Kim rummaged around in the kitchen drawers for a flashlight. When she found one, she switched it on and carried it down to him cautiously, staying close to the wall so that unseen lurkers would not be able to grasp at her legs from the edge of the stairs. Her heart quaked, her face was white. She knew she'd seen something dart across the floor. Julian may not have seen it, but that it'd been there all the same she felt sure. It'd probably come from that room, newly-opened and clotted over with darkness.

      The shadows that poured from the open doorway into the already dim cellar appeared unnaturally dark. Like the queer shadows of the trees outside, it was an inky darkness, possessed of a unique hardiness that made it difficult to banish. How long the darkness had accumulated in this locked space, how many years it'd been distilled, was beyond guessing, but as Julian shoved the door open further and brought the light through the threshold, they found that the yellowish beam could not fully penetrate. The air was opaque, the darkness lending it substance like a haze. Picking up on some overwhelming, dusty smell, Julian placed a hand to his nose and held his breath.

      In scanning the chamber slowly, the darkness parted and gave way to a few sights. The corner nearest the door was dressed up in gossamer threads, their owners nowhere to be seen. The space did not appear large; subsequent studies into its dimensions proved it roughly the size of their master bedroom, and it terminated in a concrete wall covered by a dust-encrusted painting. A mural. It featured trees, the shadow-darkened hues of a summer sky drawn in splotchy blues, a yellow sun with a mane of golden rays and an eerily-rendered smile. It looked as though it'd been intended for a child. It hadn't been completed; some of it had gone uncolored, and there were vague outlines left behind where the artist had probably planned for more.

      Scattered across the room pell-mell were a number of abandoned fixtures; furniture, mainly. A crib, painted red, sat in two pieces against the far left corner, beside the edge of the unfinished mural. When he'd taken a thorough scan of the room, Julian lowered the flashlight and turned to Kim, offering up a relieved smile. “Doesn't look like there's anyone in here,” he said. Behind his eyes she noticed the turning of those rational gears; he was preparing to give an explanation for everything that'd transpired. “You were tired, probably saw some things. What were you doing down here, anyway?”

      She couldn't really say. She wasn't a sleepwalker, historically, but that seemed to be the only explanation that made any sense. Kim hadn't made a conscious effort to get out of bed and march down into the darkened basement. Still shuddering, she gave a little shrug and slumped against the white bricks at her side.

      Julian continued. “This door probably gave way on its own. The hinges broke down due to the humidity. The lock probably wasn't even engaged, but merely stuck. Maybe a change in temperature loosened it and it opened. The door is heavy as hell. I don't doubt that it could build some momentum and swing open under the right circumstances.” He ran a few fingers along the lock on the outside, tracing the keyhole. “Somehow I don't think there'll be closing this thing again, though. The hinges are a loss. Now that it's been opened, it'll probably have to stay that way.”

      Kim didn't like the sound of those words. Taking an unsteady step down the stairs and glancing around her, she reached out and grasped Julian's shoulder, lowering her face against his chest. Now that it's been opened, she thought, there's no going back. She couldn't say why, but now that the door had been opened, she felt some subtle change in the air. This was a space that had been closed off, hidden away, for a reason. Probably it would have been better for it to have stayed that way.

      Drying her tears on Julian's chest, she looked up at him, her eyes still teeming with fright. He comforted her, gave a warm smile. But it didn't matter. His explanation, neat and tidy though it was, couldn't account for the entire incident. There was no way this thing had opened just because of some change in humidity or atmospheric pressure. It was easy for him to say that, of course. He hadn't had the dream. He hadn't seen what she'd seen. She trembled afresh as she thought back to it; the horrible sound issuing from the other side, the savage pounding on the door. She grit her teeth, wondered how much of what she'd seen had been dream-borne fantasy and how much of it genuine.

      “Well, since we're down here, maybe we should have a look around, yeah?” said Julian, wiping at his eyes and raising the flashlight once more. He waved the light about the space, highlighting a number of doubtful shapes within. A rocking chair, the crib. He paused on the mural, looking at the trees and clouds that'd been painted there. “Can't say for sure, but this looks like it was supposed to be a baby's room.” He chuckled incredulously, panning to the ceiling and studying its cobweb-ridden surface. “Hell of a place for a nursery.”

      Looking inside, even from the threshold, made her heart skip a beat. Still, she broke away from Julian and peered through the doorway, watching as he slowly set about elucidating the room. There was some clutter to be found therein, but none of it appeared to be anything more than garbage. If the smell of the air was any indication, there was surely mold growing in some unlit corner. The air was heavy, misty, and the refuse within looked as though it'd been punished by years of humidity. Wooden furniture sagged, their pieces saturated with moisture so that they had begun to lose their shape. A changing table with a festering mat was stationed near the crib. She scowled at the sight of it. “Why is this stuff here?” she asked, looking up at Julian. “The previous owners didn't have a baby. So... so who did this stuff belong to and why did they put it here?” She glanced at the mural, its bright flourishes taking on something of odiousness in the scant light. The sun painted there seemed to grin directly at her with wide, searching eyes. “No one... no one would ever keep a baby down here, would they?”

      Julian gulped, the question apparently making him rather uncomfortable. “I dunno.” A few moments later, he added, “That's what it looks like, though. Like someone was turning this into a nursery.”

      In the other corner, to their immediate right, they found a rickety table overburdened with what appeared to be religious curios. A smashed porcelain statue of the Virgin Mary sat upon the floor beside it, while its misty surface boasted no less than a dozen others, all of different shapes. There were crucifixes, too, and a number of rosaries slung around the bases of the statues, their beads looking oily when brought to light. Something disturbed Kim as she perused them. She noticed that all of the statues had been turned away from the door, and were facing in the same direction. They were facing the corner. Why was this? She thought to remark on it but knew Julian would only try and explain it away. It wasn't a coincidence, though. Of that much she felt assured.

      There were other things in the room, things that baffled them and defied easy description. An esoteric-looking panel set into the wall, replete with two large, red switches, could be found near the table where the statues stared solemnly into the corner. Julian wasn't sure what it was for, and after toying with the switches a short time, declared it useless. “I bet it was for an appliance or something, but the wires have probably been cut or ruined. No telling what it was for back in the day.”

      Across the way, Julian zeroed in on a chipped-up dresser. As it was brought to light Kim noticed something atop it that made her take pause. “W-what's that?” she asked. Compelled by curiosity, she took a few steps into the room, reaching over an empty bassinet, towards the dresser. Her hands closed around something slick, cool. It felt almost like skin in her hands. She trembled, frowned, but picked it up all the same.

      Walking quickly to the entrance, she asked for some light and looked it over with closeness, turning it this way and that in her hands.

      It was a leather-bound book.

      Misshapen and left soggy by years of neglect in the humid space, the book featured a singular word upon its dark brown cover. “Journal”. Kim brushed off a layer of moisture and dust and examined it further, running a hand along its spine. It was in bad shape, but was still holding together.

      She decided to bring it upstairs with her. There was no telling what she'd find in it, but the prospect of reading a journal or diary left behind by someone in this mysterious little chamber filled her both with hope and unease. As she looked to the stairs and considered ascending with the book in tow, she very nearly cast it back into the dark room. The leather-bound volume felt unclean in her hands, and deep down she wondered if she wouldn't be happier without it. But instead, she gripped it tightly, holding back the impulse. This was her only lead, her lifeline. Maybe, in these pages, she'd find something about the previous owners. Some hint about where they'd disappeared to eight years ago.

      Julian yawned and switched off the flashlight. “What a bust,” he said, trying to inject a little levity. “And here I was, expecting a stockpile of treasure or something.” He stepped back and tried to close the door, only managing to do so part of the way before the edge of the thing ground into the floor and came to a halt. It was still half-open. The door was so heavy and stubborn that it could not possibly have moved on its own as he'd earlier tried to explain. But that didn't much matter to him. Patting his hands against his sweatpants, he looked to the stairs. “Mind if we head back to bed now?”

      She nodded, and the pair ascended to the kitchen. Kim switched off the cellar light and closed the door, stealing one last glance down the stairs as she did so. There was nothing there, but she couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. Julian wasn't focused on her, but was leaning over the sink, guzzling a glass of water. When the door closed behind her, the feeling subsided. There was something in that basement. I saw it. I saw that white hand. I know it.

      “So, what were you doing down there again?” he asked, stretching.

      Still at a loss for an explanation, Kim decided to lie. It would be more believable than the reality, anyway. “I, uh... I came down for a drink of water and thought I heard something in the basement. When I saw the door down there had opened, well, I freaked out and... must've been seeing things.”

      But that hadn't been the case at all. Waking up out of an awful dream, she'd found herself inexplicably in the cellar, the door closed behind her, standing in the darkness and shaking. Then, upon switching on the light, she'd found the secret door had opened, and had seen something scurrying away from the newly-unfastened entrance across the floor. Something inhuman, terrible. She'd caught only a glimpse, but it'd been sufficient to set her screaming. No rational explanation could ever make her doubt what she'd seen in that cellar. Just because Julian's brief search of the basement yielded nothing didn't mean that she'd simply hallucinated it. It'd gone under the stairs and seemingly vanished. Perhaps it'd just hidden itself away, or maybe it'd disappeared into the ether, into the very stuff of the house itself.

      Whatever the case, it'd been real. And whenever she thought about it, she couldn't stop herself from shuddering.

      She placed the water-stained journal upon the kitchen counter. Then, taking a sip of water, she joined Julian in returning to bed. The pair settled in, pulled up the covers and tried to return to sleep. Though he tossed and turned some, the disturbance likely affecting his nerves, Julian managed without too much trouble and was snoring in no time. For Kim, restful sleep proved elusive.

      She relaxed in the darkness, eyes closed, but mind ever-moving. Could she trust herself to go back to sleep? Would her body betray her, take her to some other frightening place where she would wake up and suffer another awful scare?

      Hesitantly, she slipped back into an uneasy sleep. As she drifted off, the leather-bound journal came to mind. She wondered what she would find in it as her consciousness eroded and sleep washed over her.
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      It wasn't until Julian set out to cut the grass that Kim began to leaf through the journal.

      They'd shared a quick breakfast. She hadn't said anything about the book, had worked hard not to allude to it, for fear of ruining the mood. Still, she'd stolen many a longing glance at the musty volume as it sat upon the counter. When finally he'd finished his oatmeal and emptied half a carton's worth of orange juice, he announced his intent to try out their new mower and went out in his pajamas. The yard was massive, sprawling, and it would take him a good, long while to get it done to his exacting specifications.

      Now was the time.

      No sooner had Julian walked out the back door, humming to himself, did Kim rush from her seat over to the counter. She grabbed up the book and held it closely as though it were a treasure, before returning to the kitchen table and setting it out on the table before her. It'd dried up a little in the night, and the dark leather appeared puckered in the corners. It was in an awful state, worse than she remembered it, but she hoped that its contents might still prove legible.

      Slowly, carefully, as to test its strength, she pulled back the front cover. The material tensed and the volume as a whole trembled as if under strain, but the stiff cover finally gave and she appraised the pages for the first time. Running her hands against the weather-beaten paper, the edges of most pages frayed, she felt an immediate rush of nausea. It was mainly owed, she told herself, to a surging doubt that anything in the threadbare journal should have survived. Anything that'd been written there would probably be a blurred, unreadable mass thanks to the water damage.

      But there was something more to it.

      Her stomach flopped with unease, giving the spiced oatmeal in her gut quite the ride. As she touched the page, tasted that air that rose up from it, with its vaguely mildewy smell, she couldn't help but feel that it was an awful thing, an odious thing that she needed quickly to rid herself of. She could only guess at what might be stored on its pages, but it occurred to her that more knowledge about the previous owners would only see her grow more obsessed with them. Perhaps Julian was right in his nonchalance. He didn't care about those people, didn't pay them any mind. He berated her for her intense interest, tried to steer her away from her focus on the vanished couple. He thought her fascination with them to be unhealthy, something that would only contribute to her stress and recent jumpiness. Maybe he was onto something.

      Nevertheless, as she bit her lower lip almost to the point of drawing blood, she slid a fingernail behind the first page, a blank, and turned it. The ancient paper was not much in the habit of turning, the stiff page crinkling and resisting on its moist binding like a large, dead leaf. On the center of this first page, Kim discovered a blurred bit of writing. A name.

      She read it out aloud, tracing the elegant, though smudged lettering, with her finger. “Dakota.”

      Her heart quivered in her chest, her pulse quickened.

      This was Dakota's journal.

      The former lady of the house.

      One of the two individuals who'd disappeared.

      Kim planted her feet against the tacky linoleum floor and glanced around the kitchen, half-expecting to see someone there with her. The feeling of being watched that'd so plagued her last night in the cellar had returned with remarkable force. She was being pressured, cajoled into something. Looking down at the book and carefully turning to the next crumbling page seemed to be the only thing she could do to allay it. A bit of dust was thrown into the air with the flipping of the page, causing her to sneeze.

      This page, like the next several, would prove impossible to read. Though there would be numerous words she could make out along the way, or dates that hadn't been eroded by the years of humidity, it was impossible for her to make out anything of meaning in the passages. The earliest legible date in the journal was from 1973. Before Kim had even been born. It was strange to think that this journal had been started before her own parents had met. She took to flipping through it more quickly, seeking out a paragraph, a sentence she could make sense of.

      She came upon such a passage about a third of the way into the journal. It was a nearly complete entry, dated from the second half of 1973, and it began with “Marshall simply doesn't understand.” Kim read it out in a hushed tone, flinching somewhat as though it were an incantation meant to draw up some monstrosity from the pit. These words, in their way, carried a kind of power for her. These thoughts, written down so many decades previous, embodied the mind of this woman, who'd gone missing mysteriously nearly eight years ago. To read her words aloud almost gave Dakota a new lease on life.

      “Marshall doesn't understand why I'm upset all the time, why the happiness is gone from my smiles and why I idle around the house. Of course, he wouldn't. He's a man, and he finds his meaning and entertainment elsewhere. But for me, well, I rather prefer at this age to settle into a matronly role. We aren't young twenty-somethings any longer. We're into our thirties now, and the years of domesticity are upon us. What I want most, and what God seems least interested in giving me, is a baby.

      “I've kept a close eye on my diet, have had fresh air and sun in abundance. Still, our efforts to conceive have come to nothing. And I fear it may stay that way. We've tried everything, even some obscure herbal treatments, but nothing has worked for us. A friend said recently that maybe Marshall and I aren't intended to have children. Perhaps that is so. And for that matter, my husband is content to remain childless and carefree. But I tell you I will never be happy in this life without a child to call my own. It is my calling in life to be a mother. I am sure of it. God need only send me a child...”

      She wet her lips. This explained the baby furniture in the basement, she thought. The poor woman had wanted a child so badly, had prepared for one, but had ended up moving all of the stuff into the basement when she realized she'd never be able to use it. The hidden room in the cellar lost a touch of its eeriness and gained a melancholic air in Kim's thoughts. It was a room hidden away, a room full of lost chances, representing things that could have been but ultimately never materialized. No wonder it'd been wallpapered over; Dakota probably hadn't wanted the reminder.

      Kim cleared her throat, giving a little frown as she finished reading the passage in a hushed tone. Reading this private journal and acquainting herself with a stranger's pain seemed suddenly in very poor taste. She flipped through the next several pages and found them mostly a water-damaged mess. She was almost thankful for that. When she did come upon something readable, her eyes locked onto it before she even knew what she was doing, however. She couldn't help it. Curiosity was getting the better of her.

      More often than not, the surviving script included the word baby, or highlighted her yearning for a child. If the few readable blurbs were to be believed, it was a topic that Dakota wrote about often. When Kim got more than half-way through the book and had only found a few more lines worth of legible writing, she began to hope that the rest of the journal would be similarly effaced. It was better that way, for the elements to have ruined the journal and covered up her suffering, wasn't it?

      A few pages later, there was another passage, this one partially smudged, but more or less readable. Kim didn't dare read it aloud, somewhat unnerved by the sudden change in penmanship. It was still Dakota's hand, but the words on the page were imbued with more ferocity for the way they'd been pressed in, hard. The strokes were bolder, wilder, and the writing less polished. In this entry, Dakota talked once more about her failure to conceive, and she had grown angry since the last entry. The tone, the word choices, were grave, erratic. I want a baby. I want a baby. Please, God, if you love me at all, send me a baby. And if you don't, then just kill me.

      A few passages had been scratched out with intensity on subsequent pages, their rough lines blurred and running down the page. Why can't I have a goddamn baby like other women? I've prayed, and prayed, but I never get one. Why not? WHY NOT? What's the matter with me? Is my womb rotten? Am I unclean? Then, a few pages later, and flanked by passages that'd been aggressively struck out: If I don't have a baby I don't know what I'll do. I don't care how, I simply must have a baby. I'd give anything. I must be a mother. I must have a baby. I must have a baby. A baby... a baby... a baby... a baby... a baby...

      The next several pages, though mostly water damaged and blurred, were easy enough to make out.

      It was merely the word “baby” written over and over again in a progressively unsteadier hand.

      Kim was breathing hard. She had a front seat view to Dakota's unraveling, and what she was seeing disturbed her. Edwin had earlier alluded to the fact that Dakota had wanted children. Still, Kim had never expected anything like this. The woman was obsessed, her writings bordering on insane. She'd fixated on becoming a mother, had focused all of her hope on becoming pregnant. When this didn't happen, what did Dakota do? Kim already knew how the story ended; the Reeds had never managed to have children. Did this factor into their disappearance somehow? Did Dakota become unhinged over the years and do something to her husband? Did their lack of children disappoint them so much that they left one another, fleeing in shame? Or, perhaps, had they turned to suicide? She shook her head. Her imagination was running away from her. Still, the writings were disturbing.

      Turning another blurred page, Kim was suddenly startled.

      Sandwiched between two pages, its edges marred somewhat by smudges of ink, she happened upon a photograph.

      Before she even knew what she was looking at apprehension gripped her and she nearly went to close the book. Her thoughts drifted back to the other photos they'd found in the house; the photo of the smiling couple in the wall upstairs, the photo of the masked individuals in the attic. Happening upon photos in this house never seemed to end well for her, and she wasn't keen on frightening herself unnecessarily. Curiosity won out however, and taking in a sharp breath, she picked up the photograph and studied it.

      Kim recognized the background of the photo at once. Tall, ashen trunks devoid of leaves. The woods behind the house. In the foreground, leaning against one of the trunks, was a woman with long, brown hair. Squinting at the image, Kim tried to make out her features. As best she could remember it, this was the same woman from the first photograph they'd found up in the bathroom wall during renovations. This, she assumed, was Dakota.

      “No,” she muttered to herself, perplexed. “It can't be.”

      The woman in the photograph, presumably Dakota, was holding something in her arms. A white bundle of flowing blankets.

      From the bundle, came a small, lively arm.

      A baby.

      This was seemingly a photograph of Dakota holding a baby in the woods outside their house.

      Kim stared at it a long while as though she expected the photo to change, or for it to offer some explanation. When none came she set it down and massaged at her eyelids, tugging on her black ponytail to ensure she was actually awake. “What the hell?” she asked herself. “How can this be? They didn't have any kids, so... why's she holding this baby?” Something about this photo didn't sit well with her. Her stomach opened up into a void, filled to teeming with dread in the next instant. Dakota was smiling in the photo, widely. She looked triumphant, relieved.

      But most of all, she looked wicked.

      In the photo, her thin white arms grasped at the bundled child and her eyes were wide. Though on first glance the picture had seemed relatively innocuous, Kim wondered if her reading of the journal hadn't colored her opinions. Here and there, if she looked hard enough, she could find in Dakota's visage, in her posture, subtle hints of that same rage and fixation she'd espied in the journal's rambles.

      On the reverse of the photo, something had been written in black ball-point, but it'd become too smudged to read. Kim studied it, tried to suss out some meaning from the dark jumble, but came away empty-handed.

      Her stomach groaned and she literally grew ill at the prospect of turning the page.

      Thankfully, she heard Julian calling out to her from the back door. “Hey, babe, can you come help me with this mower? I've read the directions like a hundred times, but I must be overlooking something. Another set of eyes would be great.”

      Relieved, she stuck the photo back into the journal where she'd found it and closed the book. Standing up and trying to banish the shakiness from her legs, Kim slid it across the kitchen counter and tried to put the questions from her mind. Maybe they really did have a kid, she thought to herself. But that can't be right. Edwin was a close friend and he didn't know about it. Despite her best intentions, the wheels kept turning in her head. Maybe it was someone else's kid, perhaps Edwin's. Yeah, that's gotta be it.

      Kim gulped, turning back to the journal on the counter as she slipped on her shoes and prepared to head out back. It sat so heavily on the countertop despite its light weight. The stiff cover beckoned her, the pages within offering of a potential explanation for the photo.

      That would have to wait. Julian needed her help now. And besides, she thought as she ambled into the back yard, you've got enough to think about already.
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      Julian was half a day in completing the yard work. He took several breaks, did plenty of complaining, and when he was finally through with the yard around dinner, he declined to clean up the clippings and instead shuffled into the shower. When he was through, Kim prepared a simple dinner of steamed chicken breast, broccoli and rice, and the pair watched a DVD.

      Tired out, Julian fell asleep on the sofa before the opening credits even finished.

      Half-way through the film, Kim was feeling restless. Everything she'd done that day had been carried out in a distracted daze. She thought constantly of the photograph in the journal, of Dakota's intense ramblings, of the hidden door, now open, just beyond the foot of the cellar stairs.

      She couldn't enjoy her dinner or the film and shut it off, throwing a blanket over Julian and pacing about the kitchen so as not to disturb him. She felt apprehensive as she glanced at the journal, undisturbed since she'd last set it down, and considered starting into it again. Just the sight of the cover, of the old photograph sticking out of it like a bookmark, was enough to make her heart take off on a sprint.

      No, she wasn't ready for that.

      There was housework to be done, and though the sun had set, she found herself with too much energy. Some of it needed burnt off. She carried a smattering of small boxes up from the downstairs and set them outside one of the bedrooms, which they intended to turn into Julian's study. He'd picked the room on his own, one of the four empty bedrooms, and thought it might make for a good office space because it lacked a window. “Less distractions that way,” he'd said.

      To her, it just seemed like a dreary closet. Kim pushed open the door and carried the boxes in one by one. They weren't terribly heavy, stuffed mostly with office supplies and old documents. She wouldn't mess with his paperwork, but would set his curios out on the large writing desk that the movers had hoisted upstairs. Julian would rearrange everything no matter how she laid it out, but she didn't much care in the moment. She was just searching for some kind of distraction from thoughts of the journal.

      Julian always needed to do his writing in a room of his own. Back in their little apartment, he'd sometimes shut himself up in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet with his laptop propped up on his knees. That was all the privacy they could afford back then, and in retrospect it seemed ridiculously silly that he went to such lengths. Unlike other creative types she knew however, Julian had always been fiercely private while doing his work. He insisted upon having a door to lock, on tuning out all distractions, and not emerging until he was pleased with his work for the day. The time would come, probably sooner than later, when the itch to write would return to him. With the sale of his screenplay, he'd discussed the possibility of starting into a novel. It was a dream of his, something he'd always wanted to do but had put off in favor of more lucrative work. She wasn't looking forward to the day he decided to start that. He'd be quiet, withdrawn again. Their interactions would be more distant and his thoughts would always be involved in a tug-of-war with the book. But she was happy he'd have a proper office to do the work in, anyhow. When he didn't get his writing in for the day, or something interrupted one of his projects, he was always in a foul mood. Better for him to have a comfortable room he could seal himself away in, she thought.

      Scanning the room, she took in the four, plain walls and tried to visualize it coming together as a study. Before too long he'd have it cluttered with books and papers and who-knows-what-else. That was his way; he wasn't orderly where his work was concerned and was prone to leaving messes in his workspace. She recalled with a chuckle the way he'd sometimes leave notepads or typed pages on the bathroom sink, or taped to the walls around the toilet back at their old apartment.

      Her laugh proved discordant, bouncing off of the walls and coming back to her with an unpleasant sharpness. Standing in the doorway, she appraised the office chair, sitting vacant before the desk. A few boxes of yet-unpacked office supplies sat beside the closet.

      She frowned as she took in the closet. It was covered in a sliding door, its wooden surface carved by the previous owners. A large, tacky leaf motif adorned the front. Probably Marshall's work, like the bannister. She walked up to it, ran a finger through the grooves that comprised the wide, wavy leaf design and sighed. Julian would probably be willing to overlook it, be she couldn't. It would have to go.

      As she took to unpacking the first of several boxes, she reflected on something that Edwin had said with emphasis. More than once he'd mentioned that the Reeds considered the house their legacy, that they'd worked on it and were very proud of it. She understood the concept of taking pride in one's home, however what Kim couldn't understand was why the house had been littered in clumsy carved flourishes when the carver obviously didn't have any talent for it. The bannister, the crummy spirals that adorned the edges of the cabinets in places, the leaf on the front of this closet door; none of them looked especially good.

      Neither, for that matter, did the half-finished mural in the basement's hidden chamber.

      She tried to stop her thoughts from progressing any further, gulping as she recalled the mural. Who had painted it there, and why? The presence of such a thing in a room so dark and damp as that made her uneasy. Very uneasy. The more she reflected on the mural, on the weathered baby furniture that littered the hidden room, the more she thought about the photograph in the journal, of Dakota holding a baby in the woods. Certainly the two weren't related. Or were they? No, Dakota wanted a baby more than anything. If that baby in the picture really was hers, and it almost certainly wasn't, then she wouldn't have made its nursery in a room like that one. Not with so many rooms upstairs.

      She paused in her unpacking, setting a metal container of paperclips on the desk and sighing. “How in the hell did we end up in this house?” she mumbled, shaking her head. They'd gone from relative normalcy in the city, living in a cramped apartment, to buying up some massive house out in the middle of nowhere with a seedy and seemingly sinister past. She felt like she was a character in a suspenseful TV show, constantly on the verge of some new and terrifying revelation. It was beginning to grow tiresome. Where initially she'd been spurred on by curiosity about the former owners, she was becoming more and more hesitant to add to her knowledge about them. Every stone she turned threatened to reveal things better left hidden, the door in the cellar being a prime example. Kim could have lived a full and happy life without ever knowing about the things kept inside that dark chamber, or the mural, or the contents of the journal she'd found therein.

      Not that it would stop her from trying to learn more. She was in deep now and she knew it. Too deep to turn back. Morbid curiosity would get the better of her, or otherwise she'd be compelled to keep reading the journal by stark fear. It was just the kind of person she was. Julian could throw his hands up and ignore all of the strange things going on in the house without a second thought, but not her. She cared too much.

      A small noise from behind knocked her out of her thoughts. She was standing with her back to the closet, and turned to find the leaf-paneled door rattling somewhat. There seemed to come a soft knock from its other side.

      Kim stiffened, watching the closet door closely.

      The knock came a second time, even more gently than the first, if it was possible. It was the sound of knuckles grazing at the inside of the door, of fingers pawing the interior surface weakly. Her face went white and she staggered back a few paces. Was there something in the closet? What would Julian say in a case like this? Maybe... maybe a tremor is making it shake? A draft? She grit her teeth and watched as the sound came through a third time. The door swung very slightly, almost imperceptibly on its track. That something was inside the closet, actively agitating the hefty wooden panel, was plain as day. Something of substance was pushing up against the door from the inside, as if trying to feebly break out. She was certain of it.

      Shaking with every step, Kim approached the closet. She placed her palm against the leaf motif and, tensing in anticipation, thrust the door open. It slid over on the track, smacking into the wall, and she jumped away with a little whimper, heart thrashing and brow now teeming with sweat for what she might see.

      But the closet was empty. As far as she could tell, there was nothing inside. Just a moment ago she'd been certain as she was of anything that there'd been someone or something inside. The faces of a thousand phantasms had flown through her mind as the door was opened, but none had greeted her there. It was positively empty. From a crouched position, Kim peered into the closet, only the blank wall inside meeting her gaze.
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      Kim dipped the brush into the bottle and dabbed another layer of pearly blue across her thumbnail. Pleased with the coat she carefully studied her fingernails and gave them a gentle blow. Julian could be heard to watch a movie in the next room while she was doing everything she could to avoid the journal on the counter. She hadn't touched it since the previous day, had slept in late and tried her best to put it out of her mind.

      It hadn't worked.

      She wanted to dive back into the volume, Dakota's smile in that picture haunting her thoughts ever since she'd laid eyes on it. But she resisted. She did just about everything else she could think of around the house. She'd cleaned the bathroom, finished the dishes, gone for a brief, unfulfilling walk around the yard. She'd even painted her nails. It wasn't something she did too often, and Kim didn't really like going through the trouble only for the color to chip off within a few days, but when compared to cracking open that journal and further acquainting herself with Dakota, it seemed a pleasant alternative. She'd picked her favorite color, a light, powdery blue with a pearl finish. She admired the polish in the fading light that drifted in through the kitchen window. It would be time for dinner soon. Then she and Julian would putter about the house a while longer and turn in. She wondered how else she might distract herself, if she could bring herself to wait another day to restart her reading. Maybe tomorrow you can check it out. It would be better that way. Maybe then...

      Her nails were mostly dry when a devilish idea crossed her mind. She took out her phone and searched through the contacts, remembering the three names and phone numbers Edwin had given her. She'd intended to call these people, to ask them questions about the Reeds. With all she'd learned from the journal, Kim thought it an excellent time to capitalize on these contacts. Perhaps one or more of them would be able to corroborate Dakota's obsession, which had been highlighted plainly in the writing, or they would have some other insights to share. It was getting late, but if she hurried and called soon then there would be no problem. Any later and she risked interrupting dinners or early bed times.

      She stopped a minute to talk to Julian, asking him what he wanted for dinner. He said he'd probably just fire up the grill and make steaks, before returning to the television and effectively tuning her out. From there she went upstairs and to the bedroom, pulling out her phone and searching for a good reception. It was a lot of guesswork and she could never really be sure that she'd find a signal. After a minute or so of trying, she finally got a few bars and stood near the window, dialing the first of three contacts. A woman by the name of Enid Ellison. Just one for tonight, she thought. You can always call the others later. Cold-calling strangers made her nervous, so for her own sake she decided not to contact all three of the individuals at once.

      Kim licked her lips as the line began to ring. She hadn't pre-rehearsed anything, hadn't come up with some sort of apologetic spiel to recite. She could only hope that Enid felt up to talking about her old friends the Reeds with a perfect stranger. Pacing slowly in front of the window, the curtains drawn and a weak light drifting in from their edges, she listened closely to each ring.

      Then, someone picked up.

      “Hello?”

      It was a croaking feminine voice, so positively ancient-sounding that the speaker seemed to Kim little more than a husk of an old woman. The Reeds, had they still lived, would have been quite old themselves, she realized. The same presumably went for their acquaintances. Edwin was showing his age certainly, but he remained lively, jovial. Not so with this woman. From the first word that much was clear. Kim instantly regretted calling her.

      “Hello?” the woman repeated, a hint of annoyance showing through.

      Kim cleared her throat and gave a hasty introduction. “Sorry to bother you today, I'm looking to speak to Enid Ellison. My name is Kim Taylor.”

      “Well, this is Enid speaking, but I hardly think you're bothering me today... from where I'm sitting it looks rather dark out,” the old woman was quick to reply. She sounded frail, weak, but her voice retained a fierce edge and she still had her wits about her.

      Kim loosed a nervous laugh. “Yes, I am sorry about that. I should have called sooner.”

      Enid was not amused. “My, Kim Taylor, how very much you have to apologize about. What is it I can help you with? Do try and be quick about it. Anymore I haven't much time to spare for chit-chat with perfect strangers and seeing as I don't know any Kims or Taylors I can only assume that you're calling to ask something of me. So, out with it.” The line crackled as Enid doubtlessly waited with a crease-ridden frown.

      “Right, well, my husband and I are living in the Beacon estate. I understand that you were acquainted with the previous owners, Marshall and Dakota Reed? I was calling in the hopes that you might be willing to tell me about them.” There was no sense in beating around the bush with this woman. Kim got right to the point, digging her heel into a floorboard and waiting with bated breath for a reply.

      The quick-witted Enid did not respond at once, however. The line went silent for a time, and then the woman could be heard to draw in a deep sigh. The names of her old friends, probably, had roused dormant memories. It'd likely been a long time since she'd thought of the Reeds, of the Beacon estate. When finally she did speak, it was in a quieter tone of voice. It was kindlier in a way, perhaps more feeble than before. Her words lacked the venom they'd boasted only moments ago. “The Reeds? Yes, old, old friends. Why, it's been some time since I've heard their names uttered. Your request has taken me off guard, but I'll see if I can't help you. What is it you wish to know about them?” Then, she quickly added, “I hope that everything is all right in the house, of course. You and your husband are... faring well there, yes? Nothing has... happened?”

      Kim hesitated. Did Enid know something about the house? Something that she didn't know? Were the two of them in danger for living in it? That was the way Enid made it sound, anyhow. “No, I mean... nothing has happened, really. We're getting along fine in the house, moved in a few weeks back.”

      “That's good to hear,” replied Enid. “The Reeds, you know, disappeared from that house some years ago. I had no idea their house was on the market again after all those years. Must've been nearly a decade now.”

      “About eight years,” Kim corrected. “They were... recently declared dead in absentia and the executor of their estate put the house on the market. A man by the name of Edwin?”

      “Edwin, yes, I know him.” Enid paused. “Declared dead, were they? I had no idea...” she trailed off, her croaking voice marked with a hint of melancholy. “Well then, what is it I can help you with?”

      Kim had lost the plot, was unsure where to begin with her questioning. Holding the phone to her ear clumsily so as to avoid the smudging of her nail polish, she thought back to what she'd read in the journal, to the photograph. That was the best place to start. “The Reeds... did they have any children?”

      Like Edwin before her, the woman was quick to respond, and she did so with a finality and firmness that demonstrated utter certainty. “No, none. They were childless, the two of them. I know they always wanted children but they never did manage to conceive.”

      “A-are you sure?” stammered Kim.

      “Sure as I am of anything in this world, dear.”

      Kim had to fight the urge to bite her fingernails. That's two people now who say they didn't have any kids. But then... whose kid was she holding in that picture? “I see...” She searched for some other question, opting to ask about the house's construction and how long the Reeds had lived in it before their disappearance. Though she didn't appear to be so well-acquainted with the house's history as Edwin had been, what Enid told her more or less meshed with the earlier details she'd received. “And the two of them... were they religious?” she asked, thinking back to the mass of religious statues and objects in the hidden chamber. She was curious to know how well Enid had really known the vanished couple.

      “Were they devout?” asked Enid with a little snort. “My heavens, no. Not while I knew them, anyway. They never attended church, never spoke much of those matters, I'm afraid. Fond they were of poking fun at the faithful, in fact. I recall Dakota being rather averse to any such talk, in particular. Had a rough upbringing with a devout family. I reckon that turned her off of the faith. And as the years went on I never did see them much of anywhere unless I invited them over. They took to spending too much time in that house. When they were finally declared missing it came as quite a surprise for that reason; I figured they'd just been in the house doing who-knows-what all that time. It never occurred to me that they might've vanished. It was all so very queer, that.” Enid sighed. “I've always wondered what happened to them. It's almost as if that house ate them up, isn't it?”

      Kim pursed her lips. She didn't like the mental image those words conjured up. The house ate them up. More than that, she was disturbed by the fact that the Reeds were not known to be religious. That didn't jive with the numerous examples throughout the house of Christian paraphernalia. The bannister with its carved cherubs, the mess of religious objects in the cellar. What were they doing in the house? In the journal, Dakota had talked about “praying” and “God” with frequency. Perhaps her indifference to religion had been just a ruse she'd worn in public life? Maybe she'd kept her faith hidden for some reason? Kim was going down the rabbit hole again, her imagination thrumming along at full speed and coming up with other, more frightful scenarios. Here a former friend of the couple was claiming that the pair wasn't religious, but then where had the heap of Virgin Mary statues in the basement come from? Something wasn't adding up, and Kim didn't like it.

      After a bit more back and forth, Kim said goodbye and let Enid go on her way. She couldn't hope to learn more from the woman; it seemed clear that she only knew an aspect of Dakota, an aspect made digestible and proper for public life. But Kim knew, thanks to the journal, that there were other dimensions to Dakota's personality, things that she likely never aired. Lowering the phone and tucking it into her pocket, she made her way back downstairs.

      The journal. She needed to read it.

      Only in its pages could she possibly find the answers she sought. The other contacts Edwin had given her would likely end up the same, recounting only cutesy anecdotes and expressing their condolences. None of them would be able to offer anything of substance because none of them had actually known Dakota. None of them knew the Dakota that Kim knew.

      Passing through the living room, she saw that the television was off and Julian was gone. He'd probably gone into the back yard to fire up the grill. All the better, she thought. That way, he wouldn't be around to interrupt her reading. Rushing into the kitchen, she grabbed up the journal from the counter and dropped it onto the table with a thud. She switched on the ceiling light and plopped into a chair, eyeing the book cautiously. Her fingers twitched as she reached for the cover, her neckline was dotted in sweat. She slipped her finger into the book, opening to the page she'd marked with the photograph. She flipped it over, the sight of it turning her stomach for reasons she couldn't explain, and set it aside. Perhaps, when she'd pieced this thing together, she'd show it to Julian. It wouldn't prove anything, of course, except that Kim's fascination with the previous owners had increased by a considerable degree. But if he saw it, picture proof that the vanished couple had had a child despite all reports to the contrary, then perhaps his curiosity would be piqued and he'd agree with her that something strange was afoot in the house.

      She began to search for a readable passage, glancing over the open, water-damaged page and quickly flipping to the next.

      She didn't have to look far.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It finally happened, read the first line of the next page. The passage that followed was unmarred, crystal clear to an almost suspicious degree. Kim felt as though some outside force had acted on this journal and preserved this page in particular for her to read. The writing had returned to its former, neater style, and Dakota recounted something that happened in the woods outside the house that made Kim's stomach revolt.

      The entry continued. I have my baby. Today, in the woods, Marshall and I were going for a walk. It was a chill day, somewhat overcast. We thought we heard something approaching from the distance and we both paused against the trunk of a large tree. Some moments later we were faced with a curious sight. A mangy wolf approached us, its fur falling out, its eyes bulging and its body shuddering atop four stick-like legs. The creature was in a bad way. Ordinarily I may have been scared by such a sighting, however I showed no fear, for I realized quickly that the mongrel carried something in its mouth. Something I delighted over at first glance.

      A baby.

      Bundled in white blankets, the wolf walked over to us, standing some few feet away, and set down the baby on the forest floor. Then, staggering away a few paces, wheezing and weak, the creature collapsed and drew its last breath. I picked up the baby at once; the child was unharmed. From whence the wolf had brought it to us we could not say; there are not many people in this area and none that we are aware of have recently given birth. This child was very young however, and it was clearly in need of a home...

      I had Marshall take a picture to commemorate the occasion and then the three of us walked home to start our new life. I was beginning to feel certain that I would live out my days without ever becoming a mother. I can see now that my prayers were answered. I have decided on a name--

      The start of the next page was incredibly blurred so that only a jumble of words could be made out. Stunned into silence, Kim read and reread the passage, trying to visualize what was described. It was simply beyond imagining however. “It's something out of a damn fairy tale,” she murmured, placing a palm to her forehead and trying to stymy an emerging headache with massage. How could it be that some wild animal had brought them a baby from some far-off place? It was ludicrous, and Kim wondered if Dakota hadn't fabricated the entire account. Perhaps the child had been kidnapped from some remote house and she'd written up the fanciful story in the woods as a cover.

      Or, she thought, perhaps it really did happen that way.

      Kim furrowed her brow, working over the words, the description of the wolf. This sounded like some sort of ancient myth; a messenger sent by the gods to deliver some reward to humankind. But at the same time, it didn't read like a cheery Greek myth to her. What kind of god sends a couple a child by way of a mangy, dying wolf? Not a good one, that's for sure. She pawed at the page, her heart convulsing in her chest. Was it possible that this really occurred? If so, where did the child come from, and how was it that neither Edwin nor Enid knew about it? Was the child a boy or a girl? What had happened to the baby? She felt her mouth go dry, her tongue sitting heavily against her teeth. She needed a drink.

      Flipping the journal over, she decided she would call Julian inside and show him both the photograph and the entry. This was simply too weird not to share. She wasn't sure how he'd react or if he'd even give a damn, but this was something she needed to tell someone about. If she kept it inside she'd simply burst. Perhaps this was one instance where Julian's no-nonsense explanations could come in handy. His perspective on the matter might actually prove valuable.

      Walking to the sink, she took a clean glass from the drying rack and filled it with cold water. Gulping it down, she looked through the dim kitchen window for Julian. She spotted the grill, saw a bit of smoke escaping from beneath its lid, but saw no sign of him.

      There was something else, however. Something that made her stagger back a few paces and drop the glass of water, half-filled. It shattered against the ground with a riotous clatter, dampening her socks, but she didn't even notice.

      Someone was standing in the yard, perhaps ten feet from the kitchen window in the dusk, looking straight at her.

      And it wasn't Julian.
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      The face was bloated and white, grotesque. It was highlighted in the fading light, its features exaggerated, its eyes reduced to two pinholes and the skin appearing patchy as though made of plaster. The body was slender, darkly outfitted so that it blended well into the dusk. A wide, sloping smile accosted her, lending the face a stiff and static appearance.

      Like a mask.

      Kim staggered back, knocking into the table and almost falling to the ground. Even as she did so she could feel those eyes on her. They never once strayed from her.  It was just like the night she'd seen this same figure standing at the edge of the woods, looking up at her through her bedroom window. The figure had come back. Why it'd come she couldn't say, but it was standing there, a few steps from the outside of the house, unmoving and simply staring her down. The effect was far more potent at this distance and there could no longer be any doubt; the figure was wearing an almost identical mask to those she'd glimpsed in that old photo. Kim cradled herself instinctively, cast a terrified glance out the window as she straightened herself and leaned against the wall for support.

      The figure was gone. The window was clear, filled only with the dying glow of the day.

      The gasp of relief in her throat dribbled out into a moan in the next instant, however. To her right, she could hear the sound of the back door being tried.

      And then, to her horror, it opened.

      She let out a scream as the door swung open, dropping to her knees and cowering near a chair. The figure wasn't simply going to stare at her this time. It was letting itself in and would be upon her in an instant. She closed her eyes, kicked off of the floor until she was squeezed into a corner and shrieked like mad.

      “What's going on?” demanded Julian as he rushed in through the back door. He was carrying a plate of freshly-grilled steaks and nearly dropped it as he caught sight of Kim on the floor.

      She glanced up at him blearily. Julian was alone. It'd been him opening the door; the masked figure was nowhere in sight. Crawling towards him on hands and knees, she clawed her way up his pant leg like a frightened cat and thrust a shaking finger at the door. “Close it!” she screamed.

      Julian did as he was told, quickly shutting the door and fastening the bolt. He glanced around nervously, taking her into his arms and guiding her over to the table. “What happened, babe? Have a seat.” Setting down the plate of food he worked a hand through his sandy hair and let out a sigh. His thin arms were trembling. “You scared the hell out of me,” he said. “I was just outside, tending to the grill. Then, when I came in, you screamed. What happened?”

      Kim hadn't even had a chance to catch her breath yet, but it was clear there would be no explaining herself. From the plate of steaks she plucked up a sharp grill utensil and jumped out of her chair, stomping towards the window and glancing outside. The scenery was darker now than it'd been even a few moments before. Night was settling in fast.

      Still, there was no sign of the masked figure. He would have stood out like a sore thumb, would have been impossible to miss had he been there. No matter how long she waited, no matter how frenziedly she scanned the yard however, there was no sign of him. Shaking, she dropped the utensil into the sink and slumped against the basin, reaching for her stomach and very nearly throwing up. Julian was upon her at once, holding her by the shoulders as her legs began to give.

      “Kim, you're scaring me. What's going on?”

      She sucked in a deep breath and tried to steady her voice through the tears. “I... I saw someone outside this window just now,” she managed through grit teeth. She dried her tears against his t-shirt and stole a nervous glance out the window. Still, there was no one out there.

      Julian shook his head. “No, babe, I was just out there grilling, I told you that. I was all alone out there, I'm sure of it. If someone had come that close to the house, then I would've seen 'em.”

      “No,” she pressed. “No, I'm sure it wasn't you. They were wearing a mask, Julian. A white, plaster mask. And dark clothing. It wasn't you. I'm certain.”

      Biting his lip, Julian reached behind her and tugged the short curtains closed, blocking out their view of the back yard. Sighing, he paced before her for a moment, rubbing at his brow and growing red-faced. He wanted to comfort her, but it was clear he was exceedingly annoyed by this outburst. “Honey, I'm telling you... I... I've been out there more than a half hour now. All alone, by the grill. Your nerves have been shot lately and you probably thought you saw something, but looking out that window I don't see a damn thing. Just calm down, have a sit and we can talk about it. Please?” He gave her a searching gaze, extending a hand towards one of the kitchen chairs she'd knocked out of place during her fall.

      Kim felt betrayed. He doesn't believe me. Why the hell doesn't he believe me? She fought back a fresh wave of tears, shaking her head. “I know what I saw,” she muttered. Though, the more she reflected on it, the less she could blame him for not believing her. She was sick and tired of his not putting stock into her fears about the property, but when monumental freak-outs like this one yielded no proof on later inspection, how could she fault him for his skepticism? In his position she may not have believed him, either. Still, it stung to be on the receiving end every time. He refused to take her seriously and she didn't feel as though she could rely on anyone. Julian was going to treat her like she was crazy until she actually did go crazy.

      “Please,” he said, marching to the table and sitting down, hands folded. “Just knock it off. You've been too high strung lately. You've been dreaming up problems where they don't exist, babe. We left the city to avoid stress, but now here we are freaking out over nothing. Not exactly relaxing, is it?” He sighed. “And you scared the hell out of me. I thought you were hurt, that you...” He shook his head and trailed off, looking up at the ceiling. His jaw tensed in annoyance.

      “I'm sorry,” she mumbled, pursing her lips. Kim gulped and approached the table, taking the seat across from his. “Just... just hear me out though, won't you?”

      But Julian wasn't looking at her. His gaze had been drawn instead to the weather-beaten journal on the table. His face had grown a deeper shade of red at its sighting and with a terrible scowl he blasted the tabletop with his fist. “And now what the hell is this?” he barked, reaching for the volume. “Did you take this out of the basement? Is this what has you all worked up and seeing ghosts and shit?” He squeezed the journal so hard between his hands that he shook.

      “It's... it's Dakota's journal. It belonged to Dakota Reed, one of the people who lived here before us,” she tried to explain. “I know you're not interested in this, but I've learned some really weird things and--”

      Julian wasn't much interested in her explanations, however. “You know what? The only weird thing here is your fascination with these people. They're dead and gone and it has nothing to do with us. Let it go already! All you're doing is causing problems for us by filling your head with this bullshit!” He stood up and opened the book, wrenching it in two with a grimace and throwing it across the room, where it landed in pieces near the trash bin. Pages fell out of it as it sailed through the air, littering the floor. Livid, he stormed out of the kitchen and went upstairs without another word.

      Kim heard the bedroom door slam a short while later. She didn't see him again till the next morning. Carefully, and with tears stabbing at her eyes, she crossed the room and gathered up the broken book, tucking the pages one by one into some semblance of order. She clutched the thing to her chest and placed it neatly inside a kitchen drawer, obscuring it with dish towels.

      She understood Julian's frustration. She almost couldn't blame him for blowing up at her.

      But she wasn't through with the journal yet. In a little while, perhaps when this had blown over, she'd dive back in. She had no choice. The book called to her, and she knew that Dakota still had a good deal to share with her.

      She spent the night laying on the sofa, her phone playing soft music until the battery died.
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      She awoke to someone nudging her in the shoulder. Opening her eyes, she found Julian standing near the edge of the sofa, shoving a small thermos into her hands and urging her up. “Come on, let's get out for a bit,” he said.

      She stared up at him groggily, working a few tangles out of her black hair and yawning. “What's happening?”

      “Nothing,” he replied. “I just think the two of us could use some fresh air. I want to go for a long walk, get out of the house for a little while. That's all.”

      Shrugging, Kim sought out her hooded sweatshirt and threw it on. She ambled upstairs for a pair of jeans and then brushed her teeth before joining him at the back door.

      The daylight was bright; how long she'd slept she couldn't be sure. She hadn't gotten a look at the clock. The day was chill, and a persistent breeze played across the sunlit landscape. The day was a curious marriage of warmth and ice, the sunlight providing ample heat but the wind stealing it away with every gust. She slipped the thermos into her front pocket and cradled it in her hands, following behind Julian with her head low and her eyes still bleary. It'd been a rough night. She'd slept a long, dreamless sleep and felt drained for it. Her head hurt and her memories of the previous night were grainy.

      For his part, Julian seemed apologetic. “Sorry about last night,” he said. “I handled things poorly. But I want to make it right. And a day hiking the woods is exactly what we need.” He wrenched open his own thermos and took a small gulp of hot coffee. Zipping his jacket all the way up, he led them across the yard to the edge of the woods, offering a little smile. “You know, we haven't really explored the woods yet. You excited?”

      At this, Kim's eyes shot wide open. They were going into the woods? She looked to the wall of dark, tall columns, the grooves standing out like stark crevasses, and shuddered. “Honestly? No.” And it was no lie. She'd follow him into the woods, if only to prove to herself that they were ordinary and that there was nothing to fear in them, but she couldn't even pretend to be excited about it. She'd seen and heard too many things out of these woods to want to spend time there. She was thankful for the sunshine, at least. “I guess it's about as good a day for it as any.”

      Julian nodded. He knew that she was bothered by the prospect of hiking in the woods. This was likely just his way of making her face her fears. “Immersion therapy”, or something. “Hard to believe we've already been here more than a month, huh? Time flies,” he said.

      Had it really been a month already? In recent days Kim hadn't much noticed the passage of time. And now, as they walked, she was less and less interested in his small-talk. The forest that rose ahead was a terrifying prospect. The bit of dead or dying grass that served to delineate the boundary between the field and the woods was striking to her. She felt herself approaching the borderland between familiarity and utter chaos. What would happen when they set foot on the other side of that border? Would they ever make it out again?

      Slowly, as they stepped into the woods and left the house far behind, a subdued darkness began to fall over them. The towering trees, bald though they were, obscured the sunlight so that it fell in dribs and drabs. These woods, she thought, accumulated shadows just like the rooms in the house. It was the same darkness she'd witnessed there, substantial, and she was comforted little at the comparison. Everything in this area seemed bathed in the same darkness. The forest floor was mainly dirt. Here and there pockets of sparse grass or moss would turn up, but mostly she saw stretches of soft, flat earth and rocks. Weeds were precious few, and where they did occur they did so with great frailty, sticking out of the ground in thin tangles and limited in their proliferation, perhaps by the shade of the surrounding trees. The deeper they went, the more Kim felt herself wading in an ocean of shadow. It was like these woods were topped by a semi-transparent canopy, filtering the light and reducing it to a shadowed powder. She frowned, her nose accosted by a peppery earthiness, and found it harder to breathe here. It's like the shadows are a part of the air... like you're breathing them in.

      “Can't wait to get started on that kitchen. I feel like we've been putting it off. But when I finally get started I'm going to rip out those cabinets and that flooring in one go. Just you wait. It's going to look like a million bucks when I'm through with it.” Julian talked on and on for a while about their renovation plans, however such things couldn't have been further from her mind. She didn't care about prettying up the house anymore. It could have been decked out in gold bricks and she still wouldn't have been happy there. Something was wrong with the property, and until she knew what it was and tried to set it right, she'd never be comfortable.

      In order to keep from hyperventilating, she motioned to the woods around them and paused, looking upward. Since entering the woods, she hadn't heard a damn thing but their footsteps. There were no birdcalls, no frogs or insects ringing out. It was dread, pestilential silence, amplified to a disquieting degree. The sounds they generated in their advance seemed out of place, giving the overwhelming impression that this was not a space made for humankind. Their feet had never been intended to tread this stretch of forest. She broke up the silence with a question, recalling as she did so what Edwin had said on the matter. “Why do you think these trees are all dead? What's up with these woods? I haven't heard any birds, either.” She remembered Edwin saying something about how the woods had always been this way, and that he'd never seen a deer pass through them in all his decades living in the area.

      He turned to her in a flash, sporting an exaggerated grimace and wide eyes. “It's because the ground is sour!” He laughed to himself, but when she didn't share his amusement he sighed and offered up a more serious response. “Well, I don't know a whole lot about trees, but maybe the soil here just isn't rich enough for them to grow. And... maybe the local birds all migrated or something. It is getting colder out.”

      Kim arched a brow, shooting him a sidelong glance. “Man, you're a regular outdoorsman. A naturalist and a scholar.” She rolled her eyes. “When I was out with Edwin he told me a little bit about these woods. It doesn't make sense. The trees in the yard and in front of the house all have leaves. These woods, though... Edwin said that the trees out here have always looked this way and that he's never seen animals come through.”

      “Huh,” replied Julian, giving his thermos a swirl.

      Annoyed, Kim continued. “Of course, that doesn't explain the noise we heard coming out of here the other night. You remember that?”

      At this, Julian twitched a little. He'd obviously worked hard to put it out of his mind, but now that the memory of that night had been roused, he didn't care to revisit it. “That...” He cleared his throat. “Just because he's never seen an animal come through doesn't mean that they never come through. I mean, maybe someone shot a bear and it staggered through here, wounded. Ever think of that?” He gulped, chasing his ever-mounting dread with a sip of coffee. His unease was written all over his face however. If the darting of his eyes past each and every dark trunk they passed was any indication, then he was having second thoughts about strolling through these woods where only a few nights back they'd heard that cacophonous, nightmarish cry.

      Kim tasted her coffee, but it clashed with the aftertaste of her toothpaste so that she nearly spit it out. Screwing the lid back on, she looked somberly at the stretch ahead of them, at the unchanging, dim scenery. It was one tree after another, after another, with the rare lump of moss or sprig of grass to break up the monotony. Hiking along this flat, tree-infested land was about the dullest thing she could think of.

      They'd been out just a half hour when Kim decided she wanted to stop for a break. The taste of her toothpaste had faded and her mind demanded caffeine. At first, she'd leaned against a tree to support herself, but the moment her back touched the rocky, ashen bark, she gave a jolt and ambled away from it. It didn't feel right. Sucking down a few mouthfuls of coffee, she peered around them, growing uncomfortable as though they were standing in the midst of a huge crowd. Their words, their movements; it was almost like they were being witnessed, monitored. The trees, then, were the eavesdroppers. “Not much to see out here,” she said, grimacing.

      Julian smoothed out a blonde cowlick and set his thermos down on the ground, stretching. “Yeah, well, I never expected it to be the greatest hike of our lives. Just figured we should get out here and have a look around now that we live here.”

      “How long do these woods go on for?” she asked.

      Julian shrugged. “There's no telling, really. A long way, I'm sure. Longer than I care to walk, anyhow.”

      She was ready to ask him if they could just return home when something caught her eye amidst the mess of trees. They'd passed it by without noticing, but something in the way it dully reflected the sunlight from this angle brought it into view. It was tall as any of the trees and nearly as wide. It seemed to stretch twenty or thirty feet into the air and its sides were worked into brownish, rusted grooves. It terminated in a clear bubble, which threw off the natural light.

      “What is that?” she asked, walking over to it. The closer she got, the more she could make out. It had a wide base, about two feet across, and was well-planted into the ground. It looked like some sort of streetlight, but was far stockier than those she knew from the city. Its presence in this endless mess of trees was baffling. Approaching it, she ran a hand against its ruddy exterior, shivering as it proved colder than she'd expected.

      Julian wasn't far behind. He glanced up at the thing, appraising it for a moment, before answering her. “Well, it's a light of some sort, obviously.”

      Kim smacked him in the arm. “You think? But... what is it for? What is it doing all the way out here, in the middle of nowhere?”

      Walking about its perimeter, Julian studied it. It was plain in design, uniformly grooved and giving no clues as to its operation. There were no buttons or switches to be seen, no cords extending from it. Nothing. It was a large, metal pole sticking out of the ground, topped by a small glass dome. “I dunno, but let's see if I can't figure it out.” Walking up to the thing, Julian threw his hands around it as best he could manage, planted his fingers in the grooves, and attempted to climb it. He had some difficulty at first, but made some headway after making a small jump. He was nearly a third of the way up when he slid back down, wincing. He'd earned a small cut on his hand from a piece of rusty metal. “No worries,” he said with a grin. “Pretty sure my Tetanus is up to date.” He patted his hands on his jeans and nursed his cut. “I only got up there a little ways, but there's no telling what it's for or how you turn it on. It's a light, that's all I can say. Maybe... maybe they used to do work out here in the woods and needed light. Or maybe, you know, they used it to make signals.”

      “Signals for what?”

      “Well, there's no telling how old it is. If it's from World War Two or something, it could've been a military thing. You know? Maybe that's why they call it the Beacon estate, eh?” He was pleased with himself, grinning ear to ear. Julian picked up his thermos and opened it, peering inside and searching for a few more drops. “It's rusted up and isn't likely to work anyhow, so who cares? Let's keep going.”

      Kim didn't put too much thought towards the fixture and followed Julian soon thereafter, but as they walked, she wondered about the thing and whether or not it was still functional. If so, then they could possibly turn it on and find out what its purpose was. Turning back to glance at it one last time as they went, she stifled a shudder. She felt, for some reason, that it was a thing best left to obscurity.
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      “If we'd just turned back when I told you to, then this wouldn't have happened.” Kim grimaced, arms crossed as they pushed through the woods. The sky was darkening with unusual rapidity. Evening was on its way. They'd been out for a while, meandering aimlessly in the woods without regards to the time or their direction. The scenery hadn't changed much. Tall, bald trees still surrounded them. But considering how long they'd wandered, there was no telling where in the ocean of black trunks they were now. Kim divided her sight between the dusky sky and the woods straight ahead of her. She hoped for a break in them, for some sign that they were nearing the edge of the woods.

      As usual, Julian was urging calm. But as the sky began to grow dim and his pace quickened, the fear in him became all too apparent. He didn't want to be lost in the woods at night anymore than she did. Stopping to appraise their surroundings he pointed out certain trees or moss growths that he thought looked familiar. It was futile, of course. It was like being lost in a maze.

      They walked quickly, agreeing that if they simply kept going, they'd eventually exit the woods. “It could go on for miles,” he said, grunting. “But we'll get out eventually. These woods don't go on forever.”

      And thankfully, they didn't.

      Tired, annoyed and not a little disoriented, they came upon a break in the woods. Bursting out into a field of grass, they looked about them for a familiar sight, finding nothing but open space. Still, this was an improvement. Picking a direction at random, Julian led Kim onward, hoping that they might stumble upon a road. If only they could find out where they were, then perhaps they'd be able to make it back before dark. Time was of the essence, however. The sun was fading fast, dipping into the horizon and leaving the sky painted a deep purple.

      As they hurried through the open field, tall grass whipping against their pant legs, Kim stumbled over something. It stubbed her toe despite her shoes, and she uttered a curse. “What the hell was that?” she asked, scanning the ground. “I stepped on something.” Parting the grass with both hands, she back-tracked and bent down, searching for the thing that'd tripped her up. She needed to look for only a moment, and when she found it, a little cry left her lips.

      A toppled wooden cross made from broken twigs sat upon the ground where she'd just stepped. And nested in a dense clump of grass, she found a smooth, square stone.

      It looked like a makeshift grave.

      Taking a step back, she appraised it in the dusk, the dying sunlight and new moonlight elucidating it in equal parts. The stone was weather-beaten, smooth, and most certainly looked like a grave marker. There was no writing on it, making it impossible to know who was buried there. But, recalling the journal, the photo she'd seen in it, Kim had some guesses. “H-hey,” she said, grabbing Julian's sleeve and pushing him towards the grave. “This looks... this looks like a grave. Do you think... do you think someone's buried here?”

      Julian stood before it, hands on hips, and examined the stone. Bending down, he picked up the cross and toyed with it before casting it back into the grass. “Might be,” he said, his eyes darting back to the nearby treeline and a subtle shiver running down his spine. He turned and began walking away from the grave, guiding her along by the arm as he went. “Never mind that. We need to hurry home before it gets too dark.”

      Kim resisted a little, looked back at the parted grass, at the grave marker that was now awash in the light and glowing like some hallowed artifact. Who was buried there? Had the Reeds been buried there? Or, maybe, had their baby been buried there? She felt an intense desire to know and almost charged back towards it when Julian let go of her, but eventually she yielded to his urging and joined him in looking for a road. If they didn't make it back home, and fast, they'd be stuck out there in the night. In the pitch blackness. There were no other buildings around for miles. Save for starlight, they'd be navigating blind. And if it ended up a cloudy night, they'd be in real trouble.

      Breaking away from the woods, their view of the distance improved and they spotted the familiar back-side of the house with tremendous relief. They hadn't been so far from it after all, had simply come up to the property from the side. The bay windows, the general shape of the wide lower story and the boxy upper perched atop it. A sight for sore eyes. They'd made it back, somehow.

      But their joy eroded quickly.

      They'd begun jogging towards the house when Julian pointed out something queer. Something that made them stop dead in their tracks and nearly retreat back into the black woods. Pausing in the field, nodding at the house, he narrowed his gaze. The lights were on, each of the windows twinkling like tiny candles in the distance. “Did you... did you leave the lights on in there?” he asked.

      Kim shook her head. “No, of course not. The lights weren't even on when we left. It was daylight out.”

      He pursed his lips, then pressed on slowly. “That's what I thought.”

      They crept through the grass, skirting the edge of the property, and found that the back door was sitting wide open. Light poured out from it, clashing with the newly-laid night. Julian thrust out an arm and blocked Kim's way. He gulped as he appraised the house, his breathing growing ragged as he stood still and searched for signs of an intruder.

      He balled his fists. “I think...” he managed after a time. “I think there's someone in the house.”
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      Taking up the axe he'd been using for chopping wood, Julian led them across the yard and to the edge of the back door. He glanced at her, told her to stay back, and then crossed into the house. He took a single, nervous step, his boot landing on the kitchen floor and then wavering a little as though he'd just stepped in something unpleasant. Sucking in a deep breath, he bellowed into the house. “Is anyone there?” He glanced again to Kim, looking down at her pocket and adding in a hushed whisper, “Call the cops.”

      Kim dug around in her pocket, pulling out her phone. It wouldn't turn off, however. Shit, she thought. She'd let it go dead the night previous while listening to music. It would be of no help to them. Shaking her head, she gave Julian an anxious look and returned the phone to her pocket.

      “If there's anyone in here... I'm coming inside and I've got an axe!” It seemed like such a stupid thing to say. Telegraphing their movements in this way probably wouldn't help them, and Kim felt fairly certain it wouldn't intimidate the trespasser.

      She wasn't sure who to expect, whether the intruder was a flesh-and-blood person or whether this was simply something they would come to write off as “unnatural” or “coincidental”. The kitchen floor groaned beneath them as they advanced through the kitchen. Kim closed the back door behind them, locking it and keeping three or four steps behind Julian. She glanced nervously about the kitchen, looking for signs of an intruder. Nothing looked out of place on first glance. She hoped beyond hope that this would prove some sort of strange misunderstanding. Surely they'd just absentmindedly left the door open and all of the lights on, right?

      No. She knew they hadn't. Her optimism shriveled away, dying almost at once like the trees in the forest outside.

      Leveling the axe at his side, Julian moved swiftly into the living room in the hopes of surprising any lurking attackers. The room was empty, though, the lamps all on and a faint draft giving the curtains the slightest sway. He canvassed the room, paced around the sofa and was ready to swing at anything. He continued on in this fashion as he went from room to room, his brow covered densely with sweat and his hands growing red for their tight grip on the weapon. Finally, when he'd concluded his search of each bedroom, bathroom, the attic and, finally, the cellar and garage, he dropped the axe onto the kitchen floor with a thud and sighed, shaking his head and collapsing into a chair. He pawed at his forehead and shuddered, sucking on his lips pensively. He was shaken, perplexed.

      There was no one in the house but the two of them.

      Kim cradled herself, looked around the kitchen as though she were privy to some other presence. It didn't seem right; surely someone had been there just moments before they'd arrived. A quick search of their belongings found nothing of value missing; Julian's wallet, for example, was still in its usual spot, beside the refrigerator. Their car was undisturbed. The utter normalcy of the scene made Kim doubt her own memory.

      “One of us,” said Julian, looking up at Kim with a somewhat antagonistic narrowing of the eyes, left the lights on. And the door open. Wind must've blown it open because it wasn't locked all the way.”

      Kim sucked her teeth, giving her head a weak shake. “No, I doubt it. I'm good about remembering these things and so are you. And... anyhow the two of us were outside all day. I dunno about you, but I hardly remember much of a breeze out there. At least, there was nothing strong enough to blow open a door. And the lights... I was asleep before we left. I wouldn't have even had a chance to switch them all on if I'd wanted to.”

      Julian scratched at his ear, sniffing the air. “Could've been that I left some on, I guess. Or we had a power surge of some kind. Old house, old wiring.” He was playing that game of his again, attempting to justify everything that'd happened with a rational explanation. The way he grit his teeth and fidgeted in his seat proved to her that it wasn't working this time. He was shaken up, badly.

      “Maybe,” she uttered, trying to make him feel a little better.

      The two of them jumped when a loud sound as of the rushing of water issued from the upstairs.

      Reclaiming the axe, Julian stomped up the stairs and shoved open the door of their newly-renovated bathroom. The tap in the bath was on, full-force, and was spewing water into the basin like a fire hose. Taking a quick scan of the room, Julian reached in and shut it off, his face growing redder and his hand shaking so badly he nearly dropped the axe. When he exited, he jumped a little in finding Kim outside in the hall. Clearing his throat, he motioned to the bathroom door. “Pipes are old,” he said, mainly for his own benefit. “Change in water pressure made it spew like that, I think.”

      Though she was happy that the strange occurrences around the house were getting to him, Kim didn't like to see her husband scared. Up to this point he'd been the steady one among them, the one she could rely on for normalcy and indifference. Now he was a little spooked. Had they not just spent the day traversing the hideous woods outside and stumbling upon graves and weird light fixtures, then perhaps he'd have been more ambivalent towards all that was happening.

      They returned downstairs, milling about the kitchen in silence until Kim chanced to speak. “So, it's like I've been telling you. I think something's weird... off, about this house, Julian.”

      He shook his head, throwing out a single finger and wagging it with an exaggerated gesture. “Nah, nah. Let's not even go there. You want me to believe that the previous owners are really coming back for the house or something like that?” He slicked his sweat-ridden mane back and leaned against the counter, crossing his arms. “I'm going to have a home inspector come by and check out the wiring, the pipes. It passed inspection before we bought it, but that doesn't mean they don't need replaced, you know? It'll probably cost an arm and a leg to get people out here to do the work, but I could always call Bill back in the city. He's good with that kind of thing, has friends who can get him discounts and such. We'd save a bundle if we did the work ourselves.”

      He wasn't listening, wasn't even remotely interested in exploring this occurrence further. It'd happened just moments ago and he was already working hard to put it out of his mind, to pretend it'd never happened. There was just no way she was going to make him see. There was something wrong with the house, something strange surrounding the property. Maybe this strangeness had been responsible for the disappearance of the previous owners, or maybe it'd been set into motion by them. Whatever the case, Kim realized this would be her battle and hers alone. She couldn't rely on Julian for anything but the most superficial support in these matters. He simply didn't want to hear any of it. Unless Dakota Reed herself sprang from the shadows and tried to attack him there was nothing for it. He wouldn't believe anything she had to say on these matters. The reality was too uncomfortable for him.

      Tired from their hike and thoroughly shaken, Kim drank some water and paced about the kitchen before deciding she needed to sleep. Too much had happened that day already; she wasn't looking to stay awake and see what the night held in store. She'd get some sleep, hopefully, and wake up more refreshed in the morning. Leaving Julian in the kitchen, she rose up the stairs, her legs aching for the exertion, and threw off her sweaty clothes. She hopped into bed and burrowed beneath the covers, seeking security in the perfect darkness of the bedroom.

      Julian wasn't far behind, none too fond of staying alone in the downstairs, apparently. When he'd checked and re-checked the locks, he ran up the stairs and slipped into bed beside her. She could hear his ragged breathing, could feel the way he shuddered against the mattress and sought to get comfortable.

      In the morning he'd pretend everything was all right, that he'd worked himself up over nothing.

      But, for now, Julian was scared.
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      Sleep had done little to exorcise the soreness in her bones and even less to calm her mind. Preparing a late breakfast, Kim busied herself in the kitchen, slicing up a large bell pepper. Julian was back to his normal self, walking confidently about the house and seemingly willing to leave the night's events behind him as though they were merely a bad dream. To her, this most recent incident was but the latest in a long chain of things she couldn't put out of her head. She was far past the point of denial. The sound of the skillet sizzling startled her from her thoughts and she turned it down to medium.

      Julian was sitting at the kitchen table, flipping through a magazine and humming to himself. Now and then she'd catch him looking out the kitchen window at the woods, searchingly. But, finding them empty, barren, undisturbed, he'd give a little nod and return to his reading, affirmed. Kim sliced through an onion and began to mince it. There were so many questions, so many incidents, all of them tugging her towards some inevitable conclusion. But what was it? What did this property wish to tell her? What was she going to discover if she pressed on? She bit her lip, recalling Dakota's journal. She'd stashed it away after Julian's fit, placing it in a nearby drawer beneath a mass of dish towels. Knowing it was there she felt an immense pull to read it. She was cooking, preparing a meal for the two of them, however hunger didn't even register. Kim peered over at the drawer in question longingly, Julian's humming and the click-click of her knife against the cutting board being drowned out by the weight of her thoughts.

      Then, there was pain.

      Stinging, white-hot.

      Kim looked down at the cutting board, at the stream of red that streaked the onion and bell pepper, at the knife in her hand. She dropped it, and it clanged against the wooden board, its edge blurred in blood.

      “Oh... oh, shit,” she muttered, taking a step back. One of her fingertips on her left hand, the pointer finger, was partially missing. Without even realizing it, she'd lopped about half of the fingertip off, carving straight through the fingernail, with its lovely blue polish. The cutting board was grown slick with her blood now. It fell in fat drops, splashing as he held the damaged digit in the air and tried not to panic. She looked over at Julian, eyes wide, and gasped. “H-honey, I... I...”

      Julian's gaze narrowed and he threw down his magazine. “Whoa, damn,” he said, rushing over and taking her forearm in his hands. He looked at the new wound and grimaced. “What'd you do, babe?”

      She was shaking now, her gaze traveling glassily between the damaged fingertip and her husband. Feeling as though she might lose her balance at any moment, she leaned against the counter and bumped the cutting board, sending the knife onto the counter with a metallic thud. Her head was spinning, her face feeling suddenly sweaty and her body cold. Blood dripped from the opening and also ran down the length of her finger, over the back of her hand, towards her wrist. Her vision was getting spotty as she looked to Julian with tears in her eyes. She'd never been very good about seeing her own blood.

      And, for that matter, she'd never spilled quite this much of it at once.

      He guided her slowly to the table, leaving a trail of blood in their wake as they went. Situating her in a chair, she shuddered and flopped, looking for something solid to hold onto with her uninjured hand. The room was spinning and she felt sure she'd pass out. Julian had disappeared into the upstairs in search of their first aid kit. When he finally returned with the blue zip pouch some time later, Kim felt like an eternity had passed. She leaned against the back of the chair, drew in a shaky breath, and closed her eyes. Julian took hold of her arm. She could hear the ripping of plastic packaging, the opening of a bottle.

      “OK,” he said, pouring a bit of rubbing alcohol into a bowl. “Stick it in there.”

      She hesitated, but Julian swiftly guided the injured digit into the solution. The liquid in the bowl turned a light shade of red and pain coursed through every nerve in her arm. She wanted to pull away, and tried to, but Julian held her firm, telling her that she needed to sterilize it before they could dress it. His words seeped into her ears stubbornly. She felt like she'd gone swimming and gotten water into her ears; sound was muffled and echoes resounded through her skull. The stinging continued, albeit to a lesser degree, as Julian drew her hand out of the bowl and appraised the cut afresh. It was still bleeding, but it had stopped somewhat. Kim chanced to look at the wound, leaning forward. Not a moment later, she wished she hadn't. Her stomach quaked and she began to dry heave.

      “Come on now,” he said, “It's not all that bad. Let me wrap it up and when it starts to heal we'll throw some antibiotic ointment on it. It should be fine. It'll probably grow back, even.”

      She'd done quite a number on it. That finger would probably never be the same, and she wasn't sure if she'd require stitches for it. His calm attitude clashed with the horror that rose up in her chest, stealing her breath away. Julian began to wrap it tightly with gauze, immobilizing the finger and going through multiple small rolls. The first few layers had been saturated in no time, but as the wrapping continued, the digit seemed to bleed less and less. Finally, placing a long piece of paper tape around the whole thing, he squatted down on his heels and looked it over.

      “OK,” he said. “I think that'll do it.”

      She steadied herself against the table, looking at her bandaged finger stupidly. “D-do I need to go to the hospital?” she asked. “C-can they r-reattach it? Or give me stitches?”

      Julian shook his head, toweling off his hands and scrubbing a bit of blood off of the floor. “No, babe. It's not as serious as all that. Trust me, if we drove you all the way out to the nearest ER they'd just have a look at it and wrap it up the same way. In fact, they'd charge us a few hundred bucks for it, too. No point.” Collecting up a number of bloody dish towels, he ventured to the counter, pulling open the drawer in search of some fresh ones.  Grabbing up a large stack, he paused for a moment and seemed to stare into the open drawer with great intensity. Surprise, even.

      He'd found Dakota's journal.

      Julian said nothing, but shut the drawer and licked at his lips. He wasn't going to cause a scene right now that she'd just hurt herself, but that he was displeased to find the book in the house was all to clear in the way his face reddened and his jaw tensed into a grimace. He scrubbed up the remainder of the blood on the floor, counter and table, shut off the stove and sighed, throwing the bloodied rags onto the counter in a heap.

      “Is... is my fingertip still there?” asked Kim, quivering. She couldn't stand the thought of seeing the severed piece. She retched as her eyes traveled over to the cutting board across the room. “Please, get rid of it... I... I don't want to see it.”

      Julian nodded solemnly and looked through the mess of bloodied onion and pepper on the cutting board. Picking through it, he shook his head. “I don't see it. Could have fallen into the sink or whatever. I'll make sure to get rid of it if I find it. You just... just go read or relax or something, OK? I'll throw a pizza in the oven.”

      Kim stood up, sniffling. “All right.” Stepping into the living room, she paused. “I'm gonna go upstairs and wash the blood off of my hands. Do you... do you think it'll be all right?”

      Staring down at the cutting board, slowly ushering it into the sink, Julian snapped. “I'm sure it'll be fine. For Christ's sake, you cut your finger. You aren't an extra in Saving Private Ryan, so why don't you calm the fuck down and quit with the theatrics? Why does everything have to be an emergency for you? Why does everything have to be such a huge concern? You aren't dying. Get over it.”

      “Gee, thanks. You've got great bedside manner,” she mumbled, pacing out of the kitchen and towards the stairs. He's just mad because he found the journal in the drawer, she thought. When accidents like this happened Julian was usually warmer, more understanding. As she departed she could hear him scrubbing angrily at the sink and spraying down the wooden board. Without even looking at him she knew he was struggling to keep his mouth shut. He wanted to criticize her, to dress her down for keeping the journal even after his earlier freakout. But he didn't. Silently fuming, he worked in the kitchen and didn't say a word.

      A short while later the two split a frozen pizza and watched an old action movie. Julian, trying to smooth things over, joked about cutting her pizza for her and about how she wouldn't be able to help in renovating the kitchen. For her part, Kim was trying not to think about the injury. Any time she remembered the look of the wound, the sheer volume of blood that'd poured from it, the nausea that'd washed over her, she felt her heart race. To so much as glance at the bandage was to incite a dreadful throbbing in her hand. She could feel her pulse, could sense the blood rushing through her limbs, and it made her uneasy. Instead, she kept her attention on the TV, ate a few bites of food and reclined on the sofa, the day growing dimmer and dimmer with each passing hour. When the movie was over, she picked up a book and Julian started into another.

      Later in the day, Julian complained of a headache and went up to bed. She stayed behind, reading by lamplight. The pain in her finger had subsided; so long as she didn't try and hold the book with that hand, it wasn't a great nuisance to her. He rose the stairs, clutching at his forehead and mumbling about a migraine. She heard him close the bedroom door and flop onto the bed. The floorboards above creaked as he did so.

      Now, she was alone. She'd have the whole evening to herself, she felt sure. Setting down her book, Kim stood up and made her way into the kitchen. There was something she needed to do. Until she'd finished reading Dakota's journal, her mind would be unable to focus on anything else. Leaving the journal unfinished was just an unhealthy distraction. The sooner she got it out of the way, the better.

      Before heading upstairs, he'd cleaned things up thoroughly. The cutting board and knife were clean, spotless, and the first-aid kit was still sitting upon the counter. She looked around the counter, half-expecting to find her misplaced fingertip, and gave a sigh of relief when it didn't turn up. Julian had said that he couldn't find the severed fingertip, and figured that he'd simply thrown it out with the bits of onion and pepper. It was a good thing, that. If she'd seen it, she'd have gotten miserably woozy.

      Kim paced before the counter. The journal. Would it still be there, where she'd left it? She wondered if she shouldn't check the garbage first, or if Julian had gone to the trouble of destroying it. Gritting her teeth, she peered down at the drawer.

      Taking the aged knob between her fingers, she pulled the drawer open.

      Inside, looking out at her with its familiar, water-damaged cover, was Dakota's journal.

      It wasn't relief that washed over her in finding it, but another emotion, unnamable, that made her intestines writhe noisily against one another. She trembled, hesitated for a moment, and then picked it up.
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      What remained of the journal was unreadable.

      Kim spent the better part of an hour attempting to put the displaced pages into some kind of sequence, but even as she did so she recognized that the remainder of the journal was too damaged to read. The entry after the photograph, where Dakota had detailed the incident in the woods with the mangy wolf, was the last legible thing in the volume. Everything else was just a mess of smeared ink and spotted mildew. A few of the pages had crumbled, the words on them falling away into a kind of dust.

      The journal was a lost cause.

      She fell into despair. Without being able to read the rest of it, she wouldn't find the answers she was seeking. That journal had been her only hope; there was nowhere else she could turn for answers. The contacts she'd been given wouldn't know about this journal or the strange events described therein. Even Edwin, seemingly the Reeds' closest friend, didn't know about the child they'd taken up in the woods. She was at a dead end.

      Closing the volume, Kim sighed and slid it across the kitchen table. She kneaded at her brow, piecing together the readable content in the journal and attempting to extrapolate upon it. Nothing came to her, however. By all accounts the Reeds were childless and there was no sign of the child they'd found in the woods remaining in the house, except, perhaps, in the hidden chamber down in the cellar. She thought about poking around in there again, about seeing whether she couldn't dig up more clues, but peered out at the darkening evening and thought better of it.

      Defeated, Kim returned the journal to the drawer and shuffled out into the living room. She laid down and tried to finish the romance novel she'd started earlier in the day, but ultimately dozed off. There seemed little else to do. The mystery of the Reeds' disappearance was as captivating to her as ever, and with every dead lead her fascination only seemed to deepen. Nevertheless, she knew that, without the journal, she might never learn what'd happened to the couple, to the baby in that photograph. She reflected dreamily upon all of the strange things that'd occurred in the house; the photographs they'd found, the masked specters emerging from the woods, their coming home to find the lights on and the back door open without explanation. Something queer was certainly afoot in the old Beacon estate, but Kim would probably never be able to figure out the cause behind these seemingly unrelated incidents. If there was a thread tying all of these peculiar phenomena together, then she couldn't see it.

      Maybe it was better that way. Maybe, if she couldn't progress in her research, she'd be forced to hang it up and she'd learn to live with the house.

      Kim dozed, the paperback slipping out of her grasp and landing on the edge of the sofa.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke with a start, bolting from a dream she couldn't fully recall. Kim sat up and blinked for a few moments, the light of the reading lamp overwhelming her eyes and blinding her. When she straightened herself and scanned the room, she was startled once more to find Julian standing nearby, beside the TV. He looked groggy, like he'd just crawled out of bed, but he'd pulled on a sweater and was wearing boots. The look on his face was grave. Perhaps it was merely the light, but Kim thought she spied in his visage hints of grey, as though the color had been washed out of him. Sweat dotted his forehead in fat beads and his hands shook a little as he went to speak. He didn't look at all well. “Babe,” he began, “I know that something's been going on around here. Something... something isn't right in this house.” He paused, surveyed the living room pensively for a time. “I believe you. I really do.”

      Kim leaned forward, reaching out to take his hands in hers. His skin was ice cold, and she gave a little jerk at the sensation. “Honey, you're freezing. Whats the matter?” She tried to warm his hands, rubbing at them with her own, her bandaged finger sticking out awkwardly as she did so. “Are you feeling OK? You don't look too good.” He'd gone to bed complaining of a headache not too long ago. She wasn't sure what time it was, but a glance out the window told her it was dark, and that the moon was out in full force. Perhaps he'd come down with something?

      Julian shook his head. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I know I'm asking a lot, but...” His gaze drifted listlessly to the nearby window. “I'd like for us to go out there again, to the woods.”

      Kim exhaled sharply, arching a brow. “W-what? You want to go out there again?” She gulped. “Right now? Hell no.”

      “Hear me out,” continued Julian, kneeling beside the sofa. “Something is going on here and... I think I know what it is. We need to go out there. I want to show you something. Something that might tie this all together and give us some answers.”

      Kim shuddered at the thought, tugging on the collar of her sweatshirt as if to keep out a nonexistent cold. “I dunno, babe... it's late, and dark...” She laughed nervously. “What's come over you? Do you really want to go out there again after the last time?”

      Julian stood up and gave a weak shrug. “Of course not. But I have to go. I have to check something out. I'll go it alone, if I have to.”

      She stiffened. “No, I'll... I'll come, too.” Wiping the last of the sleep from her eyes, Kim ventured to the kitchen and sought out a flashlight. “Let's hurry, though. And we'll make sure we lock up really well this time.” What was this change in him? What had he found that'd left him looking so unsettled and compelled him to wake her in the night? What could be so urgent that it required their attention at this late hour? Whatever it was, she knew it would be important. And without anything left in the journal to guide her, Kim knew she didn't have a choice. If Julian had found something, then it was the only lead she'd have into the mystery surrounding the property. When she'd put on her shoes, she walked to the back door and waved Julian on. “Lead the way.”

      He stepped through the door, looked out to the woods with a wince, and nodded. “OK, follow me.”
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      The woods towered blackly, obscuring the full moon as they walked along the treeline. The tall grass was chill, and the individual blades seemed to reach up and touch her as she passed. In some spots, the grass was at her knees, and the blades would brush up against her ankles with vigor at each step. Kim recoiled, keeping the flashlight as steady as she could on the figure of Julian a few paces ahead. The night was silent, cool. The only sound she could register was that of the breeze ambling through the woods. It may have been mere fancy, but it sounded to her like a soft, breathy flute, especially in those moments when the wind picked up.

      Scanning the sky, Kim tried to break up the silence. “Look at that moon,” she said. “It's enormous.”

      Julian said nothing. He marched through the grass, never once looking back at her. He trudged on determinedly, stuck in his own head. She knew this look; he was focused on something. It was bothering him deeply, whatever it was, giving him the look of a stoic statue. He'd claimed to want to go into the woods, but so far they'd avoided them by a slight margin. They were edging along the woods, keeping just outside the tree-line. Whatever he sought seemed to be just out of the woods, rather than in them.

      Kim turned back and saw that the house was now out of view. They'd turned slightly, rounding the border of trees and starting up that stretch of open field she recalled from their flight during the last hike. This was where they'd found that grave.

      She slowed down, nearly stumbling, as she remembered it. The tiny, blank headstone. The crucifix made of twigs and twine. Who or what was buried there she couldn't guess, but she did know that she didn't want to be anywhere near the site this late at night. She scurried ahead, keeping pace with Julian only because she didn't want to be left behind.

      The wind picked up once more, whipping the tall grass into a frenzy and sending up a cloud of earthy dust that made her cough. How much further would they go? “Where are we headed, exactly?” she asked. “What is it you wanted to show me?”

      Julian's pace had slowed. He was parting the tall grass with his hands, looking for something on the ground.

      Oh, God. He's looking for that grave... Why? Why does he want to find that damn thing again? What could he have possibly learned to make him want to come out here in the dark? She exhaled, brought the flashlight forward and tried to light his way.

      Then, Julian stopped. Even from a few steps away she could hear the way he gulped when the headstone came into view. “There,” he said in a voice just above a whisper. The towering trunks cast black, ominous shadows against the grass and the grave before him. Though the trees lacked leaves and limbs, the shadows still managed to squirm somehow with the passage of the breeze, as though they were fat snakes. Try as she might to raise up the flashlight, she found its beam a trifle when compared to the darkness. Even the moonlight could not fully penetrate the shadows thrown up by the woods. She crept forward on tiptoes, glancing at the headstone. It was awash in a mixture of shadow and moonlight, glowing in places with an eerie phosphorescence. Long, diaphanous threads clung to its far left corner and disappeared somewhere into the grass.

      A sound like the snapping of a twig came from the nearby woods, followed by a low murmur. Kim felt her heart surge into her throat and quickly turned around, throwing light all about the black curtain of the woods. “W-what was that?” she stammered to Julian.

      But as she looked over at the grave, she found Julian was gone.

      “J-Julian?” she said, her legs shaking now. “Honey... where...” She turned this way and that, casting light all over the immediate vicinity. The woods, the grave plot where he'd been standing not a moment before; none of them featured any sign of him.

      Kim was alone.

      Trembling, she tugged on the sleeves of her sweatshirt and glanced around, sensing movement in the nigh impenetrable veil of black trees. Something had moved in there, had shifted soundlessly. Had he gone into the woods? Hidden in a tall thicket of grass for some reason? “Julian?” she repeated, this time at greater volume.

      Kim canvassed the woods for a time and paused as her light revealed a wan, vein-ridden hand against the ebony trunk of a wide tree. Red pits seemed to take the place of fingernails on the long, bony fingers and the joints stuck out stubbornly.

      She knew that hand. She'd seen it in the basement that night when the hidden chamber had been opened. Kim loosed a gasp and fell a few paces back. “Julian!” she shrieked, her light wavering, shaking. She tried to keep it fixed on the trunk in question, on the pale hand and on the stranger it belonged to, who was now slowly emerging from behind the tree. Her stomach churned and her mouth went bone dry. She took a step back, then another, allowing the light to fall upon the half-hidden visage of the figure who lurked just inside the boundary of those moon-starved woods.

      A single, incomplete glance was sufficient.

      Kim took off running, a scream bursting from her lips as she went. The flashlight dropped from her hand and died out as it hit the ground.

      It didn't matter. All she wanted was to make it back to the house. She sprinted as hard as her quivering legs would allow, rushing through the sea of tall grass and gasping all the way.

      The thing was beyond horrific, beyond her most fevered imaginings. She felt in some innate way that she'd seen the figure before, had been met with its visage previously, perhaps in a dream, but could not be sure. It didn't matter to her then, whether the hideous wraith-like thing were in some way familiar to her; her heart broke into a gallop at the sight of it and her muscles tensed in anticipation of an escape. At her most fundamental level, base, animal instinct had impelled her to run from it. No explanations were necessary, no time was needed to evaluate the figure past a single narrow glimpse. It was a threat. There was zero doubt of that.

      It was a woman. Or, it had once been a woman. But where its humanity ended and its monstrosity began was clear. It wore a scarce assortment of silver hairs upon its head and boasted nothing in the way of clothing. Sagging breasts and stomach could be seen to droop as it took a shambling step forward. The depthless sockets that once answered for eyes were swollen with the same shadowy stuff that seeped across the ground from the woods. A jagged, hideous maw of a mouth hung wide open, and from its gullet there rang after her a damnably familiar cacophony. The roar, like a stifled, gasping scream, came loud as the thing began to give chase. This was the sound she and Julian had heard issuing from the woods, the sound she'd heard in the cellar before the door to the hidden chamber had been opened.

      Kim could hear the maniac footfalls of the figure as it followed her, could hear the way those flopping white feet smacked the earth and trampled the tall grass underfoot. The pursuer's cry echoed through the otherwise quiet night, cutting through the air and leaving Kim partially stunned. The sound hit her ears like a dizzying punch, and in tandem with her tears she found it difficult to see straight. It was only an animalistic automatism that saw her through and kept her from collapsing due to sheer, debilitating fright. As she sprinted she could all but feel the grasping white hands upon her. Had she slowed for even an instant, it would have taken hold.

      But she did not slow down, did not look back. And in the space of some few seconds, she'd rounded the corner, leaving the unmarked grave behind her, and could now see the back of the house, its windows lit up like welcoming beacons. Invigorated by this sight, she loosed a scream and charged onward, her leg muscles contracting so hard they quaked beneath her skin. She balled her fists and knocked a string of tears from her face, panting and listening for the sounds of her pursuer.

      At some point, as the border of her property neared and she could no longer hear the footsteps behind her, she glanced back at the wall of trees. There, buried amidst the shadows, she saw the crooked, bone-white form of the monstrous crone, the body being drawn back into the black growth as if it were leashed. It lingered in the air for a time like a puppet and then disappeared altogether into the shadowy morass. The awful cry resounded once more, pained, jarring. And then silence returned.

      Kim stumbled through the back yard, through the fire pit, and fumbled with the back door. When she'd managed to unlock it, she dove inside and bolted it, sobbing as she knelt down upon the kitchen floor. She crept away on all-fours, grasping at the edge of the kitchen table and hoisting herself up. She was a shuddering mass, a mess of spit and tears running down her face. Her lungs burned as if she'd inhaled hot smoke, and it was some time before she managed to regain her breath.

      Kim had never been this scared before. The house had frightened her in the past with its creaky floors and dense shadows. Roller coasters, car accidents had all shaken her up before, too. But she'd never experienced anything like this. She placed a hand to her breast and felt her heart throttling in overdrive. Whether it would ever slow down again she was unsure.

      She was a half hour in composing herself, and even when the tears stopped flowing the fear refused to dissipate. Cradling herself, her sweatshirt ringed in cold sweat, she fought her way through the house on sore legs and went upstairs. Slowly, she eased open the door to their bedroom, finding Julian snoring on the bed. As the hall light flashed across his sleeping form, he stirred and looked out at her sleepily. “Hey, close that, will you?” he asked, licking his lips. “My head's killing me, babe.”

      Shuddering, Kim did as she was told. She said nothing, but simply closed the door and slumped against the wall outside.

      Julian hadn't led her outside to the woods. He'd been asleep in bed the whole time. Something else was at work here. The house, some energy she hadn't accounted for, had taken advantage of her and led her there, posing as her husband.

      She palmed at her eyes, gritting her teeth.

      This was a new development.

      Whatever was at work in this house was through with games.

      The ante had been upped.
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      She wanted to wake him, to tell him everything that'd just happened.

      But Kim knew that this was her fight. Convincing Julian that the house was haunted or that the possessed property had fooled her into going out into the woods was an exercise in futility. Julian had seen things there, been scared, but ultimately hadn't gotten worked up enough to act or even to ask the necessary questions. He was comfortable simply putting it out of his mind and letting her do all of the fretting.

      So be it, she thought as she laid down in bed beside him. She'd taken a brief, hot shower and changed out of her sweat-soaked clothes. Kim wasn't feeling calm enough to sleep, but her body craved rest and the bed seemed to her the only secure place in the house. She didn't want to linger around downstairs, where she might peek through a window and find some monstrosity looking back at her. No, here in bed, she could do like Julian did and simply pretend everything was fine. Bumps in the night could go ignored, curious sounds from the woods could be blocked out by the pillow and she could emerge from the packet of covers when the sun was up.

      Fatigued and shaken, she couldn't help but laugh at herself. In what now felt like a past life, Kim had always been critical of the characters in stereotypical haunted house movies. “Why don't they just leave the house, move somewhere else if they're so spooked?” she'd always wonder of the protagonists. Of course, in reality, things weren't that easy. She wondered if she couldn't convince Julian to leave the house and stay in a hotel for a while, but then, what would such a move solve? The presence surrounding this house, the bad vibes, would continue even without the two of them. She was sure. Moreover, this was their house, the asset they'd poured their time and money into for the past weeks. Though they could probably manage a short stint in a hotel, they'd have to come back eventually. Their only other alternative was homelessness. Staying with family wasn't much of an option, especially not in the long-term. The pair needed a place to live, and like it or not, the Beacon estate was it.

      She wondered if leaving the house would be sufficient to break its hold over her anyway. No, it wouldn't be... She realized that it was her own curiosity that had allowed the property's potency to deepen, and it was ultimately this same curiosity that would keep her leashed to the property. Had she not prodded so much, had she not wondered about the former owners and sought to indulge her inquisitiveness at every chance, then perhaps she could have bought into the “old, unremarkable house” hypothesis that Julian believed. But she'd learned too much, had gone far too deep. The house, the property, had its claws in her. Even though she wished to flee, to never set her sights on this accursed, cupola-crowned abode again, she knew she couldn't do so until the mystery had been solved. And when you finally know what's going on around here... what happened to the previous owners, then you'll finally be at peace here.

      Kim was shaken by the incident in the woods, and the mere thought of that hideous, screaming specter was enough to chill her blood. But she put it out of her mind. This was a house of secrets, tightly kept, and she wouldn't be able to make progress without first weathering her share of frights. She was safe and sound in bed now, could plan her future moves with more care so as to avoid that kind of set-up in the future. She'd been lured, tricked out into the woods. But it wouldn't happen again. She half-wondered if it hadn't been a fated encounter, too. Maybe the property was leading her down this track for a reason, feeding her clues one at a time. This, possibly, had been an educational incident, something meant to bring attention to a fresh clue and to get her back onto the right track. She'd hit a wall after discovering the rest of the journal was illegible, but then she'd picked up on a new trail. That grave near the woods. She would have to revisit it during daylight hours.

      And, possibly, if she wanted some real answers, she would take a shovel with her.

      Pursing her lips, Kim shoved the thought from her mind and fought to sleep. Her tired limbs pounded against the mattress. She closed her eyes, breathed deeply and curled up against Julian, who grumbled in his sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The dreamscape opened up before her like a projector screen. She was shown the basement stairs, glowing in an ethereal light. Then, descending as though disembodied, the hidden door came into view. Slipping into the inky depths of the chamber, Kim could see her surroundings with more clarity than she could in her waking life. The table of Virgin Mary statues sat to the right, near the strange control panel on the wall. The fractured crib, the moldy changing table.

      There was something in this scene that didn't quite fit, however.

      Standing in front of the far wall was the silhouette of an old woman. Naked, sprigs of coarse silver hair draping her bare shoulders, she seemed hard at work before the mural. The painted sun, even in this dream, seemed to grin back at Kim with great energy, and the colors appeared brighter, more vivid than they did in real life.

      The sight of the woman, hunched and working at the mural, inspired caution in Kim, who stopped at the threshold of the room and merely watched. Her eyes were drawn to the painting, whose blank, open spaces had since been filled in. The woman was drawing, had some painting instrument in hand, and was making additions to the work she'd presumably started in life. Tall, black columns were sketched in, somewhat bent. She knew what the woman was drawing in an instant.

      The woods.

      Kim hated the sight of those trees, wanted to step forward and erase them, but she stopped in her tracks, not daring to move even a single inch. The woman at the mural had stopped, seemingly taking notice of Kim. This woman, naked and hunched, was fast becoming a fixture of her dreams. Kim had first seen her in the kitchen, making tea. The most recent sighting of the hag in the woods had taught her to use caution.

      The woman was turning around to face her.

      Kim tensed, looked away and wished she could hold up her hands in defense. She wasn't possessed of a proper body here, however. She was merely drifting through this environment, a spectator. The woman was going to look at her again with those dense, shadow-filled sockets where her eyes had been. She'd open her large and hideous mouth to loose that dread scream she now knew so well.

      But instead, Kim saw Dakota's smiling face. The old woman had turned, growing several decades younger in the space of an instant. Dakota Reed, with her long, brown hair hanging low over her shoulders, turned, set down her brush and smiled at Kim warmly. She looked exactly like she did in the photographs Kim had seen. So... this mural is Dakota's work, then?

      Kim remained silent, did not approach. For her part, Dakota, too, was silent. She continued to smile, still as a statue, until some other expression began to creep into her face. Kim recognized this, too, even if she'd never seen it with her own eyes before. Dakota's eyes began to widen, greatly, and her smile grew to exaggerated proportions. Her pearly teeth showed through her lips like the fangs of some savage animal, and her shoulders stiffened from their previously relaxed posture. This was what Dakota Reed really looked like. This was the Dakota from the journal; obsessed, hysterical. The Dakota that Edwin and Enid had never known.

      Before Kim could even process the movement, Dakota was sprinting at her, face red and eyes ablaze. The effect was terrifying. She sprinted through the dim, dusty room like a demon, her bare feet smacking into the floors with thunderous steps that made their surroundings shake. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, screaming so loud that the dreamscape shuddered. Her teeth were bared, lips curled back. With every passing moment she appeared less and less human.

      Kim stepped back into the blackness, was surrounded by it. Dakota disappeared in the next instant, just as she was about to reach the doorway of the chamber. Sighing with relief, Kim felt the dream ending and her mind ushered into a deeper phase of sleep. She'd been released from the dream, and just in time.
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        * * *

      

      Kim awoke just before dawn. With some difficulty she managed to check the time. She hadn't been in bed long enough to get a full night's sleep, but somehow she found herself awake, the fragments of her dream clinging to her mind like a thin film. Sitting up in bed, she was pulling back the covers before she even realized it.

      There was only one thing for her to do.

      Kim stepped out of bed quietly, walked out of the bedroom and began downstairs. Then, in the kitchen, she unplugged her phone from its charger, activated the flashlight setting and stood before the cellar door. Sucking in a deep breath, she opened it and looked down the stairs at the darkened basement, at the shadows cast by the hulking door, still ajar.

      She needed to go down there and check.

      Last time Kim had dreamt of the woman, she'd come down to the kitchen only to discover the tea kettle and other assorted items out on the counter. Would it be the same thing with the mural? Would the dark trees be painted in where they didn't exist previously? There was only one way to find out. Bolstering her courage, she reached out and flipped on the cellar light. Then, slowly, she took the first step down. Then the next. Holding her phone firmly, she hopped down the last couple of steps onto the concrete floor.

      She was standing outside the hidden chamber now, sticking the light through the narrow opening. Already she was sure of what she'd find, but she simply had to see it with her own eyes. She had to know whether Dakota Reed was really trying to reach out to her, and that her fevered dreams had contained some kernel of substance. Slipping inside, Kim blasted the far wall with light, giving a sharp whimper as the mural came into view.

      “Oh... holy shit...” She staggered forward a few paces, studying the piece from end to end.

      Sure enough, scrawled messily and repellently where before there'd been only empty space, was a wall of black, leafless trees. Perhaps it was simply the darkness of the chamber or the haphazard way in which they'd been thrust upon the wall, however the trees seemed to her nauseously life-like.

      She walked up to it, gulping down dust and dread in equal parts, and canvassed the painting in disbelief. The light shook as she took in the bright yellow sun, still grinning eerily, the blue sky. And then those damnable trees. The paint still looked wet, the streaks of black not yet fully dried. They'd been painted very recently indeed.

      As Kim approached the mural, she stepped on something. Recoiling immediately and thinking it a large insect, she jumped back and looked downward, lifting her bare foot and examining the sole. There was a smudge of reddish blood upon it. Thinking it strange, she brought the flashlight's beam to the floor and examined the soiled concrete.

      There, on the floor before her, was a severed fingertip. It was still moist, runny, the blood nearly obscuring the pearly blue nail polish on the nail bed.

      She moaned and tumbled back, dropping her phone. It flickered for a moment before stabilizing, sitting a few feet away from her. What is that doing down here? she thought, her heart thundering in her ears.

      Then, from behind her, her light a bit too far for her to easily reach, Kim heard something.

      The sound of a palm striking the cold, concrete wall. It came from the corner directly at her back, where the table full of statues was situated.

      She could feel eyes on her. Dozens, maybe hundreds of eyes all converging on her trembling body from somewhere in the darkness. Shaking, she lurched forward and took hold of her light. Then, scrambling away so that her back was up against the broken crib, she flashed it into the corner.

      Her scream rang throughout the house.
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      Behind her, the shadows seemed to churn.

      Looking up into the blackness, to the dim corner of the concrete chamber, something appeared to creep along the wall. A statue fell from the table, splintering at once. Like the beating of some shadowy heart, the writhing blackness along the walls began to expand and contract. Kim wasn't sure what she saw in it, if anything, but it was sufficient to make her scream. She struggled to her phone on all fours and then hopped to her feet, springing out across the room and exiting. She stomped her way up the cellar stairs, arriving in the kitchen where the first stirrings of dawn could be seen to peek in through the windows. She shut the cellar door behind her and slumped against it feebly. She was sweating profusely, shaking.

      She needed to calm her nerves, to slow the racing of her heart. If she failed to do so, she felt somehow certain she would die. Hand on her chest, she paced for a moment in front of the basement door, her other palm pressed against it as if to ensure it was sealed and solid. Panting, she tried to make sense of what she'd seen down there. It was early morning, of course. Perhaps some lingering bit of sleep had blurred her vision, made things appear downstairs that weren't really there.

      No.

      There was no use in denying it.

      A nervous wreck, Kim ambled to the sink and washed her face. Then, licking at her lips, she looked out the window at the new day, the sun breaking through the thin cover of clouds. The woods were still heavy with night, casting their usual shadows. Tendrils of black, like smoke, seemed to waft up from the inner depths of the woods. She turned away, pawing at her bandaged finger and milling around furtively. After starting the coffee maker, she took a seat at the table, sniffing at the cool air as it was scented by the fresh brew. The familiar scent was soothing, but it did little to efface the air of malevolence that'd settled over her. In that inky mass of shadows she'd sensed something intense, perhaps hatred.

      She heard a thump from the upstairs. Then another. Fearfully, she looked to the doorway, tensing up. Someone was coming. Kim gripped the edge of the table till her knuckles grew white and her heart picked up once more, seizing rapidly as loud, clumsy footfalls issued from the nearby living room.

      It was Julian.

      Wiping sleep from his eyes, he coughed and looked over at Kim dully, his pajamas thoroughly wrinkled and a crust of drool along the corner of his mouth. “How long you been up?” he asked, apparently missing the terror in her expression by a mile. He switched on the kitchen light, blinked hard, and then walked over to the coffee maker. He set up two mugs and dumped a few teaspoons of sugar into his.

      “Not long,” she said, her voice unsteady. Kim was kneading the sleeves of her sweatshirt, working them out of shape and stretching them. She thumbed the fabric pensively, her nail digging into the fibers. She glanced again out the window, then turned to the cellar door. “Can I... can I show you something?” she asked in a hushed tone of voice.

      Sniffing groggily, he cracked his knuckles and sighed. “Uh, sure.” Giving his waistband a tug, he hiked up his sagging sweatpants and followed Kim to the basement stairs.

      She led him quickly, marching down the stairs and waving him into the hidden room. She dug her phone out of her pocket and activated the flashlight once more, entering behind him and shining the light throughout. When she'd glanced over the corner where the shadows had come to life and had been satisfied in finding only a bare wall, free of shifting darkness, she took a few steps cautiously, her gaze then glued to the floor, and tried to find the severed fingertip.

      She looked and looked, but it wasn't there.

      Kim couldn't account for it. Even the smudge of blood she'd left behind on the concrete from stepping on it seemed to have disappeared. How this could possibly be so she was unsure, and the longer she looked, the more she began to doubt her own memory. Maybe, she thought, you imagined it. A shudder coursed through her. Then, raising the light, she wandered further, illuminating the mural. Sure enough, the awful, black trees still remained. “Have a look at this,” she said.

      Julian stepped forward and leaned down at the painting, squinting. “Uh-huh?”

      “Those trees?” began Kim. “I don't think those were there before.”

      Julian fought back a little snort, shaking his head. “Nah, I'm pretty sure they were. I mean, they must've been. Because unless one of us has been down here painting, I mean, what?”

      Kim reached out and touched them, drawing a bit of paint off of the wall on her fingertips. She wiped them off on her pants and frowned, her hands feeling profoundly soiled. “But the paint is still wet.”

      He shrugged, taking a step back and looking to the narrowly opened door. “Probably just the humidity making the paint run. It gets humid back here, you know.”

      Kim frowned. “I mean, I guess so...”

      He chuckled, leading her out of the chamber and up the stairs. Arriving in the kitchen, he found the coffee maker had finished and busied himself by pouring them each a mug. “What do you think? If it wasn't one of us, then who could possibly come in to work on that painting?” He grinned. “Think it might've been the former owners coming by to touch up their masterwork?” He shook his head and stirred his coffee. “Fat chance.”

      But that'd been precisely what Kim had seen in her dream. She'd seen Dakota herself standing at the mural, painting. Those trees had been a new addition, she was sure of it.

      “Don't worry about it,” he said, handing her a piping hot mug. “It's not really a big deal. We'll go down there later, empty that room out. A fresh coat of paint and a ping-pong table and you won't recognize the place. Guarantee it. In fact, you might never want to leave there.”

      Kim rolled her eyes and took a sip of coffee. It was too hot, and she drew back, her lips tingling. Maybe she had just imagined it all, had confused dreams with waking life. That was happening more and more these days. She felt like she couldn't sleep without being drawn into some nightmare scenario or waking to make a dreadful discovery. Something in the house-- Dakota, by the looks of it-- was reaching out to her through dreams. But then, what was the dream and what was real? Her head was spinning as she considered this. So much was happening in the house that it was getting hard to keep things straight. The severed fingertip in the cellar... maybe it'd been a hallucination, a part of the dream that she'd simply conflated with her trip to the basement. The sole of her foot itched for the remembrance. But those trees... surely they were new, weren't they? If they had been there before, then she felt quite sure she would have remembered them.

      She was pulled from her thoughts by a loud knock at the door. She startled, almost spilled her coffee, and looked to Julian. It was coming from the front door.

      “Now, who might that be? It's just past the butt-crack of dawn.” He set his mug down and ran a hand through his hair, matting down the sandy, unruly locks. “I'll go and see.”

      As he left the room, he seemed to take all of the oxygen with him. Kim didn't much like the thought of being left alone and quickly ran off after him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, I'll be damned,” said Julian, laughing as he handed back the clipboard. “About time!”

      The deliverymen grunted as they brought in the first of several boxes. The cabinetry, countertops and flooring were ushered in at great speed by a pair of movers. They brought the boxes into the kitchen per Julian's instructions, quickly filling the space around their dinner table and spilling out into the living room. Julian was ecstatic, rubbing his hands together and handing the men a good tip as they walked out the door panting.

      “Thanks, fellas,” he called after them, closing the door. He then turned back to Kim, who glanced about at the stacked boxes uneasily. “The kitchen stuff is here. I can finally get started!” He pointed to Kim's hand, her bandaged finger sticking out awkwardly. “Of course, you'll have to sit this one out. You can always hang back and make me some lemonade, though.”

      She arched a brow. “Oh, yes, sir. I'll do just that.”

      As Julian busied himself upturning the whole kitchen, Kim made her way upstairs, eager to separate herself from the bustle. Renovations were the last thing on her mind, and Julian's exuberance in the face of her terrible dream was immensely irritating. Hiking up the stairs, she walked to Julian's study and entered, shutting the door behind her. As she shuffled in, she found the boxes of his things much in the same positions she'd left them. He hadn't even been in since she'd begun unpacking. Kim plopped down into his office chair and spun around, appraising the bare walls and wondering how she would fill her day. The finger injury seemed like an almost lucky occurrence to her now. She didn't care for the idea of tearing out the old, nasty cabinets or bringing up the linoleum. Digging into the house, coming face-to-face with its bones, with its past, made her stomach churn. She'd been doing more than enough of that on her own.

      Maybe, like they'd found in the bathroom or attic, there'd be some eerie memento left behind by the Reeds in the kitchen, too. Something creepy deposited behind the old cabinetry or under some molding. She wanted nothing to do with it. The weight of her thoughts was sufficient to make her head pound. To add anything more to her mental load, to strain her nerves any further, would have been too much.

      Nibbling at her thumbnail, Kim leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. The smell of dust seemed to fill the air. She wished there was a window to open in the room.

      You're not going crazy, she thought to herself. Those trees really were freshly painted. And you did see your fingertip down there, on the floor. And... you were chased away from that grave by something awful. That same something, Dakota, or whatever it is, pretended to be Julian, led you out of here and set you up. Her chewing intensified, her front teeth locking onto her nail and her eyes suddenly widening. What would've happened if you'd slowed down back there? What would've happened if you'd let yourself get caught that night, near the grave site?

      Somehow, she didn't really want to know.

      While initially the energy about the Beacon estate had seemed impotent enough, a bothersome, if not frightening distraction, things had changed. She'd learned more about the house's past, about the Reeds, and had gone to great lengths to uncover yet more secrets. And so, when those secrets became manifest and lashed out at her, she couldn't really be surprised. Things were growing, changing within the house. She thought back to the shadows in the basement, the way the mass of blackness on the wall had undulated and spasmed. Just what was gestating in the house she couldn't say, but that she wouldn't like it she felt somehow sure. Every day now she seemed to be picking up on a new piece of the puzzle and every day she was drawing closer to some inevitable ending. Her participation wasn't even necessary; the answers were coming to her now. At first gradually, but now with mounting speed. She needed only to close her eyes, to dream, and things were made clear to her. She was too far along the track now to turn back. The ride wouldn't stop until she reached the bottom of the hill.

      Why her? Why was the energy surrounding this property interested solely in her? Julian was not bothered by it. He wasn't having awful dreams or stumbling upon terrible revelations like she was. Something in the house, in the woods, had taken an interest in her, specifically, for reasons she couldn't name. What did this force, this entity, wish to do with her? Was it seeking to kill her? To gain her attention? Her trust? It wasn't time for her to find that out yet. She was still in the car, the largest hill of the roller coaster rising up before her. And there was no harness to speak of.

      She cringed, imagining herself climbing some enormous hill. The sheer drop, yet unseen; would she survive it?

      She swiveled in the chair, appraising the tacky leaf motif on the closet door. And then, curiously, she noticed that the door itself had been left partially open. She reached out to edge it closed, but stopped short as she caught sight of something within the closet.

      A pair of wide, bloodshot eyes stared out at her.

      Kim reared back, almost overturning the chair, and stood up. Panting, she felt the stranger's steely gaze dissecting her. She trembled, kept the chair as a barrier between herself and the closet, and picked up on a sound like hushed murmuring issuing from within. It was a frail voice, weak, but not completely unfamiliar to her. She gulped and listened more closely.

      The words still didn't come through. She could make no sense of what was being said.

      That it was Dakota's voice she felt sure, however.

      Pursing her lips, Kim reached out and gave the closet door a shove. It slid open, squealing on its track. She held out her hands as if to block anything that might emerge, but then paused and lowered her guard.

      There was nothing in the closet.

      Nothing, that is, except for a small, familiar, leather-bound book sitting on the floor.

      Dakota's journal.

      Wetting her lips and glancing about the room, she appraised the book narrowly. Then, slowly, she approached the closet, knelt down, and picked it up. What are you doing here? She turned it in her hands, wondering how it'd ended up in the closet. She certainly hadn't left it there. Kim couldn't remember moving it. Did Julian put it in there? But why? The more she thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Julian had relocated it. It had made it into the closet somehow, maybe of its own accord. And it'd moved there for a reason.

      Clearing her throat and attempting to instill some calm, she thumbed through the book. It's just an old book, remember. There's no reason to get spooked. You've read the whole thing, seen all it has to offer. Her eyes landed upon the inside of the front cover as she did so, and she spied something odd. Something she couldn't remember from her previous perusals of the book.

      Penned in the inside cover in the rough, chaotic characters that Kim had come to recognize as Dakota's hasty writing, was a single phrase. Bring back my baby, it read.

      She fought back a shiver and closed the thing at once. “You must've overlooked it,” she assured herself aloud, combing a hand through her black hair and wincing as her fingers grew entangled. “She was obsessed with having a baby, so she probably scribbled that all throughout the book. Nothing weird about it.” Kim paced before Julian's desk a moment, looking down at the book in her hands with a shaky facade of cool disinterest. She was trying to play Julian's game, trying to write it off as a coincidence, as something unimpressive.

      It didn't work. Unlike her husband, she didn't believe the lie. Kim had seen too much to simply ignore it. Dakota was trying to reach her, this time through the journal. There could be no other explanation.

      Exiting the study, she closed the door softly behind her and walked to their bedroom. There, she set down the book on her nightstand and took a seat upon the bed, looking at it reservedly in the light that came in through the half-opened blinds. What did Dakota want her to do? All of this communication through dreams, all of these hints and frightening visitations; what did they mean? “Maybe,” she mumbled, “she can't move on from this house because something happened to her baby. Maybe she needs you to help her leave this place. She wants to know what happened to her baby, and you need to do something before she can leave this world and go to the next.” She paused. “But what?”

      Weighing the book in her sights, she crossed her legs and sighed. Kim was at a loss. Dakota claimed to want her baby back. Where had her baby gone? And, for that matter, why hadn't anyone known about it? Dakota had always wanted a child, so it was hard to believe that she'd simply keep news of a new baby to herself. She could have lied about how they'd found the child. Could have said they adopted it, something like that. But, so far as she could tell, they'd never told anyone about this baby they'd found in the woods. Recalling the journal entry describing their first encounter with the infant incited her stomach to churn. The baby had been delivered to them in the black, dead woods by a dying, mangy wolf. This was still too surreal to believe. Growing nervous, Kim chuckled to herself, breaking up the silence. Perhaps the Reeds just had a really wicked sense of humor and had left behind this journal as a cryptic joke. The child had certainly come from an orphanage or someplace similar.

      No, she thought. Everything in that journal is true. I don't know how, but it's all true.

      From downstairs she could hear Julian whistling loudly. He was on cloud nine, removing things from the kitchen and excited at the prospect of continuing with his renovations. This work would keep him busy for the next several days, at least. And in her condition, with her finger bandaged up, she wouldn't be able to do much work at all.

      Good, she thought, looking at the journal on her nightstand. Maybe this way I'll have the time to figure out what you want. I'm all ears if you want to talk, Dakota. My days are free, so let's see what this is all about. Tell me what you need so that we can both move on from this.

      Not wanting Julian to find it again, she carefully tucked the journal underneath the bed. Then, sucking in a deep breath, she left the room and closed the door behind her.
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      “I'm a one-man demolition team.” Julian stretched, wiping off his sweaty brow and motioning to the kitchen. He'd drained the coffee maker and looked completely wired as he paced around. Wearing a tool belt and gathering up the materials he'd need to get started, he rambled on about his plans for the day, and claimed he might even try to work through the night. Kim watched as he shoved the last of their kitchen supplies into the living room. Stacks of boxed goods, cleaning supplies and more littered the space. Only the fridge remained intact.

      Not sharing his zeal, Kim shrugged and leaned against the back door. “OK, well, if you want some lunch, let me know and I'll throw together cold cut sandwiches.” She arched a brow. “Unless you plan on relocating the fridge, too.”

      “Nah,” he replied, tightening the tool belt another notch around his thin waist. “We'll hold off on that till the cabinets are out, at least. And when everything else is done, we'll order a new fridge. Stainless, yeah?”

      With phone in hand, Kim slipped out the back door and took in her first lungful of the cool breeze. It was a pleasant day out, at least on the surface. If she didn't look to the woods, whose depths were swollen over with a hazy darkness, she could almost pretend that theirs was a welcoming property. She walked around the back of the house, holding her phone up and searching for reception. The breeze played upon her black hair, knocking her bangs across her eyes. Finally, she found a few bars.

      It was time to call the other two contacts Edwin had given her.

      They wouldn't know anything. She knew that already. But she had a mental list of things to check off, of leads to follow, and calling these people for a chat about their old friends the Reeds was at the top. It was the lowest-hanging fruit; everything else on this list was comparatively sinister. She looked to the woods, to the large expanse of open field that led away from their property, unkempt. If this didn't pan out, her next stop would have to be that grave. Even in the daylight the prospect of visiting it bothered her.

      Looking through her contacts, she pulled up the next name. Edwin had given her three numbers to try. The first, Enid, hadn't given her much in the way of new information. Perhaps this man, Richard Brant, would have something meatier to share. She dialed the number and then waited nervously, a hand on her hip. The line began to ring. Composing herself and preparing an apology for the call, she looked to the ground and kicked a dandelion out of the grass, sending it spiraling a few feet ahead.

      Someone picked up.

      “H-hello?” came the voice. Withered, weak, just like Enid's had been. Kim tried to picture the owner of that voice, tried to draw up some caricature of what his face might look like, but even at the third utterance of a baffled and raspy “hello”, she could picture little else but a sun-bleached skeleton half-buried in sand. The man's tongue seemed to click against his upper palate as he spoke. He sounded parched, no longer in the habit of speaking.

      “Yes, hello,” began Kim. “Sorry to disturb you. My name is Kim Taylor. I was calling in the hopes of speaking to you about some old friends of yours? I understand you were acquainted with Dakota and Marshall Reed?” She paused to give him a minute to process the information.

      Instead, the man groaned. “W-what? I can't hear you.” He coughed a little, then continued. “You're gonna have to speak up.”

      Clearing her throat and growing suddenly annoyed, she raised her voice further, stepping away from the house and ambling in the general direction of the woods. “Yes, is this Richard? I'm calling because I'd like to speak to you about your old friends, Dakota and Marshall Reed?”

      “Oh,” said that old man, wheezing a bit. “Well, why didn't ya say so?”

      Kim frowned.

      “Have they been found?” asked Richard, his voice dropping an octave.

      “N-no,” stammered Kim. “Me and my husband just moved into their old house, and I'd like to know more about them.”

      “Uh huh, uh huh,” he said with a grunt. “And what would you like to know? They were dear friends, the two of them. Godliest folk I ever knew.” Each of the man's respirations rang out clearly on the line. She thought she could hear the hiss of some device, perhaps an oxygen tank, in the background.

      Kim bit her lip. “They were godly, were they?” She maintained her volume, not wanting to have to repeat herself. “Very devout?”

      “Oh, yes,” he replied. “The two of them never missed church in all the years I knew them. They'd get there earlier than the rest of us, wait in the parking lot before the services would start.” He hacked for a moment, then calmed. “I remember it well. Marshall would sometimes do the readings when Father Metzger didn't feel up to it. Why, once, during one winter, they had to be sent home from the church. Father told 'em they had to beat it, that services were cancelled for the day because of a pending snow emergency. That's how dedicated those two were. I dunno what happened to 'em, but I pray every day that the two of 'em are at peace, wherever they went.” He then added, with a short burst of coughing. “And wherever they went, I'm sure they went with the Lord.”

      Kim's thoughts were scattered by this man's unexpected answer. It didn't make any sense. Enid had told her that the Reeds were somewhat averse to religion, not at all devout. But here this man made them out to be saints, never missing a day of mass. Which one of them was right? She palmed at her forehead and paced in a circle, trying to come to terms with Richard's reply. “OK,” she said after a moment of puzzled silence. “And this Father Metzger. Is he still alive?”

      “Oh, no,” replied Richard. “That old church up on the hill that we all used to go to closed up about ten years back when Father Metzger passed on. Bothered Dakota and Marshall a lot when the church got shuttered. Never was another one to replace it, either. Not out where they lived, in the boonies.” He cleared his throat loudly, gratingly.

      “Right.” She kicked up a clod of dirt and grass with her shoe. Who's right, then? Enid or this guy? I mean, there are a bunch of religious statues and things in the house, but Enid sounded so sure... “All right, and did the Reeds have any children?”

      To this question, at least, he provided the expected answer. “No, no children, those two. A shame. They'd have made fine, godly parents.”

      Kim nodded. OK, so that's three close acquaintances now that didn't know about this baby they found in the woods. What the hell? How could they have kept it a secret all these years? Maybe... maybe the two of them put up fronts and acted a different way depending on who they were around, but... who's right? Kim knew that likely none of them were. As before, she realized that none of these people knew what she knew, had seen Dakota and Marshall for who they really were. The former owners of the Beacon estate were certainly a mysterious pair, and they'd evidently been good at keeping their secrets.

      When she'd entertained a bit more chit-chat, she hung up on Richard and was quickly dialing the next number, which she'd been told belonged to a “Lilith.”

      This number, however, proved disconnected. Putting the phone to her ear, the annoying dial tone registered, followed by a pre-recorded message about how the number was no longer in service. Her anticipation died forthwith. It was all she could do not to throw her phone into the woods. There goes your last lead. Now what? She grimaced, stuffing her phone into her pocket and ruminating on the talks she'd had with these strangers. From them she could only surmise that the secretive Reeds had been many-faced, wearing numerous masks around their acquaintances.

      Her gaze wandered listlessly about the yard. She watched the quivering grasses as they were caressed by the breeze, looked to the dense, black columns populating the woods. Then, she looked to the back of the house, where something caught her eye.

      Propped up against the stucco exterior, to the immediate right of the kitchen window, was a shovel. At the sight of it, she recalled the unmarked grave near the edge of the woods. In the night, she'd been chased off from that spot by the hideous, screaming specter of Dakota. But now, in the sunlight, with a pleasant breeze playing upon the land and her resolve strengthened by the lack of any other leads, she felt she could revisit it.

      Is that really a good idea? she asked herself. I mean, what could you possibly find there without defiling the grave? That's a crime... and, anyway, it's a terrible thing to do. She gulped, digging her heel into the grass. What if someone found out about it? That you'd messed with this old, unmarked grave? She shook her head, as if to convince herself. Nah, no one could possibly find out. It's out in the middle of nowhere. It's abandoned, unmarked. If you mess with it, no one will ever know. You could even cover it back up. Poking around in that grave is the only way forward. It's distasteful, sure, but you stand to solve this mystery by digging into it. If you find the skeleton of their baby, then perhaps you'll know why it is that Dakota still haunts this place. Maybe there will be some clue in there... something that'll tie everything together...

      It was wrong. She didn't really want to do it. But in that moment, she could think of no alternative.

      This was the perfect lead, and it was in plain view, staring her right in the face.

      She would be stupid not to dig it up.

      Then again, it was really messed up. Digging up a stranger's grave... was that really what this had come to?

      She went for the shove, then paused.

      Kim nibbled on her lip, then reached for it again.

      No... no, just leave this be. It's not right... it's not your place to mess with this. Maybe... maybe the police should know about the grave and carry out an investigation to see who's buried there.

      She twitched a little, a light breeze swaying her in the other direction.

      The cops don't know the half of it, though. They'd never believe the things I've seen, the things I've gone through. This is my challenge and mine alone. If I'm going to get to the bottom of this, then I have to go it solo. Dakota has revealed herself to me. She'd want me to do it alone, I think.

      Unable to completely dismiss her hesitance, Kim grabbed the shovel, pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail and hiked up the sleeves of her sweatshirt. She took off across the yard and towards the woods.
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      Kim stabbed the tip of the shovel into the ground, letting it stand upright as she took a cautious step forward.

      There, sitting dully in a nest of grass, was the blank headstone.

      I can't believe I'm doing this.

      The walk to the grave had been quick, pleasant. In the daylight it was no trouble at all, and the sight of the small grave wasn't eerie in the least. It almost looked as though it belonged there, a proper piece of the scenery. But as she considered digging it up, her heart began to thrash all the same. Kim glanced around, knowing as she did so that she was far from the prying eyes of earthly onlookers. Julian was busy in the kitchen, hammering away at the old cabinets. There was no one else around for miles. She was far from the road, from any settlement. And, for that matter, no one could possibly care about her digging into this abandoned, unmarked space. Perhaps, she thought, it wasn't even a grave.

      Vanquishing her doubts, she reclaimed her shovel. With a few quick swipes she yanked away a good portion of the grass that grew about the headstone's perimeter and then wedged the tip of the shovel beneath one corner. Carefully, she pressed down on the wooden handle, loosening it from the soil and lifting it very slightly. With no little apprehension, Kim reached down and picked up the piece of stone. It was in fine shape and surprisingly light. Examining both sides, she found it completely plain, a flat slab of rock, and then cast it aside into the tall grass.

      It was time to do some digging.

      How far she'd have to go to find whatever was hidden in the plot she couldn't say. Four, five, perhaps even six feet. She wasn't even sure she could manage to dig that deep; she'd never been much for this kind of physical work. Nevertheless, fueled by her intense curiosity, she used her heel to bury the shovel in the soil where the headstone had been and began to dig. One shovelful after another she tossed the moist, grassy earth to one side. She panted as she did so, less due to fatigue and more because she felt positively terrible for doing it. Desecrating a grave; she couldn't have imagined herself ever doing this until just then.

      Still, she didn't pause. She didn't even slow down. Kim wanted to know what was buried there, and recalled the fright she'd had in that very spot when she'd been led away from the house in the night. There was something important buried here, it was a certainty. And it was now time for her to figure out what it was.

      Grunting, Kim grew sweaty, her sweatshirt becoming damp and clinging uncomfortably to her chest. She wiped the moisture from her brow and continued on, thrusting the sharp tip of the implement deeper and deeper into the soil. The sky didn't seem to change much; how long she'd been digging when she finally hit upon something of interest was lost on her. She'd gone about the digging in a disorganized fashion, striking first into a deep hole of small dimensions, before adding to its radius and then burrowing down till she was knee-deep. She was standing more than a foot and a half in the moist soil, which had been undisturbed for years and ran thick with the roots of wild grasses, when the shovel rattled against something. The sound hurt her ears all the more because she could feel the vibrations in her arms .The sharp tip had scratched against something solid.

      Kim leaned down and fought to loose it with bare hands, brushing away soil and attempting to get a good look.

      Prodding it harder, she tried to clear it away, to examine it in the light. Teeth clenched, she was prepared to find a skull, a casket, something macabre.

      Instead, she came upon a smooth stone.

      Thinking little of it, she reached down, felt around its edges and pulled it up out of the ground, hoisting it with two hands onto the edge of the new aperture.

      But then, to her horror, the ground beneath her began to shift. Soil fell away under her feet and she felt herself in free-fall. Clutching at the shovel, Kim stabbed at the surrounding ground, attempting to anchor herself, only to come to a stop a few feet down. She'd fallen into something, a chasm of sorts, and a good deal of the earth around her had crumbled away so that she was up to her calves in it. Coughing, shaking herself off, Kim looked up at the sunlit sky, now more distant, alarmingly out of her reach. She'd probably fallen about seven feet into the ground. She reached upward but couldn't quite reach the top of the messy hole she now found herself in. “That's not good,” she muttered, knocking a few clods from her hair.

      Though much of it was obscured by detritus and darkness, Kim found the dimensions of the space to be cramped. She had space enough to move, once she'd unearthed her feet and chanced to step about the pit. And a pit, indeed, it appeared to be. Stones like the one she'd previously unearthed could be found along the top. She shuddered as she appraised them, many still buried in the earth. They'd been placed there to act as a barrier, a thin layer of stones arranged as a sort of roof for this subterranean hold. Unwittingly she'd pulled one of them loose and the thing had collapsed, trapping her down below.

      Where was she? Though she kicked away the dirt here and there, she saw no trace of a coffin. The little cross forged of twigs protruded from the dirt at her feet, but there was nothing here indicative of its being a grave. No skeletons, no bodies... nothing of the sort. Kim reached out and felt the sides of the pit. They were smooth, had probably been shaped some years ago. Surely this hollow space in the earth wasn't a natural occurrence?

      Then, Kim chanced to looked forward for the first time since dropping in, and upon clearing a small mound of dirt and stones, noticed the utter vastness of the space she now occupied. It wasn't as cramped as it'd initially seemed.

      She hadn't fallen into a hole at all.

      No, if the expanse of pitch black before her was any indication, she'd happened upon the entrance to an underground tunnel. Gulping, Kim felt her way forward. She picked her phone out of her pocket and switched on the light, examining the way ahead. It was hideously dark, and the way forward seemed to extend for an immeasurable distance. There was another difference, too, between this newly-discovered tunnel and the pit she'd fallen into. The tunnel, she found, was not so neatly-made as the pit had been. Where the edges of the pit had been smoothed out purposefully, and by a skilled hand, the way forward carried all the bestial characteristics of an animal's work. It was like a tunnel left by some underground pest, roughly hewn, uneven in places, not at all smooth. Something large and powerful had lumbered through the underground, had carved its way through the earth to an indeterminate point in the unseen distance. If her guess was right, then it led in the direction of her house.

      She tried not to think of that, however.

      Kim thought of nothing except how she might escape.

      Her taste for adventure and investigation was gone. She wanted nothing more than to climb out of the earth, to walk along the sunlit field back to her house, to Julian. Dwelling now, at the entry to this massive, shadow-blocked tunnel, she felt terribly vulnerable. There was no telling what'd made it or why. Something, it seemed, had been buried here at one time. And then, remarkably, it'd fought its way out of its grave, burrowing far and maybe exiting elsewhere.

      Kim shivered, appraising the rough edges of the tunnel before her. It didn't look very sturdy; even if she'd wanted to start down its length there was no telling whether it'd collapse on her and leave her hopelessly buried.

      More than that, she wondered if whatever had made the thing would be back.

      She focused her attentions on climbing out. Using the shovel as a crutch, she buried it in the floor of the hole and reached upward, clawing at the smooth edges and trying to make her way up. There was precious little to keep hold of however, and her injured finger made it so that she had to try it one-handed, lest she rip her wound open afresh. Carefully, she dug her shoes into the wall and tried to climb. Then, with a jump, she grabbed onto a large stone that jutted out from the soil above. She held onto it, clambering up the side of the hole and hoping all the while that it wouldn't give way. The stone remained firm, and with some difficulty, Kim managed to claw her way out of the hole some minutes later.

      As she flopped onto the grass and crawled away from the entrance, her limbs burning for the exertion, she looked around. The dead woods greeted her, the sun still burned in the sky. Little had changed since she'd fallen into the hole, but superadded to the cool breeze was the sensation that she was being watched. A surveyance of the woods yielded nothing. Perhaps, then, something was watching her from the pit. She imagined some nightmarish thing ambling through that darkened tunnel, its eyes rising over the lip of the aperture to meet her in the field. Not so long ago the day had been pleasant. Now, the mood was spoiled, ruined utterly by the discovery of this mysterious underground tunnel and the attendant presence. Something sinister had her in its sights and, without bothering to retrieve her shovel from the inside of the pit, she returned home as precipitously as possible, jogging through the field and not daring to glance back.

      Where did the tunnel terminate? Did it really lead back towards the house? As Kim galloped along the field, she wondered if she wasn't walking directly above that accursed underground passage. What dread aberration had carved that path through the underground, and for what purpose?

      Digging up that grave, she decided, was an awful idea. Whatever was down there... it was better off buried and forgotten.
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      Julian took one look at her and began to laugh. “Where the heck have you been?”

      Her clothing was marked in soil, her arms, face and hair were covered in it, and the bandage on her finger had come mostly unwound. More than that, the grime was held fast to her body by a layer of glistening sweat. Standing in the kitchen, panting and kicking off her shoes, Kim paused just long enough to give her husband the daggers. From there, she quickly made her way up to the bath.

      “You look like a tramp, but I love you anyhow,” he said as she went, laughing all the while.

      Throwing her clothes into the hamper, she turned the water on as hot as it would go and let the tap in the bath run for a long while before she even stepped in. She would start with a piping hot shower and then unwind with a warm bath. Carefully she undid her bandage and threw it into the waste bin. The sight of the wound, barely scabbed over, made her ill. Knocking a few pieces of grass from her hair, she glanced herself over in the foggy mirror before stepping into the shower.

      The hot water felt amazing against her skin, the best thing she'd felt in ages. She looked downward as trails of brownish muck ran from her body and down the drain. Going to have to clean the tub after this, she thought with a grimace. Dampening her hair, she kneaded at her scalp, dissolved the clumps of dirt that'd clung to her locks and then reached for her shampoo.

      The sound of the tap incited feelings of great calm in her. Kim lathered up her hair and let the shampoo sit a while. Then, while her mane was still sudsy, she applied a generous dollop of body wash to her scrubber and went to town on the remaining patches of dirt. All the while, she thought back to the grave, to the massive tunnel she'd discovered. It felt absolutely surreal. Had she told Julian about it-- something she had zero interest in doing-- he wouldn't have believed her. Hell, until she'd fallen straight into it, she wouldn't have believed it, either. But it was real, that yawning, pitch black tunnel. It'd been carved, no, clawed out by something she couldn't put a name or face to. What had been buried there, she wondered, and who had done the burying? And, for that matter, what could possibly possess the strength to create such a subterranean passage? No animal she could think of, even animals known for their burrowing habits, could possibly have created something so impressive.

      Impressive wasn't the right word.

      The tunnel was massive, mysterious, frightening.

      There was simply no way an animal had been responsible for it.

      She shuddered as she thought back to the almost tangible darkness that reigned there, to the rough appearance of the earthen walls. What sort of creature would dare traverse such a space? What could possibly feel comfortable so far underground, in a shadow-choked passage of its own making? The whole thing defied imagination.

      When she felt reasonably clean, she took to filling up the tub. Then, submerging herself in the warm water, she dumped some bath beads in and watched listlessly as they fizzed up, her mind occupied with other things.

      She was getting nowhere fast.

      With each passing day, her fears only mounted. Where the house had made her uneasy early on, the frights it provided her with now were of a far more serious sort. There was no delusion she could cling to to allay her fear; something was after her. What it wanted, what it wished to impart, was a mystery. And she was keen to solve it. No matter what she did, all of her leads seemed to dry up however, leaving her hopelessly stranded till something reached out and touched her. She considered the acquaintances of the Reeds, the three individuals Edwin had put her into touch with. She'd spoken to two of them, and they'd each given a different account of the couple. It was tremendously unsettling. And the more things didn't add up, the more lost she felt.

      Each time she hit a dead end, the feelings of vulnerability in the back of her mind would resurface, take a bow. They were back now, churning beneath the surface of every thought. She had no one she could depend on; Julian wasn't interested in pursuing any of this. She loved him, dearly, but she knew she was in this alone, and that whatever was reaching out to her was interested principally in her. The house had shown precious little interest in Julian. He hadn't suffered from the nightmares, hadn't faced the horrors she'd been faced with. Why was she more receptive to it? Why was it that Dakota reached out to her in dreams?

      She knocked apart a mound of bubbles.

      There you go again, asking your questions.

      Knowing that there would be no rest until she'd advanced in her investigations, Kim exited the bath, took her time in toweling off, and then walked to the bedroom. She put on fresh clothes and stretched out on the bed, the sound of a power drill echoing from the downstairs. She couldn't help but roll her eyes at it. Here Julian was, concerning himself with renovations, while she'd just gone out and discovered a winding tunnel beneath their property. For all she knew, it probably led all the way to their house, its terminus located somewhere nearby.

      She tried not to think of that. For, if she did, thoughts of some dread, nebulous something, emerging in the night to enter the house, naturally followed.

      Rolling onto her side, she perused the nightstand. There, she caught sight of Dakota's journal, its leather-bound form basking in the darkness of the room. A thin film of whitish light drifted in through the breaks in the curtains. Save for this, the room was largely dark. It was hard to know what time it was; that it was late in the afternoon she felt somewhat sure.

      Picking up the book, Kim turned it over in her hands and examined it. The journal had been the key. If only she'd been able to read it from beginning to end she'd have ended up with the answers she wanted. There were many entries, perhaps across several years, that could've elucidated the mysteries surrounding Dakota and Marshall Reed if not for the damage to their pages. Instead, she was left with a book whose overwhelming bulk was useless, frayed paper and splattered ink.

      Maybe that was the point; maybe Dakota was trying to make contact with her because she wanted someone to know about what'd really happened to her and her husband more than seven years ago. The journal had been left behind as a clue, but when it became too damaged to read, Dakota's spirit had been forced to intercede. This was a pleasant spin on the situation, one that Kim was eager to cling to. Something bad happened to the two of them, and they're trying to let someone know about it from the other side. They want people to know what really happened to them, why they disappeared without a trace. And it looks like I'm the only person they want to talk to. The job falls to me.

      Kim considered cracking the cover to re-read the legible tidbits, but found herself lulled into a light sleep instead. Her head firmly on the pillow and her limbs growing slack, she dropped the book softly onto her belly and began to breathe deeply.

      She was asleep before she knew it.
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        * * *

      

      Numbness. An all-encompassing darkness.

      And then, slowly, Kim passed into the dream.

      She knew herself to be dreaming from the onset, her lucidity creeping in before even she'd had a chance to appraise the dreamscape.

      She was in her room, still on the bed, the space lit in a flickering orange glow as if illuminated by candles. She looked up from her pillow, found the journal still sitting close-by, and picked it up.

      Then, for reasons she couldn't altogether articulate, she rolled over, opened it, and began to read.

      Somehow, though the discovery did not excite her quite so much in the moment as it would upon waking, the writing was all legible. The journal was pristine, undamaged, the way it must've looked before Dakota had abandoned it to the humid chamber in the cellar so many years ago.

      Licking her finger, she leafed through the book, sitting up in the dimness and examining each page. The paper was crisp now, the words neat and almost jumping out at her as the pages turned. Reacquainting herself with Dakota's doubts and anguish, Kim felt a profound stirring of pity in her heart where previously there'd been mainly shock and apprehension. She felt somehow close to Dakota, and knew better than ever before the depth of the sorrows that'd plagued her on her quest to become a mother.

      Then, just past the midway point of the book, after a stretch of anguished, repeated passages, Kim felt also the surging triumph that had been Dakota's at finally achieving her dream of motherhood. She felt it like she herself had found the child, like her own dreams and prayers had been answered in the woods that day in decades passed. It was like reading an emotional novel. She was growing invested in the characters, could see them coming to life in a way. The character had been so effectively written in this particular tale that Dakota's happiness and sadness were virtually Kim's own.

      She pushed past the familiar parts, skimmed quickly to the entries she'd most wanted to read, eager to find them in a similar state of legibility. The photograph was in the same spot she'd originally found it, sandwiched between two pages. Turning it over, she found something written on the reverse. She hadn't been able to read it before, but could see it plainly now. She mulled it over for a time, puzzling, before ultimately setting it down and moving on through the journal.

      On the back of the photo was written: I AM THE WAY INTO THE CITY OF WOE. I AM THE WAY TO A FORESAKEN PEOPLE. I AM THE WAY INTO ETERNAL SORROW.

      What this meant, if anything, she could not say. She didn't care to ponder its significance, either, for the untarnished entries in the latter half of the journal beckoned. Excitedly, she lapped them up, one after another. So much of what she read in it would end up a blurry mess of half-forgotten nonsense by the time she awoke, but in the moment she felt her mind enriched, her curiosities satisfied. Fear melted away in the face of the knowledge she'd so fervently sought.

      And as she read, she could almost sense someone's breath upon her ear, could make out the words, as she read them, relayed to her in someone else's voice. Someone, maybe, was hovering at her bedside, whispering the entries into her ear as she lazily stretched out and her eyes passed across each page.

      There was mention, now and again, of “The Amber Light”. Dakota explained in hushed tones that they'd installed it in the woods because their baby had run away from them. The light was to serve as a beacon to draw it back to the property. Kim laughed to herself as she read; a big, stupid laugh. How could a baby possibly escape its parents? How could a baby leave the house at all without help? It seemed crazy, silly, that such a thing should happen. And yet, that was precisely what she was reading, and Dakota was relaying to her, in an entry dated just ten months from the day the photo was taken.

      Of course there was more, and in Dakota's gripes about Marshall, Kim could only sympathize. Dakota talked about how Marshall didn't understand, that he did not love their baby the way she loved it. He had said to her, once, with great emphasis and apparent fear, that what they'd come upon in the woods was not a baby at all, though what he meant by that Dakota declined to say. Dakota dismissed his concerns as rubbish, chalked everything up to his nervousness over the prospect of fatherhood. “He is willing to say anything, to come up with whatever outlandish tales he must, in order to evade his responsibilities as a father. That is why the baby does not care for him.”

      Never once did Dakota mention the baby by name and she said nothing of its sex. Kim flipped back several pages, trying to find the spot where Dakota had mentioned picking out a name for the child, but failed to find it. She continued onward instead.

      Entries spanned across the next twenty years, detailing Dakota's great sadness at the baby's absence. She mentions seeing the baby from time to time in the woods, but that the child only ever returns briefly. Oh, how my child has grown, she would often write. During these years she mentions great reticence at leaving the house, in case the child should return to her. She waits long into the night, looking out to the woods, but often sees no sign of it. More and more, with every year that passes, she describes the alienation she feels from her husband and their former friends. Why doesn't Marshall want me to be a mother? This was our dream. Why doesn't he care for our only child? They see few people, scarcely leave the property. This, then, was around the time that they began drifting away from friends, like Edwin and Enid had said. Though, they weren't doing so because they were antisocial or obsessed with the house like so many had thought.

      They were doing it because they were waiting for this mysterious child to return to them after having run away. The child no one knew about. This, and not the house, had been Dakota's obsession.

      We've outfitted the spare room in the cellar in case the child should decide to return. A nursery for my baby! Kim pictured the dim, moist room in the basement and found herself smiling warmly. She could see in her mind's eye the figure of Dakota toiling in that room, painting a scene on the walls, arranging the baby furniture within.

      The journal continued, the last few entries from about eight years ago.

      Once, when the child had returned to them in the night, Marshall had taken it badly and punished it. He'd allegedly buried it in a field near the woods.

      Dakota delighted in this, and described how ineffectual it'd been in separating mother and child. I raised a strong baby, and Marshall was a fool. The child has broken free of that little trap and has come back to me. My child is now in the nursery. Finally home, after all this time. The door is solid there, and I can visit whenever I like...

      From across the room, Kim heard a whistle. Looking up from her book, she saw the squat, naked form of a white-haired old woman in the doorway, looking out into the hall. The woman started from the bedroom, whistling cheerfully as she went. Kim could hear her going down the stairs, could hear her heading for the living room. Kim stood and followed her, her own footfalls silent as she went. The whistling continued, high-pitched and melodious. What would Julian say now? Dakota was headed downstairs; he was bound to see her.

      But, to Kim's surprise, the downstairs was profoundly dark.

      Forced to follow the sound of the whistling and to navigate by touch, Kim ambled carefully through the living room, into the kitchen, and then joined Dakota in descending the basement stairs. There was a light coming from something nearby, some transient, flickering source of orange-yellow light she couldn't account for in their surroundings. When they'd made it into the cellar, Kim then followed Dakota's small, shriveled form into the hidden chamber. That is, the nursery. The pair stepped inside, and after a few moments, the whistling came to an abrupt stop.

      The chamber was inundated in darkness, but the dim, intermittent glow continued, giving Kim just enough light to see by. She didn't feel like she was properly seeing her surroundings, rather, she couldn't but imagine she was sensing them through other means. Physically, she wasn't there; only her mind seemed to drift through the house. Her eyes were closed, she was actually in bed. She knew and understood this. Still, this knowledge did nothing to rob this dream of its realism. She was in both places at once; two halves of her had separated, writhing off in different directions like the two halves of a severed bait worm.

      Dakota had paused before the strange panel in the wall of the room, the set of switches and controls that Julian had been hopeless to decipher. He'd deemed them obsolete, left in the room for some long-defunct appliance from a bygone era. But Dakota's interest in the thing seemed to prove otherwise. She reached out with a bony, white hand and slowly pawed at the switches. She did it feebly, her voice quivering in the back of her throat like some sort of moan. Without turning to face her companion, Dakota gave a frail plea. “Bring back my baby,” she asked, her voice sounding like so much dust.

      Dakota's long finger was extended, pointing to the panel.

      And then, with a sudden dampening of the orange flicker, there was darkness again.
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        * * *

      

      Kim was climbing out of bed before she even fully realized it.

      She went downstairs, surprised to find it darker out. She had no idea how long she'd been asleep. Deep, hammering noises issuing from the kitchen quickly reminded her of Julian's renovation work, the sounds of a sledge breaking through the old wooden cabinets meeting her ears and inciting a grimace. The racket rang through the house with her husband's every grunt. How she'd managed to sleep through it was anyone's guess.

      Groggily, wiping her eyes, she stepped into the kitchen and was partially blinded by the lights. She yawned and headed for the cellar door. That was when Julian first noticed her.

      “Oh, hey, what've you been up to?” he asked, setting down his sledge and wiping at his brow. A thin haze of dust drifted about the room. His clothing was matted down in debris and sweat and his face was red for the exertion. “Napping all this time?”

      She nodded, opening the cellar door and peering down into the darkened depths. She drew out her phone and switched on the flashlight, making her way down the stairs.

      “Where you going?” he asked, scratching at his dusty, golden hair. “I was thinking maybe it'd be a good time for dinner. Think you could start some pizzas while I knock out this last panel?”

      “Uh-huh,” she replied vacantly. She was focused exclusively on the way ahead, on the heavy door that sat ajar at the foot of the stairs. She hadn't come down to make chit-chat or to prepare his  dinner. Julian didn't understand. He simply never understood these things. He was so unsupportive of her. Rather than explain to him what she was doing, she flipped on the cellar light and called up to him with a lie. “Just going to throw a little laundry in the washer. I'll start the food when I'm done.”

      This seemed to please him, and he wandered off into the kitchen again, taking a swig from a water bottle and resuming his noisy work.

      Kim didn't care. From down here everything was muffled. Slipping through the doorway, she entered the nursery and raised her light, seeking out the control panel on the wall. It was strange; every prior visit to this space had filled her with fear. But not this time. On this occasion she felt comfortable. Perhaps it was because she'd been down there so much in recent days. Maybe she was used to it. It now seemed the most unthreatening place in the world; a bunch of old, dusty furniture, an endearing painting. As she reached out to the panel and flipped the first switch, she couldn't understand what she'd ever found frightening about the space.

      Did the Amber Light still work? What would happen if she used these controls, flipped both of the switches? It was what Dakota had asked of her, and Kim had to know. She simply had to know. The fixture was old. She remembered seeing it in the woods, amongst the trees, its body flecked in rust for the years of weathering. But, she thought, maybe it would work. There could be no telling what it would do when it was on, but this seemed to her a necessary action. It was an itch that needed badly scratched.

      She flipped the second switch and then stepped back. Sighing with satisfaction, Kim turned off the light on her phone and stood in the nursery, basking for a moment in the almost perfect darkness of the space. She was pleased with herself. She'd done something good here, had done what Dakota had asked, and maybe something would happen because of it. Kim wanted to make Dakota happy, to make peace with this force about the property that'd hitherto left her shaken.

      As she left the room and started back up the stairs, Kim whistled a brief tune. It was drowned out by the beat of Julian's hammer from the kitchen. She cocked her head to the side as she finished. The tune felt familiar to her somehow, but where she'd heard it she was unsure. She laughed nervously to herself. It felt out of place on her lips.
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      For the first time in a long while, Kim felt happy.

      The two of them sat in the living room, the contents of the kitchen spilling out all around them, enjoying a meal of beer and pizza. They'd turned on a movie. It was an old drama, some award-winner from the past year. She didn't really pay it much mind, reveling instead in the new knowledge she'd gained. Ordinarily she would have been one to question the veracity of information gained through dreams. Not so with this cache of knowledge, however. The forces about the property had reached out to her and bridged the gaps in her understanding. She'd more or less solved the riddle of the previous owners; the reasons they'd stopped leaving the house as the years wore on, the purpose of the room in the cellar. And of those things she didn't have answers for, she could make educated guesses.

      The story, as far as she could tell it, was that the Reeds had built this house when they were young, had lived in it for some years before coming upon a baby in the woods. They'd kept the child a secret from everyone they knew, probably because they feared some stigma, and then took to caring for the child. Then, when the child, seemingly rambunctious, was old enough, it ran away from home and they spent the bulk of their time in the house waiting for its return.

      There were details, though, which she couldn't account for in this neat little narrative, details which she found herself pushing out of her mind. These details; the masked onlookers in the woods, the religious paraphernalia in the cellar, the fact that Marshall had, supposedly, buried their child in that makeshift grave near the woods, were things she could not place in the chronology for fear that they might suggest other, more ominous events. She took to dismissing them each as she nibbled on a crust of pizza, legs crossed.

      She'd seen the photograph of the masked subjects, probably taken some Halloween many years ago, and in her earlier, worried state, she'd glimpsed things out in the yard that weren't really there. Then there was the matter of the visitation outside, the night she'd been led out of the house by a phantasm masquerading as her husband. Dakota had wished to make contact with her, that was all. And the religious items were commonplace enough. Perhaps they'd been gifts, or intended as gifts, and simply left behind in the chamber by the couple. Dakota's assertion that Marshall had buried the child near the woods, well, that was frankly impossible. It would have constituted murder. And then, there was the fact that she herself had investigated that grave and found a tunnel issuing from the pit. No human being, much less a child, could possibly dig through so much earth to free itself. There was no way Dakota had actually meant that. Kim had misremembered, or her dreaming mind had taken liberties with that specific bit of information.

      Everything was falling together nicely. With a little effort she could easily explain the events that'd left her ill at ease during their time at the house. It all seemed so ordinary to her now, so comfortable by comparison. She had her answers and was pleased. Virtually everything, except for what'd happened to the Reeds, was known to her, but she now found her curiosity ebbing away. Her hunger over that specific tidbit had waned. It might have sounded strange, but Kim felt a kind of sisterhood with Dakota. Dakota's life had been one with no shortage of frustrations, and having to deal with an unsupportive husband was something that Kim had grown to know well since moving into the Beacon estate. Reading the journal, having her series of fevered dreams, Kim felt she knew Dakota better than any of her friends had known her in life. She was no longer frightened, holding only pity in her heart for the old pair who'd likely gone on waiting till the end of their days for their runaway child. Maybe, she thought, the elderly pair had gone looking for the child in the woods and had gotten lost, possibly hurt, never to emerge again. That was probably what'd happened.

      Kim had spent her first weeks in the house running away. She'd reacted with fright and outrage whenever Dakota made herself known, whenever the forces about the property revealed something new to her. That'd been the wrong attitude entirely. Had she only done the opposite, acted warm and open to the mourning spirits of the Beacon estate, then perhaps she'd have saved herself a good deal of grief. Following Dakota's lead, listening to her whims, would have been the smarter thing to do.

      It occurred to her, too, that in listening to what Dakota had to say, Kim could help her spirit move on. Kim had seen the tortured soul of Dakota with her own eyes; some aspect of the woman still lingered here, wandering the halls late at night, communicating through dreams. If Kim could stay the course and listen, then she could help Dakota move into the next life after eight years of isolation and suffering. From that point on, she resolved to keep her wits about her, to remain understanding to the spirit's plight and to do her best to assist. There was no telling what Dakota might ask for, but if Kim kept an open mind, then perhaps she wouldn't see it fit to resort to fright tactics like she'd been doing.

      Julian was exhausted from the day's work. Having guzzled a few beers and eaten some pizza, he laid back on the sofa and began nodding off, eventually settling against the armrest and snoring lightly. She smiled, throwing a knit blanket over the top of him and shutting off the television. Stretching out herself, she placed her heels up on the edge of a nearby coffee table and picked up one of her books.

      This, she thought, is what it felt like to truly live in a home. More and more she was becoming excited about their future there, about the possibilities that awaited them. Her finger still ailed her, but as soon as it'd fully healed, she'd be able to help Julian with the renovations. She shared his vision now, looked forward to fixing up the house and making it theirs. With nothing left to fear, she possessed only the warmth of happiness in her breast.

      For about an hour Kim sat and read by lamplight. She'd set her book aside and patted Julian on the arm with the intention of going to bed, when her gaze was drawn towards the kitchen. She perked up a little, incredulous.

      There'd been three, firm knocks at the back door.

      Kim wondered if she wasn't imagining things, but the fact that Julian himself had sit up and taken notice, along with the utter solidity of the noises, reassured her. Someone was knocking at their back door. It was well after dark, so that she couldn't imagine having company of any kind. She felt the familiar stirrings of dread well up inside her but did her best to subdue them. Relax, she thought. It's probably nothing pressing; someone's gotten lost out here and is asking for directions. Or, if it is something... supernatural, well, Dakota knows you're on her side.

      It was at that moment that she remembered the Amber Light. She'd gone into the basement to flip the switches some hours ago, just as Dakota had asked. She tensed. Had the light actually worked? Had it subsequently drawn someone... or something... from the woods? She cracked a nervous smile and looked to her husband, who was standing up.

      “I'll check it out,” said Julian, his grogginess banished at once. He approached the door firmly, straightening his clothes and narrowing his gaze. “It was this door back here, wasn't it?” he asked as he crossed into the kitchen.

      “Yeah, I think so,” replied Kim. She was up and following him in the next moment, keeping just a few feet behind.

      Pausing before the back door, Julian reached over and plucked a crowbar from the floor where he'd earlier been doing work with it. Grasping it firmly in one hand, he hovered by the door with obvious hesitance until a second sequence of firm knocks, three in all, started him and he moved to open it. “Stay back,” he said to her as he unlocked the deadbolt and gripped the handle.

      Julian opened the door, his other hand twitching as he did so and the crowbar ready to fly into action at any moment.

      Then, a few seconds and a few curious glances later, Julian took a couple of steps outside. “Hello?” he said quietly.

      Kim walked up to the door, looking out into the cool, dark night. There was no one there. “What in the world?” she muttered. “Was anyone there?”

      He shook his head. “Nah, doesn't look like it.” He looked this way and that, first out to the woods, then to his right and left. There was no one. Julian scratched at his head and sighed, loosing a nervous chuckle. “You know, that's really damn weird.” He cleared his throat, taking a step back and looking up to the moonlit sky. “I opened the door just as the knocking was going on; if someone did knock, then there's just no way they'd be able to disappear that quickly. I'd have caught a glimpse of them running towards the woods, or walking around the house or something.”

      “Maybe it was someone looking for directions,” she ventured. “Maybe a car broke down on the main road, or...” She trailed off, her limbs growing tense at the passage of an unnaturally chill breeze. It wafted in through the door, hanging about her frame for a rather long while before dissipating into the kitchen. She felt her hair standing on end, as though something had just shifted in the space immediately before her. She knew the space between her and the door to be empty, but had felt the new presence nonetheless. Julian was pacing about the lawn, looking around for the source of the knocking and apparently oblivious to the chill. Kim shuddered, looking behind her, towards the cellar door, and then the living room, wondering if some unseen trespasser hadn't just walked by.

      The house had fallen still. Completely. Not a floorboard creaked, not a pipe rattled. It was a sepulchral quiet, unlike anything she'd ever known in the house. Even in the dead of night, when both of them were asleep, she couldn't remember it ever being this quiet. Tonguing her molars pensively, she found she didn't care for it one bit. She crossed her arms and waited for Julian to come back inside.

      Pointing out into the distance, Julian came back towards the door, stealing a glance her way and stepping aside to let her through. “Say, what is that out there?” He paused, squinting. “Maybe it's just me, but the woods look a lot brighter than normal. Don't they? Could be that the moon is hitting them just right. I dunno what to make of it.”

      Taking a step forward, Kim looked out towards the woods, studying the treeline for a time. That was when she realized it, her heart fluttering. The Amber Light... it worked. It really worked. She shook her head and denied it, saying that they looked the same way they always did. Julian dropped it, unconcerned, and reentered the house. But Kim hesitated at the threshold for a brief time, her eyes glued to the faint amber glow that dwelt between the trunks of the dense trees like the flickering candlelight of a jack-o-lantern. It was unmistakable.

      When lit up in this way, the woods seemed to take on a new characteristic. They were given a kind of life, their solid trunks subtly animated. She closed the door behind her and suggested they go to bed.

      Even as she changed into pajamas and made her way across the bedroom, she caught hints of the ethereal amber glow issuing from the woods through the closed curtains. Burning like a beacon out there, its rusted shape casting an eerie light in those woods where light was such an oddity, was the fixture the Reeds had installed in the hopes of drawing their runaway child back to the house.

      It was when she laid her head upon her pillow and fought to get to sleep that Kim recalled a detail out of her dream. She remembered Dakota's complaint that Marshall was unsupportive; unsupportive because he claimed their child was not a child at all, but something else.

      She sighed deeply. Of course it'd been a child. Kim had seen the photograph herself.

      And, if the Reeds hadn't installed that light in the dark woods to lead their child back home, then... what, she wondered, could they have hoped to guide to the property?

      It was unwise to dwell on such a thing considering the hour. Kim forced it from her mind, but still her wandering thoughts returned to that territory, until sleep overcame her.
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      The night passed without incident. There'd been no other disturbances, no dreams. The pair had slept soundly into the early afternoon and risen refreshed.

      Still, as she considered her mug of coffee, Kim felt that something was awry.

      Having felt comfortable around the house the previous day, and pleased with having learned more about its previous owners, she'd been confident that she could now put the property's “bad vibes” behind her. And yet, here they were, all the same, and with renewed gusto. Something was different in the air, and it wasn't solely the clouds of dust that Julian's noisy, constant work on the kitchen floors was producing. The air, even from her spot in the living room, felt heavy, unsuitable for breathing. She stirred her coffee for a minute, let more steam pour off of the top before chancing a careful sip.

      It tasted awful to her, the bitterness nigh overwhelming. She'd made it the same way she always did, had used the same beans and water in the same proportions. Glancing around at the crowded living room, the piles of dishes upon the relocated dinner table, stacks of boxed foods filling a nearby chair, she wondered at the source of this new unease. It wasn't new, exactly, but it was different. She'd thought herself through with all of this dread, but its newest incarnation hit her from somewhere far closer than ever before. There'd been a sea change in the house overnight, ever since the queer knocking at the back door the previous evening. She recalled the way she'd felt a profound cold wash over her, the way her senses had tracked movement where her eyes could find none.

      Kim was jumpier this morning than she had been for quite some time. Julian's pounding and grunting in the kitchen did little to calm her nerves. More than once she'd startled, staining the bandage on her finger with fresh coffee. Sitting on the edge of the sofa, fidgeting, she tried to remember what she'd done the previous day, or the day before. Each day in her memory ran into the last, however, and in searching through her thoughts she could suss out only the highlights, usually curious or frightening. Anything that didn't deal with the house or the Reeds became blotted out and obscured. Dinners with Julian, books she'd read; none of that could enter her focus.

      Palming at her forehead, Kim continued to fidget, her toes tapping against the rug in a nervous dance. She felt like her head was elsewhere, as if she'd somehow become disembodied and the act of rejoining her body and mind was too difficult. Something was in the way, scrambling her thoughts and making her feel sapped of intelligence. Maybe she'd eaten something off, or gotten too drunk the previous night. No, you hardly drank then, didn't you? She doubted her memories of the previous night's dinner, counted, then recounted her memory of the beers she'd consumed.

      It didn't matter.

      Setting her coffee down amidst the clutter of a side table, Kim rose in a huff and ascended the stairs. Entering the master bath, she switched on the light and pulled out the first-aid kit. It was time to change her bandage, the white gauze still damp with lukewarm coffee. Tugging away the old bandage, she threw it in the waste bin before applying an antiseptic spray and tugging open a new patch of gauze. The digit was healing well, and had clotted evenly, but it was still hot and red around the wound. She carefully applied the gauze, wrapping it around the tip of her finger, and then finished it up with some paper tape as before.

      Looking up at herself in the mirror, Kim noticed two, wide eyes surveying her in the reflection from nearby. Standing just behind her, leaning over her right shoulder, Kim saw Dakota's bright, wild eyes and toothy smile. She said nothing, and their eyes didn't meet; in fact, by the time Kim took notice, the image of Dakota had vanished, making her wonder if she hadn't just imagined it. Kim shook her head, ran a brush through her black hair and pursed her lips. What do you want now, Dakota? Just tell me what you want.

      She'd been letting her hair go as of late. The ends were tangled, knotty. With a wince, she went about untangling the strands, brushing at them vigorously. She started from the ends, tugging hard on the tangles with her boar's hair brush. When they wouldn't come easily, she went even harder. Harder.

      Running the brush through her hair, she found she was panting, the bristles clawing large, black clumps of hair from her scalp. She continued on, tearing fresh hairs out and gripping at the side of the sink, her knuckles going as white as the porcelain. Her eyes teary, she stopped what she was doing and removed the brush from her hair, finding it ridden with black knots. A large clump of hair stuck to it, far more than she'd intended to come away with. Her scalp tingled where hairs had been yanked out, and suddenly she threw the brush into the sink, taking a step back and bumping into the door at her back. Kim looked at herself in the mirror, her face seeming altogether more gaunt and white than usual. Perhaps her eyes were simply bothering her, but the shape of her chin looked different than she remembered it; longer, elongated, unfamiliar. Her eyes were a bit sunken; she'd slept well the night before, but evidently not well enough. She pawed feebly at her cheeks. The reflection is just off because of this mirror. It's new, you're not used to the way you look in it yet.

      Smoothing out her hair, Kim licked the corner of her lips and took an unsteady step out into the hall. She wasn't feeling at all well. A powerful lethargy had claimed her, and she seemed hopeless to shake it off. Shambling down the stairs, she bypassed the kitchen where Julian was still noisily tearing up the flooring and exited through the front door. Closing it behind her quietly, she looked up into the blue sky and paced around near the garage for a time. A cool breeze worked its way over her, bringing her the closest thing to invigoration she could find.

      She'd been living out here in the middle of nowhere for weeks. She couldn't remember the last time she'd left the property, the last time she'd seen other people. Oh, she'd visited with Edwin that one time, she knew, but other than that her only companion had been Julian.

      She wasn't sure whether Dakota counted in this case.

      Spending so much time out here can probably warp your perception... and maybe that's what living here did to Dakota...

      Kim banished the thought, shaking her head as if trying to force it to tumble out of her ears. Dakota and Marshall had had a great social life, by the sounds of it. They'd gone to church. Or, maybe they hadn't. Their surviving acquaintances couldn't seem to agree on that. But, of course, they'd had many friends in their day, despite the isolation of this property. Good friends like Edwin, Enid, and--

      Kim sighed, stretching. She'd spent far too long in the house, away from other people and other sights. It would do her some good, she thought, to take a day-trip somewhere. A trip to a shopping mall, to see a movie, to visit a park. Perhaps even visiting family, or friends back in the city. All of it sounded lovely. It's time the two of you go for a trip. It isn't healthy to be here all the time, focusing on what happened. Maybe Julian's right... I've been obsessed and it's unhealthy of me. We could both use some time out, some time around other people, doing new things.

      She stepped into the garage, its large door sitting open. Scattered all across the floor were tools, boxes of cabinetry and relocated kitchen fixtures that Julian hadn't found space for throughout the house. Kim sighed, walking carefully around a mass of plastic pipes, and looking through the space. She hadn't spent much time in the garage yet. In time they'd go shopping for another car; they could probably fit two full-size vehicles in it with room to spare for the lawn mower and a few boxes of tools. The ceiling was made up of knotted wooden rafters, the space between them thick with spider's silk. The walls, which seemed made of thin sheets of wood, were covered in pockmarks where tools had once been hung. Rusty nails stuck out of virtually ever wooden surface in sight. The floors, smooth concrete, were stained with old paint and oil.

      As she edged towards the door that would lead her back into the house, Kim caught sight of someone in the corner. Her heart jumped into her throat. “J-julian, what are you doing out here? I thought you were still in the kitchen, working on the floors. I didn't even hear you come out,” she managed with a small laugh. He had his back turned to her, and was facing the wall. He seemed to rifle through something furtively, his shoulders slumped and his shape mostly obscured by shadow. Though the garage door was open, the daylight seemed too timid to venture far. The very furthest reaches of the room, the corners, the greatest heights of the ceiling, were all blacked out with shadow.

      The voice that came in reply was not Julian's.

      Kim backed away, her legs going weak at the sound of a stranger's voice.

      “I buried it, but it found its way back here like the savage thing it is.” The figure turned a little, giving Kim a view of its slate-grey face. A narrowed, yellow eye appraised her from the corner. The man bent forward, supporting himself on the wall of the garage as he continued in a deep wheeze. “And now you've gone and invited it back. It could've wandered lost for ages, but you had to invite it back...”

      The man vanished from sight, was rapidly eaten up by the surrounding shadow. The sun moved behind the clouds, further depriving the dark garage of light. Whether the figure still lurked there within the veil of shadow Kim was uncertain. Without hesitation, she reached behind her and forced open the door, stumbling into the house just as Julian started once more into his loud hammering. She locked the door to the garage and pawed away a handful of sweat from her face.

      She couldn't be entirely certain, having gotten only a brief, shadowy glance of him, however it occurred to her that the specter in the garage might have been Marshall Reed.
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      Kim sat at the foot of her bed, knees tucked up into her chest and eyes wide. She needed to talk to someone about this, anyone. Julian wouldn't listen, however. She already knew how it would go. She'd end up causing another fight. He was far too absorbed in his renovation work to care about her hallucinations.

      Chewing on her lower lip till it grew sore, she thumbed at her phone. Perhaps she could speak to Edwin. The contacts he'd given her hadn't done much except muddy the waters, but maybe he would be willing to drop by for a visit. She'd been hesitant before to tell him what she'd experienced in the house, but this time, she'd spill her guts. She'd tell him everything, and she had a hard time imagining him refusing to help her with the mystery of the property. Dakota had reached out to her, and Marshall, too. Edwin would want to know about this, would probably want to help her fulfill his late friends' wishes.

      She dialed his number and drew her voice up into something presentable. She didn't want to sound like a nervous, blubbering mess and have him dismiss her outright as a paranoid city girl. She recalled the way he'd driven off after their last meeting, made nervous when pressed about the woods. Maybe, if she shared all she knew with him, he'd explain to her why he'd reacted that way.

      Her gut dropped through the floor just then. A loud tone sounded, and then a pre-recorded message played, informing her that the number had been disconnected.

      Kim held her breath, looking down at the blinking phone screen with tears stinging the corners of her eyes. “Disconnected?” she mumbled, sniffing back a sob. She redialed it, but the result was much the same.

      She went through her contacts. She'd try anyone who would listen, anyone who'd known the Reeds and could assist her. She dialed Enid's number.

      Disconnected.

      Richard's number.

      Disconnected.

      Lilith's number.

      Disconnected.

      Kim trembled as she set aside her phone. How was it possible that all of the numbers were disconnected? Though the number she'd been given for this acquaintance, Lilith, had never worked, she'd spoken to the rest of them recently. It made no sense whatsoever, and she wondered if she hadn't been made the target of some conspiracy. Had they changed their numbers? Had something happened to all of them since she'd last spoken to them? She clawed at the bedclothes and tried not to cry. She needed to stay strong, to figure all of this out. The appearance of Marshall in the garage had put a fright in her. She was unsure whether she'd done the right thing in listening to Dakota. Perhaps turning on the Amber Light had been unwise. Maybe it'd been off, and left behind that hidden door in the cellar, for a reason.

      She nibbled on a fingernail, shuddering. He said I invited 'it' back. Well, what the hell have I invited back to the house, then? A baby? No, it couldn't possibly be a baby any longer. It would be grown. But, then... Kim moistened her lips. Marshall said it wasn't a baby at all. He said that what he and Dakota had found in the woods that day was something else entirely... so, what was it, then?

      Kim leered at the journal, sitting upon her nightstand. The photograph was still sticking out of it, but she couldn't stomach the thought of looking at it again. To study it once more might reveal a grotesque or frightening detail better left unseen. The longer she sat in the room, doubting her actions, the more she berated herself for having trusted Dakota's spirit. She'd been such a fool, had blindly obeyed the apparition's orders. Maybe it wasn't too late, though. Maybe, if she went downstairs now and flipped the switches back, she could stop things from progressing.

      The room was dark, and the shadows hovering about her felt absolutely dense. The mood in the house had changed all right. Her heart skipped a beat. She'd flipped the switches, turned on the beacon. Something in those woods would be coming back. Or, maybe, when they'd opened the door after that series of knocks, it did come back. Kim canvassed the room slowly, looking for any trace of aberrancy. Everything was as she expected it, and this lack of anomalies almost frightened her more than the manifestation of a hideous phantom. The air felt so off, the mood so wretched, that she was made uneasy. How could the house possibly look so normal? Was there something wrong with her? Was her perception really so off? Maybe, she thought shiveringly, she truly was losing her head.

      She cemented what she knew, piecing events together so that she could convince herself that she understood what was going on. The Reeds found a baby... or, they found something in the woods and brought it to this home. They lived here for years, caring for it. And then it ran off on them. That was why they never left the house; they stayed indoors in the hopes that it would come back. And when it did, they stuck it in that awful nursery in the basement. After that... things are fuzzy. Marshall claims he buried it. Maybe it escaped again, from that room down there, and he killed it. The Reeds kept all of this secret. And they stopped seeing their friends. The thing, baby, whatever, managed to break out of the grave, though. And it came back. I don't know what happened after that. All I know is that, around this time, eight years ago, the Reeds went missing.

      The incessant ringing of her phone knocked her from her thoughts. Kim gulped and plucked it up off of the bed, answering at once. It was Edwin's number. “H-hello?”

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?” The connection was marred by static, so that Kim had to listen hard.

      “Edwin, I'm so glad it's you. I was trying to call earlier but I couldn't get through. Anyway, I was hoping that maybe you'd be able to come by today. It's urgent, please,” she blurted.

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?” came the reply.

      Kim stiffened. “C-can you not hear me, Edwin?” She grit her teeth, holding the phone away from her ear.

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?”

      “Edwin?”

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?”

      She stared down at her phone. In the space of a minute, the reply continued.

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?”

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?”

      “Hi, this is Edwin. How's it going?”

      Each time, there was absolutely no change in the way of delivery. It was almost like a recording was being repeated at regular intervals. After the tenth repetition, Kim hung up and cast her phone down onto the bed. Shaking terribly, she burst out of the room and made her way downstairs, where Julian was taking a bathroom break. The kitchen was in a state of utter disarray, so that she could barely make it to the basement door. Julian took to humming noisily as she began to descend the cellar stairs. Maybe it wasn't too late. Maybe she'd be able to shut off the Amber Light and put an end to this. Dakota wouldn't like it, maybe, but it didn't matter.

      Kim was scared now. Really, truly scared. She wasn't sure what was happening to her, whether she was going crazy or the world was falling to pieces all around her.

      But she did know that she wanted it to stop.

      She needed all of this to stop.

      And as soon as she'd seen to shutting off the Amber Light, she'd take Julian by the arm, lead him out of the house, and the two of them would go on a nice, long trip together. There'd be no more of this sitting around the house in isolation. They'd get out, have a nice, relaxing time somewhere. And maybe they'd never come back. Julian could always write another screenplay. They could always find another house or apartment to live in. She didn't mind the thought of a downgrade. Cutting their losses and moving on from the Beacon estate was all she could think of doing.

      Half-way down the basement stairs, upon flicking the lights on, she stopped dead in her tracks.

      Kim brought a hand to her mouth, stifling a series of sobs riding off the back of an enormous groan.

      The door to the cellar chamber, the nursery, was shut.

      It'd been open last she'd seen it; stuck, in fact. Julian himself had said there'd be no closing it once it'd been opened. The hinges had been damaged. It shouldn't have been able to close without considerable trouble. Kim could see now that this wasn't the case. She rushed down the stairs, tugged with all her strength at the awkward little handle, but could not make the thing budge. She pounded on it tearfully, pressed and pulled, but the concrete door was immovable.

      It was sealed, and she was as sure as she was of anything that it would remain that way.

      Dakota had done this. There could be no doubt.

      She'd made sure to do it before Kim could reconsider her actions and fix her mistakes.

      The Amber Light was on, and there would be no turning it off.

      Whatever it served to signal, whatever it'd been constructed to draw back to the estate, would come soon enough.
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      She was upon Julian the moment he set foot outside the bathroom. Still zipping his fly, he was startled as Kim rushed up to his side, took him by the arm, and led him tearfully out into the kitchen. She was a mess, sobbing and shaking, while she took to gathering up their things. Her purse was in hand, she'd sought out his wallet, had plucked their keys from the hook on the wall and was starting for the door. “We're leaving,” she said between gasping sobs. “We need to go. Now.”

      Julian arched a brow. “Babe... what's the matter now?” He had to work hard to hide the incredulity in his gaze.

      Kim caught it nonetheless. “I know you don't believe me,” she began, red in the face, her cheeks streaked in hot tears, “but something is after us. Something... something is coming. And we need to get out of here. Now. We absolutely...” She took hold of his wrist and gave it a tug. Every moment that they waited there, every second spent discussing matters in the kitchen was a tiny defeat for her. “Please, Julian, let's go somewhere. Somewhere else, far away from here.”

      Julian gulped. He pulled away and dusted off his hands, pacing squarely before the kitchen sink for a few moments. “What's going on with you?” he demanded. “What has you spooked?”

      There was too much to tell. Aside from the fact that he wouldn't believe any of it, it seemed a precious waste of time to stand around and discuss it. Every passing second was a valuable thing; each moment they hesitated allowed the thing more time to reach the house. She didn't know what it was, or where it was coming from. But when the sun set, as it would do in a few hours' time, the Amber Light would lead it back to their property. Perhaps it wouldn't make it there within the space of one night. The woods were vast. But she wasn't willing to bank on it. The more space they put between themselves and the Beacon estate, the better. “Something is after us,” she continued to repeat, motioning to the door and clutching at her purse.

      “What's after us?” he asked, shaking his head. “I don't understand what's gotten into you all of a sudden.” He placed a hand to her forehead. “Are you feeling well? Did your finger get infected? What's happened to make you freak like this, babe? Did you see someone, or...” It was clear from the way his eyes widened and his face began to glisten with sweat that her behaviors were making him nervous. He'd seen her worked up several times over the past few weeks, but this was an entirely new level of terror on her part. She actually wanted to leave the house, seemed convinced that something was going to come after them if they didn't. And, though he didn't want to entertain her paranoia or egg it on, he seemed to find some merit in her pleas because he sought out his jacket and put it on. “I don't know what's going on, but if someone is after us, then you need to tell me about it.” He picked up the phone. “Before we go, do we need to call the cops?”

      Tearfully she knocked the phone from his grasp and tugged on the ends of his jacket. “No, please... let's... let's just go, please.” Her bangs were matted to her face by sweat and tears, the black strands standing out harshly against her porcelain-colored skin. Her eyes were swimming in their sockets, red and wide. She would pause now and then to glance around the room, or out the kitchen window, as if she expected doom to fall upon them at any moment.

      Gritting his teeth, Julian followed her to the door. “We can talk about this on our way out, I guess,” he said. “If you're right and someone is coming here, then there's no use in us wasting time. Come on.” He let her out of the house first into the cool day and hurriedly set to locking the door. From there, they started across the lawn to the gravel driveway where their sedan was parked. Unlocking it, Julian did a quick walk around its perimeter to make sure no one was hiding there and then opened the passenger-side door. Kim jumped in. As he lingered outside the vehicle, scanning the woods and surrounding areas for signs of the promised threat, Julian was baffled. He scratched at his head and frowned. There was no sign of anyone, anything. It looked like a pleasant, ordinary day out. He considered calling the whole thing off, coaxing her back out of the car and into the house, but knew her terror could not be assuaged. Dropping his hands to his sides, he resigned to placate her and hopped into the driver's seat.

      Kim was shuddering, putting on her seatbelt and fidgeting terribly. Her sandals clicked against the floor mat and she divided her worried glances between the windshield and the passenger-side window. Clutching her seatbelt, she watched as Julian put the key in the ignition. “Please, hurry,” she whispered breathlessly.

      He gave the key a turn.

      The two of them startled at the discordant grinding that issued from the engine. Julian gulped, looking out across the hood with a furrowed brow. “What the hell?” He turned the key again, but the result was the same. A grinding and clicking sound that was anything but a proper ignition.

      Something was wrong.

      Digging her nails into her knees, Kim looked over, face white and lips trembling. “What are you doing? Why aren't you starting it?”

      He shook his head, grimacing. “It's not me. There's... there's something wrong with the engine.”

      Kim slumped back, her limbs going slack like wet noodles. “What do you mean?” Suddenly reaching out to him, she gave him a hard shake and screamed. “Start it! Start the damn thing, Julian! Get us out of here, now! Please, do it!”

      He shook her off. “Jesus, just calm down, will you?” He tried a third time to start the car. This time, the engine made even less noise. Julian threw up his hands. “Engine is shot. I don't know what's going on.” He shook his head, gave her a solemn look. “Sorry, babe. We aren't going anywhere in this thing.”

      Looking positively defeated, Kim didn't even cry. She sat back, breathing heavily and trying to keep herself upright. Julian shuffled out of the car and popped the hood. He did it mostly to please her, and she knew it. He'd never been much of a mechanic. After some time, he slammed the thing down and shrugged to her through the windshield. He didn't know what was wrong and there was probably no way for him to fix it out here. They were effectively stranded.

      After several minutes of coaxing, Julian finally managed to lure Kim out of the vehicle. She sobbed, deflated, and crumpled in his arms. Despite his reassurances that he'd stop his renovation work for the day and remain vigilant, relief was not forthcoming. He offered to call the police, but each time she refused. The police could offer no protection from this. “Tell me what's wrong, who's coming?” he asked again and again. “I can't help you if I don't know what to expect!” But every time, she evaded. Kim herself didn't know what to expect, or when. What form this thing would take, what time it would make its move, if ever, was a mystery to her. Before long, her refusal to discuss the matter had Julian  well-convinced that this entire episode had merely been a nervous breakdown, not at all rooted in reality.

      He all but dragged her into the house, sitting her down at the kitchen table and starting up some tea. From the couch he fetched a blanket, which he draped over her shoulders. Drying her tears and wrapping her in a warm embrace, he assured her constantly that everything was fine, and he accepted the blame for her condition. “I'm sorry,” said Julian, “it's all my fault, this. I should've made an effort to get out more. I can see that this isolation has been hard on you. It's been hard on me, too, but as soon as we're able, I promise we'll go out. I'll call a mechanic out here first thing tomorrow morning, have someone drop off a rental car, OK? A nice trip, a few days, even. How does that sound?” He poured these and other assurances into her ear like a sweet syrup, but she was left only with bitterness in the end. It was too late for such talk. Night was coming, and she had an awful feeling about what laid in store.

      An hour passed before Kim stopped crying. When pressed, she still couldn't bring herself to share with Julian the specific reasons for her freak-out. She mentioned that she'd been having dreams, that she'd seen and heard things that'd convinced her of a threat, but when Julian gave a piteous look she dropped it at once. It's just like I said it would be. He doesn't care. He doesn't believe. He thinks I've gone crazy. Her tea grew cold and she spent a good while in the kitchen, shivering beneath her knitted throw.

      Wanting to support her and evidently feeling guilty for her episode, Julian tried to act jovial. He joked constantly, prepared a nice dinner and sought to comfort her at every opening. Despite this facade, Kim could see in him a great discomfort any time he looked upon her. He didn't know what was going on, had no idea about the thing that the Amber Light would court. But he was frightened all the same.

      Kim frightened him.

      Julian looked at her the same way he might look upon a fevered stranger. His concern and sweetness was tainted by apprehension and revulsion. It was clear that he thought her insane, and was probably praying that a trip out to the mall would set her straight. Of course, it wasn't so simple as that. The isolation was disorienting, it was true, but it was only because Kim now understood their remote plot of land to harbor other, malevolent things that she had gone to pieces. If only she could have attributed her outburst to a case of cabin fever, she thought.

      Julian guided her to the couch as though she were an unsteady patient in a nursing home and brought her food to her. Then, he switched on a movie, sat beside her and, when she showed no interest in food or drink, took her into his arms and caressed her head as she began once more to sob.

      These were the only comforts he could afford her.

      But it was pointless.

      Nothing he could do would stymy the emergence of this yet unseen thing from the woods. It was all she could think about. The sun had begun to set. And then, in seemingly the next moment, the fading oranges and yellows were torn from the sky and the Earth was plunged into darkness. Outside, she knew, without even looking, the Amber Light was glowing. Would this be the night? The night she'd meet, face-to-face, with the cause behind Marshall and Dakota's disappearance?

      The evening wore on. Minutes turned to hours. Julian began to doze off, the warm blanket draped over the two of them.

      Sitting up in the house, looking around the dim living room as the credits began to roll on the television, she thought she spied queer shapes in amongst the fixtures of the room. Unfamiliar things, things that didn't belong. An odd shadow sandwiched between two pieces of furniture, a bit of movement in the corner of her eye.

      Holding tightly onto Julian, she buried her face against his neck and heaved a sigh.

      Yes. Tonight would be the night. She knew it. And, in the way the wind crashed against it and forced it to utter a groan, she realized that the house knew it, too. The house was preparing for this new visitor.

      She trembled. No, the visitor was already there with her. It was in the house, had been since the night before when they'd foolishly opened the door. Now she had only to stumble upon it.

      It was a landmine, a booby-trap lying in wait.

      Sooner or later, she was going to trip the wire.

      Still as a statue, Kim sat with Julian on the sofa, closing her eyes and pretending that the room around her had dissolved into nothingness. If she couldn't see her surroundings, then they didn't exist.

      That was what she told herself.
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      She awoke with a start.

      A sleep-heavy glance at her surroundings revealed nothing had changed in the space since she'd dozed off. The television had transitioned to a power-saving mode; the scene outside looked a little darker, if it was possible. She squinted, trying to decide whether the glow given off by the scattered lamps had been dulled or she was simply imagining it. Looking hard to the lamp beside her, she sensed that the light had been diluted, weakened somehow.

      A creak sounded from the upstairs.

      Tensing immediately, Kim groped through her mind, still powering up after her nap, for an explanation. The house is settling. The floor boards always do that. It was the wind.

      This was the same script she'd been reading from for ages now. Somehow, it helped. It made her feel like she could reach out and regain her power in a situation that felt otherwise hopeless. You don't have to be scared, she told herself. Even if something does happen, it's ultimately up to you how you choose to approach it. You can confront it in another way, if you really want to. Fear is unnecessary. This is your house, after all.

      When she'd waited for several minutes and nothing happened, she loosed a sigh of relief. Maybe she'd overreacted earlier, she thought. Given Julian a scare for no good reason. She felt his weight against her body, his soft breaths stirring the hairs on her arm. Slowly she unearthed herself from the blanket and stretched, pausing only to smile down at Julian as she did so. He was peaceful, his ankles propped up on the armrest and his belly rising and falling. He looked like a child, completely tuckered out.

      Kim felt a little guilty. She'd caused a lot of trouble for him that day, had stressed him out unnecessarily with her outburst. Her nerves somewhat relaxed, she reflected on the day, on her fear, and let it all go with a sigh. Mood swings and terrors had been the order of the day for her as of late. She'd grown sick of it. Her fear had won her nothing. Instead, it'd put a considerable strain on her marriage.

      When she'd collected their plates and thrown them into the sink, which was still stationed within the only remaining piece of cabinetry to be found in the kitchen, she paced upon the half-finished floors and took in his handiwork for the first time. Things were taking shape. He'd laid about a third of the new flooring and had removed all of the old, baring decades-old grime on the solid layer beneath. The old cabinets were all out, and he'd already begun to assemble some of the new ones. She could picture it now, the finished product. They'd cook so many meals there, would probably entertain someday. It was a pleasant thought.

      Wandering through the house, she felt a great sense of ease. They were some hours into the night and nothing had happened. Though it might've been premature for her to throw out her apprehensions, Kim felt good. In the morning she would apologize to Julian, though she still planned to take him up on the offer of a trip. Passing through the living room and heading towards the stairs, she hiked to the second story, pausing in the bathroom. In the sink she found her brush, the tangles of dark hair still clinging to it. Clearing them away, she returned the brush to its proper place and then removed her sweatshirt. Looking herself over in the mirror, she found she looked far more refreshed than she had before. Maybe she'd just been tired, in need of a brief sleep.

      She was preparing to cross the hall towards the bedroom in search of pajamas when something made her suddenly take pause.

      From the direction of one of their unused bedrooms came a curious sound, a vocalization. A wheeze. Thinking she'd misheard, Kim paused in the hall, her ears perking up to listen. It sounded once, twice, a definite pattern of labored breathing issuing from the doorway of the room at the hall's end. She hadn't hardly set foot in that room since moving in; it was empty, except for a couple of odds and ends they couldn't find space for elsewhere. Was it Dakota? What might Dakota be doing in that room, left completely unused? She took a step forward, placing one hand against the cool wall, and attempted to investigate.

      She did not make it much farther, however.

      The door had been left ajar; by whom she could scarcely guess. She surely hadn't left that door open, and she had a hard time imagining that Julian had done so, since he hardly spent any time in the upstairs. The only remaining possibility then, which was presently borne out in plain view, was that some agency on its other side was slowly pulling it ajar. But it was not solely the sight of the open door that gave her pause. It was the emergence of something unexpected, hideously frightening under the circumstances, that stole her attention and demanded the whole of her focus.

      A long, slithering tendril of black hair escaped through the crevice between the door and its frame.

      Then another.

      Another.

      Like pitch-black snakes the lengths of hair struggled from some unseen point in the dark bedroom. They explored the walls, the molding around the door and clung there like invasive vines while still more of the stuff began to burst from the opening. The door gave an unnatural shake and was opened further.

      Frozen in place and positively sick to her stomach, Kim could only think to run when the owner of those ebony locks began to exit the bedroom and enter the hallway in earnest. The thing that emerged did so with a shambling, reaching motion, as if it were struggling against some unseen barrier. Clawing at the air, white hands bereft of fingernails feeling out the walls, the thing loosed a wheezy precursor to the nightmarish wail she knew so well. This was the thing that had made the terrible sound in the woods so many nights ago.

      And it wasn't Dakota.

      She was racing across the hall before she even realized it, ducking into the nearest room and slamming the door shut behind her. It was the study, Julian's room, still filled with unpacked boxes and boasting no light of its own. There was no window there, either, from which she could gain even the slightest hint of moonlight. It was beyond dark. Her heart convulsed, ready to give up on her at any moment, while she tried to find a place to hide within the dark space. Even as she did so she knew it to be futile. This thing had been here long before she and Julian had arrived. It knew the house well, knew it better, and could not be so easily fooled. This encounter, this brief hunt that would go on within the walls of her home, had been fated. She'd poked and prodded incessantly, dredging up things she had no business with. This, then, was the sum total of what her curiosity had won her.

      As she threw open the sliding door of the closet and dove inside, it was clear that she was only prolonging the inevitable. Had she been wise she might've cast herself at the creature forthwith, accepted her fate and embraced it, rather than increasing the suspense. The thing, which could now be heard to amble through the hall, to fill the walls with a dull banging, was almost certainly savoring her terror, basking in it. It had laid in wait for so long in anticipation of this moment, and she, through her own foolishness, had given it the means necessary to stage its return. Throwing the closet door closed and crouching against the wall in the perfect darkness, she pawed at her knees and lowered her face in a wince. It was all she could do to hope that the clumsily-carved leaf motif on the outside of the door would act as a totem to ward the thing off.

      It was coming.

      The door to the study opened slowly. She could hear the coarse, searching hairs as they slivered about the walls, as they eased the door open. The hinges creaked loudly, sending pulse after pulse of terror through her. And then the wheezing, the gasping breaths, coming in clearer than ever before. Bare, white palms searched the walls and floors blindly. She'd seen those hands, once, in the cellar. It had been on the night when the door to the hidden nursery had first been opened. She'd thought them Dakota's hands, but now she knew she'd been mistaken. The thing that stalked the study was the child the Reeds had picked up in the woods, the monstrosity that Marshall had tried to bury. This was the thing that had escaped its tomb through the underground, its fingernails missing for the tremendous effort.

      Trembling, Kim tried to keep her voice down, to stop herself from whimpering. Tears spilled from her eyes like they'd never spilled before, in hot torrents. Her heart was beyond the point of racing, but instead hopped unsteadily about her chest like a rabbit staring down the barrel of a hunter's gun. Her fingertips dug into the tops of her knees and she felt a stinging in her injured finger as the wound was opened afresh.

      Then, in the pitch darkness, the only reprieve from which was a thin band of light that came in from underneath the closet door by way of the hallway, Kim thought she glanced something in the closet before her, squatting in a similarly frightened position. Had the thing gotten in? She shook, gasped at the discovery, but then leaned forward to investigate when it did not move to strike.

      It was entirely too dark to know for certain, but a brief, frightened pass of her palm against the figure in the closet before her revealed hands fraught with deep ridges.

      Dakota. It could be no one else.

      Her suspicion was confirmed as the closet door was thrown open and the dull light from the hallway penetrated the study. It was indeed Dakota, her body squeezed into a stiff, tight configuration as of the greatest fear imaginable. It was vaguely fetal, and if not for the obvious age of her body, she would have seemed like little more than a scared toddler. In the brief flash of light before Kim met her pursuer, she noticed Dakota's cloudy eyes were thrust wide open, her mouth drooping into what amounted to an eternal expression of fearfulness. A master sculptor could not have improved upon the intensity of her twisted visage and its conception of sheer terror. The woman was still, a corpse, the paper-thin skin settled close to the porous bones.

      This was where Dakota had met her end.

      Like Kim, she had gone running from her precious baby. She'd taken refuge in the closet of this room and had, as Kim would soon do, met face-to-face with the thing.

      The closet door had been pulled open from above, and as Kim's eyes were inadvertently distracted from the corpse, she noticed the pale, bare figure of the abomination clinging to the ceiling as if by some supernatural magnetism. Its hands searched the ceiling, the figure defying gravity, as its tendrils of long, black hair drifted downward to probe the ground and search for prey. It gave the impression of a spider, of an enormous pest, but operated in thick lengths of hair rather than webs to trap its victims. And the two, large, dead eyes that festooned its stunted visage were every bit as nauseating to her as the eyes of a massive insect.

      She sank further against the corner, pressed her body into the wall like she could somehow disappear into it altogether.

      But it didn't work.

      The hair slithered into the closet where she crouched, taking firm hold of her like the grasping tentacles of an abyssal titan. Then the thing dropped down onto the ground, secure in the knowledge that its prey was held fast.

      Unnaturally, slowly, the monstrosity leaned down towards her, its dead eyes seeing nothing but the fleshy nubs answering for nostrils flaring up wildly as it did so.

      It leaned further.

      Further.

      It was face-to-face with her now, and the thin line of a mouth, delineated only by a streak of flabby, white flesh, could be seen to part. From behind it there rang a series of discordant wheezes and hushed vocalizations. And then, full-force, came the screaming, gasping cry she'd heard in those night-sainted woods so many nights previous. The sound hit her like a train, sending a shudder through her body like a seizure. Her limbs were splayed out, slapping stupidly against the inside of the closet door. She felt suddenly drunk with fear, incapable of controlling her body.

      Kim couldn't pull her eyes away. Her mind, scrambled and rapidly racing away from her, conjured a final thought before she was ushered into peaceful oblivion.

      What they found in the woods... it wasn't a baby. Marshall was right.

      With her last breath, Kim gave a scream that shook the walls of the small room.

      Then, in the next moment, silence.

      Perfect silence.
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      At the sound of the scream, Julian bolted up from the sofa. “W-what the hell?” He exhaled sharply, struggling to stand and nearly toppling over a coffee table. “B-babe?” he called, pawing at his eyes and searching the room.

      There was no trace of her.

      Feeling a wave of panic strike him head-on, he worked a hand through his hair and tossed the blankets aside. Her spot on the sofa was cool; she'd been gone from there a while. “Fuck,” he muttered, kneading at his brow and glancing into the kitchen. “What has she gotten into now?” He cleared his throat and jogged to the foot of the stairs. “Babe? Are you up there? What's wrong?”

      Silence.

      Julian gripped the bannister, appraising the stare of the carved cherubs with disdain. “Honey?” He screamed it more than anything, sure in some innate way that she was too far away from him to hear. She didn't go outside, did she? If she got into trouble out in the woods, then there's no way I'll find her at this hour. He hesitated on the first step for a time, wondering if he'd even heard a scream to begin with. Had it been a dream, maybe? The sound of some bird or animal?

      No. He gulped, knowing fell well that it'd been Kim screaming. It'd been too real to be a dream, too raw. And it'd come from somewhere in the house. The basement, maybe? Slowly climbing the stairs, he resolved to have a look around the upper story first.

      “Kim, babe? Are you up here? What's the matter?” His voice wavered, catching in his throat as he rounded the top of the stairs and peered down the hall. Everything was still, quiet.

      Too quiet, maybe.

      Licking his lips, he did his best to keep his head on straight. Don't go to pieces, acting paranoid like her. She probably got hurt. Maybe fell, or cut herself again. Saw something through the window that spooked her. Carefully, as if expecting someone to jump out at him at any moment, he started down the hall, fists balled.

      Julian set about throwing open each door, searching every room along the stretch. First was the upstairs bathroom. He stepped inside, one eye on the hall he left behind him and the other focused on the newly-opened door. Holding his breath, he found the room and shower clear. He paced around, spooked at the sight of his own reflection in the mirror, and then hurriedly shuffled out.

      Next, he ambled back into the hall and selected the first of several closed doors. This one led to his study. It was windowless, dark inside.

      Shoving open the door to the study and hesitating a bit before entering, he got a look at the space. The light from the hall elucidated a series of moving boxes within. A desk, a chair. Nothing looked especially out of place. Slowly, he stepped through the threshold, glancing underneath the desk and making his way to the closet, which sat curiously ajar. “Babe?” he ventured, his mouth feeling suddenly dry. “You in there?” He almost backed out of the room right then, thinking it pointless to search. Surely she was in the cellar, or in the back yard. Instead, he reached out to the closet door and slowly shoved it open, the carved motif on the door feeling sharp against his fingers.

      Then, his lungs filled nearly to bursting, Julian fell over himself and onto a few boxes.

      Scrambling across the floor, eyes wide and face white, he caught sight of Kim within the closet, her limbs hanging loosely at her side, her forehead pressed to the wall.

      Her eyes were blank; the only luster in them was that which was reflected from the dim hall light.

      That the stirrings of life were gone from her was apparent from the very first glance, but still he dove forward and began to shake her, trembling as her form fell slack into his arms. Her flesh was cold, unnaturally so. It didn't seem possible that she could have grown so cold in such a short time. “Kim!” he called out in vain, caressing her face roughly and searching her limp wrists for a pulse. Her black hair spread across his arms in a sumptuous coil as he set her down on the floor, backing away.

      She was gone.

      Dead.

      Julian could scarcely stay upright, his face falling into a series of twitches and his eyes stinging. Stumbling out of the room, banging his knees to bleeding against the nearby desk, he fell upon the floor and scrambled haphazardly to the top of the stairs. He needed to call someone, an ambulance. No... no, it's not too late. It can't be. She'll pull through. I'll get the paramedics out here... they'll save her yet, goddammit.

      He all but fell down the stairs, his feet unwilling to work properly. By the time he reached the kitchen, his face was stained in tears and his hands were trembling too hard to easily dial the number. Sprinting from there, phone in hand, he pressed it to his ear and waited for the connection to stabilize. The receiver crackled in his ear as the phone slowly processed the call and he reentered the study, standing once again before the closet door. I'm coming, babe. I'm coming back for you. I'm going to get you some help.

      Something was different, however.

      Julian dropped the phone, the thing clattering into pieces just as an emergency dispatcher answered.

      The closet was empty.

      Stunned into silence, Julian couldn't even find it in himself to call out to her. He surveyed the dark room slowly, taking care not to overlook an inch. His lungs burned, his heart hiccoughed and seized.

      Still, he found no sign of her within the room.

      That she'd been dead only moments ago he was sure.

      That she was now nowhere to be found he was equally certain.
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      The air had soured.

      Julian coughed up a bit of smoke and squeezed out his cigarette against the inside of the sink. He'd broken into his stash of smokes, the pack he kept hidden for occasions of stress. Sometimes, life just called for a cigarette. It wasn't a frequent thing for him, merely a vestige from those long-gone days of his youth spent drinking socially in campus bars.

      Tonight, though, there weren't enough cigarettes in the world.

      Julian peered around the kitchen quickly as he went to light another. His hands shook too hard to make simple work of it, and raising it to his quivering lips proved even harder. Taking a long, trembling drag, he loosed the smoke towards the ceiling and then engaged once more in a nervous perusal of the kitchen. It was dimly lit, the smells of renovation circling through the air and mingling with the tail of smoke emanating from his Lucky Strike. There was something else, too, or so he thought; he fancied there was a sourness to the air, reminiscent of the taste of spoilt milk. Death, maybe? He almost shook his head, nearly reprimanded himself for thinking it, but there it was all the same, lurking just beyond the veil of sawdust and smoke.

      This was the first time the house had ever seemed unfamiliar to him. From the very start of their tenancy at the Beacon estate, Julian had felt right at home. Even as Kim had seemingly gone unhinged, growing paranoid and pointing out phantoms and coincidences that weren't really there, he'd enjoyed his time in the house. It had a certain warmth to it, a kind of charm. It had, once.

      Standing in his kitchen, hunched beside the sink, his eyes shifting from one end of the room to the other, he felt like a stranger. Like he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. All instincts told him to leave, to pack it up and never look back. It wasn't the kind of thing he could have described even if he'd wanted to; it was just plain fear that urged him on.

      He wet his lips.

      It wasn't so simple as all that.

      Kim...

      For a few hours, Julian had canvassed the house. He'd called out to his wife until his throat had grown hoarse, had worked through each room in search of her, to no avail. She was gone, completely. And except for those possessions of hers that still littered their living space like queer relics, it seemed doubtful, at that moment, that Kim had ever lived there at all; that he'd ever known or been married to such a woman.

      He shuddered, mashing his furrowed brow with a few fingers. The skin gave like putty. It felt hot, flush beneath his fingertips. You're scared, so things seem out of sorts, he assured himself. A blast of nicotine steeled his nerves in the next instant. Slowly, he worked through the night's events.

      He'd gone up to check on her, finding her crouched in the closet of the study, dead. She'd definitely been dead. There was no doubt in his mind of that. But in the time it'd taken him to run downstairs and fetch a phone, she'd vanished from that very spot, and no matter how hard he searched, he could turn up no trace of her. Moreover, there was no rational explanation he could furnish.

      His wife had died in that closet. And then, apparently, she'd just decided to walk off.

      If it hadn't just happened to him, he might've laughed about it.

      Laughter, though, was the very last thing on his mind. He'd started by searching the other bedrooms upstairs. He'd gone through them one-by-one, revisiting the study multiple times and re-checking the closet on the off-chance that her body would be returned to its original resting place. No such luck. From there he'd gone into their bedroom. He searched the closet, the space under the bed, the upstairs bathroom, all with a good deal of thoroughness. With heart thundering, he'd ascended the attic stairs and searched for her there, amidst the coils of dust-soaked insulation.

      Nothing.

      The kitchen, the living room, the downstairs closets and bathroom; none featured anything of the wandering dead. Julian had stolen glimpses out of the windows, half-afraid of what he might see, but had, so far, seen nothing of her. More than once he'd grappled with the thought of dialing the police. He'd almost called a few times, but thought better of it when he realized there was nothing to be done. What could an emergency dispatcher or groggy sheriff hope to do for him under the circumstances? He wished to report the death of his wife, but had no body. The body, in fact, had disappeared. How exactly would that go over with the authorities? Then there was the fact that Kim had only been missing for some few hours. She would have to be missing at least twenty-four hours before a real search could be mounted. But then... could a corpse even be deemed a “missing person” to begin with?

      His hands were tied. He'd have to keep looking for her, would have to make progress in some way. If he did, then he would move forward with the authorities and seek to establish some sort of rational explanation for the events. Otherwise...

      He preferred not to think about any alternatives.

      Something strange was afoot, but he did his best not to label it as “paranormal”. It was weird, definitely, but not so inexplicable as that. He felt sure that something would turn up, that he would make good progress, maybe when the sun was up. Or, maybe, Kim would come back to him. This latter notion, with all its attendant implications, stirred up something like real nausea in him, and only a quick drag beat it back. The thought of his dead wife coming back to him was too unreal to be believed.

      The only part of the house he hadn't checked yet, owing to a lack of courage, was the cellar. It was possible she'd ended up down there, he thought, while working over the filter of his cigarette. Or, maybe, you hallucinated it all. Kim's been seeing things too, you know... could be a toxic mold problem, or...

      No. That was sheer optimism on his part.

      There was little else for him to do that night but check out the basement. If it yielded no trace, then the only alternative was some place outside, perhaps in the woods. And there was nothing in the world that could compel him to search for her in those dark, hideous woods by night. It would be a fool's errand, terribly dangerous. Not to mention frightening. But how can this be? A dead woman can't just up and walk off. How could she be anywhere but that closet? Maybe... maybe she isn't dead after all. He clenched his teeth. There are two things I'm sure of. The first is that she was dead. No pulse, no warmth. Nothing. He straightened himself with a shudder, his breath ragged. But then, the other, is that there is no damn body in that closet.

      His head was starting to pound.

      He put out his cigarette in the sink where the other had been laid to rest and then took a few steps across the unfinished kitchen towards the cellar door. His steps boomed throughout the quiet house. The stillness had been pierced with his every footfall, giving them a deep, ominous character. That was unusual; the house was often quiet, but it wasn't usually his tendency to take notice. That the silence of the place should so disturb him now was something that he wrote off to his agitated state.

      Julian reached out and took the cool handle of the cellar door in hand. He palmed it for a time before finally yanking the thing open and standing at the dark threshold. He stared into the blackness for some time, comforted little by the dim light of the kitchen at his back. For reasons he couldn't pinpoint he took a hammer from his toolbox and carried it at the ready as he took his first step down the creaky stairs. Who it was intended for he was unsure; wasn't he looking for his wife? The wooden planks groaned beneath his feet; in the dark, echoing space the tones carried with them something more than mere inanimate emotiveness.

      When he knew himself within reach of the light switch, he reached out and batted clumsily at the wall of cool, white bricks. The light came on with a subtle flash, the bulb nearest him flickering before finally stabilizing on a decidedly subdued glow. Julian took in a sharp breath of the damp air and quickly marched the rest of the way. He stepped out onto the concrete floor with all the confidence he could feign, but could scarcely stomach the thought of surveying the space in its entirety. Shuffling forward at first, eyes fixed to the ground, he stole a few glances about him to make sure the way was safe. His grip on the hammer tightened as the air shifted nearby. A draft, probably, but it felt like someone had just moved beside him.

      From all around, prying eyes. What shape they took, if anyone actually watched him at all, he couldn't rightly say. For all appearances, the cellar was empty of anyone but him. Still, from some corner or another, he was being dissected, observed with malign interest. Julian grit his teeth and examined the corner nearest the stairs. That was when he noticed it.

      “That... that can't be right,” he mumbled, ambling over to the concrete door that'd been hidden in the cellar wall. It was a stubborn thing, with its busted, rusty hinges and obscure handle. But inexplicably, it was closed. This thing, which weighed a great deal, should not have been able to open on its own, much less close. And yet, there it was, sealed tightly. Had Kim gone in there, sealed herself up? He shook his head, finding the thought incredibly distasteful. No, that was impossible. He'd seen her upstairs. Kim could not have closed that door, could not have made it budge had her life depended on it. He recalled that even he himself couldn't close it that night they'd first discovered it open.

      Pacing carefully now, he rounded the room, studying the washer and dryer with great care. He stopped dead in his tracks, certain that he'd caught something of movement in the corner of his eye, only to find on further inspection that he'd been mistaken. He continued, looking up to the unfinished ceiling, at the wires that spread across its breadth like brittle veins.

      It was in making his way back towards the stairs that he saw it. It came to him for only an instant, flickering away with the nigh choreographed dimming of the lights, but that was sufficient to make him double back against the wall, hammer raised with the intent to strike.

      Under the stairs, crouching as a beast might crouch, he saw a thin human silhouette. Arms, legs, all bare. Face obscured by a mop of unruly black hair, except for in those spaces where the disturbingly manufactured characteristics of a white plaster mask showed through. From behind tiny eyeholes, black, smoldering eyes had stared at him.

      And then, in the next moment, the space beneath the stairs was unoccupied by anything save for a dense shadow and knots of cobwebs. The staircase creaked a little as a draft came in from the upstairs, almost giving the impression that some unseen presence had just mounted the stairs.

      When he'd caught his breath, Julian was more than happy to attribute the sighting to his exhaustion.
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      Morning came with alarming swiftness. The sunlight made his eyes ache as he flopped over in bed. Sitting up, he cleared the last remnants of his uneasy sleep and listened, his gaze drifting to the sunlit window, to the bedroom door, sitting half-ajar. Maybe, he hoped, the events of the previous night had been a dream. He yearned to hear Kim's shufflings and hummings downstairs.

      The spot on the bed beside his own was cold however, and no noises of the sort came to his waiting ears.

      In fact, the longer he sat and listened, the more disturbed Julian became. The ordinarily noisy Beacon estate, whose floors, pipes and other components seemed always to clamor in their way, proved ponderously silent now. Not a floorboard could be heard to settle, not a creak to issue from anywhere, and instead a grave quietude flourished. The house's fixtures had seemingly gone on strike, instituting a ban on speech in the interest of drawing attention to its missing inhabitant.

      He worked his jaw in his hand, tensing. He'd been grinding his teeth in his sleep; an old habit, one he'd thought he'd grown out of.

      The day now upon him, Julian resolved to make progress. The grounds would need searched. A few more careful perusals of the house, in the daylight, would need carried out. Someone would need informed about this; whether he would reach out to the authorities or to someone else he couldn't say yet. The whole prospect and the emerging memories of the previous night hit him like a load of bricks, assaulting his senses and thrusting upon him a terrible nausea. He wanted nothing more than to return to bed, to bury himself beneath the covers and enter into a deep sleep from which he would not awaken till things were set right.

      After he'd cried for a time in utter despair, Julian straightened out his T-shirt, made his way to the door and peeked out into the hallway. The way was sunlit, familiar enough, though it seemed to him profoundly alien all the same. The secret ingredient here, the one thing that had disturbed his usual equilibrium, was solitude. He was alone now, truly alone. It wasn't just an abstract concept to him, but a palpable truth. He and Kim would sometimes discuss their isolation, he recalled with equal parts fondness and pain, but the realization that he was likely the only living person for miles around was extremely unsettling.

      He made his way from the room, crept down his stairs as though fearing the sudden entrance of an intruder, and then paused as he reached the lower level. He stared at the carved bannister, at the cherubs he'd slowly learned to ignore over the course of his tenancy, and grimaced. It was just the light probably, or else his state of mind was coloring things, however it seemed to him that those cherubs carried something more than mere joviality in their grins. In their clumsy, featureless eyes he thought he spied amusement. I'm going to have to replace this bannister, he thought.

      And then, as he started for the living room, he laughed aloud. The ludicrousness of it all struck him squarely just then. “Replace the bannister,” he muttered, leaning against the back of the sofa. “There won't be any more renovations... don't you get it?” He looked up at the ceiling, his eyes burdened for the second time in as many minutes with tears. It was clear he hadn't quite processed things yet. His mind was slow to catch on to the implications of Kim's death.

      He gulped.

      Your wife... is dead.

      Somehow, he still couldn't wrap his head around it. He should have gone to pieces, been inconsolable. Instead, he was wandering through the house confusedly.

      Why the grief didn't incapacitate him, why the urgency of the situation had been dampened, he couldn't really say. Maybe, though, the house had had something to do with it. This was what he told himself, that his time in isolation had unseated his mind, had tempered his reactions to things, made him slower and calmer in all matters. It frightened him, though. Should he have cried more? Should he have taken more immediate action upon finding Kim in the closet?

      He was shaking by the time he made it into the kitchen. Fiddling with the coffee maker for a short while, he was placated by a weak brew and carried his mug with him to the back door. Julian took his coffee near the fire pit, his arms and legs exposed to the biting cold of late autumn. It was a sunny morning, early yet, and dew could be seen to glisten throughout the yard. And yet, as he gripped at his steaming mug for comfort and walked barefoot through the sprawling lawn, the usual dreariness about the scene prevailed. The woods; those awful, jagged, colorless woods, stared out at him, the bald trees like so many hateful strangers. He cursed them silently, wondered whether Kim had disappeared into them the night previous somehow. “No,” he said under his breath. “That's impossible. A dead woman can't walk. A dead woman couldn't have escaped to the woods. And it happened so quickly... I was only downstairs briefly...”

      The stirrings of a fresh headache made themselves known. Taking a gulp from his mug, Julian studied the yard for signs of an intruder, for signs of any activity whatsoever. The grass, though, was immaculate and untrodden as far as the eye could see.

      What happened last night? You go upstairs, you find her in the closet. He trembled at the remembrance. Then you run downstairs to grab a phone, call an ambulance. Couldn't have been more than thirty seconds or so. When you got back up there, she was gone. Gone... And then you spent the whole night looking for her till you fell asleep. Didn't call anyone because there wasn't anyone to call. Without a body, the police won't take you seriously, and it's still too soon for the missing person's thing...

      He coughed, paced for a while, and tried to clear his head. If there was so much as a single kernel of reason to be grasped in all of this, he was keen to find it. Kim claimed to see people outside the house, people looking at her through the windows. I didn't believe her, but maybe there was something to it... it's possible that someone got into the house... that someone had a hand in this and moved her body. But why? Just to fuck with me?

      The more he puzzled, the less things made sense. It was clear he'd need outside perspective to get his thoughts in order, but who could he call at such a time? Family? Friends? No, none of them could possibly understand what was going on. None of them knew much about the way the two of them had been living in this out-of-the-way estate. None of them knew the house and what its remoteness could do.

      But Edwin did. Edwin Kelley, the man who'd sold them the house, was Julian's best bet. He resolved to call him after his search of the grounds was complete. “He's the only one,” he muttered, “that can help me here. If anyone knows what the hell is happening here, it would be a local like him.”

      Coffee drained, he set the empty mug on the edge of the fire pit and began pacing around the yard. Julian went as far as the edge of the woods, and strayed well past the borders of the property on both sides, but a half-hour's search yielded nothing but a curious discovery some distance from the house. Where he could have sworn there'd been an unmarked grave in the tall grass, Julian found now only a deep aperture. The sunlight was strong enough to elucidate for him the inside of the thing, and in it he found what he recognized to be his shovel.

      “What the hell?” he thought, shooting a quick glance to the surrounding woods and then to the hole. “Did she... did she dig this herself? No, there's no way. And what for?” Growing steadily uncomfortable on the cusp of this deep opening, Julian extended a hand feebly towards the handle of the shovel, which stood out awkwardly from a mound of fallen earth. He couldn't reach it.

      The shovel was no great loss and he could always go back for it later. What troubled him most was the emergence of this great hole. Who had made it, and why? This had been, he felt quite sure now, the site of that curious unmarked grave they'd stumbled upon after a jaunt in the woods. And Kim had come home, he now remembered, covered in dirt...

      His mind whirred like a machine well on its way to overheating. Had Kim or someone else dug up this unmarked grave and found something? Had the grave been left unmarked for a reason-- intended, perhaps, for Kim herself? No, this was foolishness, all of it. Kim had probably just been dirty because she'd fallen in. She'd said nothing of the grave since their discovery of it, hadn't talked at all about going for a dig. But there was his shovel just the same...

      It was with no little difficulty and hesitance that Julian lowered himself into the pit. He wanted nothing more than to walk away from it, to put it out of his mind, but that it held some significance in the matter of his missing wife he couldn't deny. Dropping down some five or six feet into the earth, he landed softly. His hands trailed the rough sides of the hole, knocking loose a bit of dry soil. When he was sure of his footing, he looked upward, to the uneven ring of blue sky and natural light he'd left behind, and then to his immediate surroundings.

      To his surprise, the hole was only the beginning of what appeared to be an underground tunnel. How far it spread or where it went he couldn't be sure, and his cautious forays into the earliest reaches of this newly-discovered passage did little to throw light on the matter. Perhaps with a flashlight he could see his way through, though the very notion sickened him. He wouldn't find his wife in there; if anything, the tunnel felt suddenly like a well-laid trap. He'd come down here, leaving the relative safety of the open field, and entered into the lair of something much unaccustomed to human company. To venture any farther, to dwell in the pit much longer, was to put himself at considerable risk. He backed out of the passage and immediately sought out the most expedient means of extricating himself, but not before stealing a glance upward at the ring of open sky above him, which was clouded over now with a dark silhouette.

      There was a man standing over the opening of the pit, his features rendered darkly, uncertainly by the light at his back. He seemed old if his hunched posture was any indication, though the faint mutterings that reached Julian's ears served to further reinforce this impression. He was dressed in blue jeans and a flannel shirt

      The old man spoke, raising a shovel and knocking a few piles of earth down into the pit. Julian was pelted in soil and pebbles. That the man meant to bury him was clear. “You damned thing,” he said, his voice simmering with hatred. “I told you to leave, to never come back. Ever since you entered into our lives you've brought nothing but madness, misery. But now you're done for. Now you're finished. I've set things right. You stumbled into this little pit of mine just as I wanted you to, and here you'll stay. Good riddance,” he finished, adding a heaping shovelful of dirt to the pit.

      Julian exclaimed, shielding himself with his arms and staggering a few paces back. His heart pounding, he held onto the edge of the pit and thought to claw his way up onto the surface before the old man could continue. “What the hell are you doing?” he demanded, knocking soil from his face and hair. “You trying to kill me? Who the hell are you?”

      The man did not reply.

      In fact, as Julian soon learned after a careful upward glance, there was no one there at all.

      White in the face, he clawed his way up, giving a weak jump that allowed him to grasp the edge of the aperture. In this way he hoisted himself out, half-expecting to find the man waiting for him with his shovel. As far as could be seen however, from the field to the nearby woods, there reigned only a pronounced silence. An autumn breeze ambled by, chilling him further and seeming to taunt him with its normalcy. Everything was as it should have been.

      Was he hallucinating, then?

      Covered in sweat for his struggles and made uncomfortably cool by the wind, Julian massaged his temples and reexamined his surroundings, sure that at any moment an old man with a shovel would make himself known. When the expected arrival did not occur however, he found himself laughing not a little hysterically, baffled and frightened at his recent proclivity for sighting phantoms. The previous night, in the cellar, he'd seen something under the stairs. Now this. “Jesus Christ... you need to get out of here,” he said, his voice carried off by the wind on the back of an unusually forceful gust. “This place is doing things to your head. The stress and...”

      Reaching for the commonplace explanations gave him no solace.

      Julian began a rapid march back to the house, Throwing open the back door, he stormed through the kitchen and picked up his phone. It was time to get some answers. That there was something going on in the house, something that he could not account for despite his rationalism, was undoubtable. Too many things had occurred within the space of a single night, too many things that he could not manage. And he felt, in some way, that things were coming to a head. He needed badly to figure out what had happened to his wife before he could inform the authorities, and decided he would reach out to the only person who knew about the peculiar little property.

      After a brief search in his phone's history, he tracked down Edwin Kelley's number and dialed it.
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      Julian was surprised when an answer came after only two rings. The jovial voice of the fellow sounded in his ear, brimming with its usual cheerfulness. “Morning, this is Edwin.”

      Julian couldn't help himself. At the sound of a familiar voice, the words promptly spilled from his lips, and he didn't finish speaking until he'd said everything that plagued him. “Edwin, this is Julian. Julian Taylor.” He paused to clear his throat, cutting off Edwin as he stammered on. “L-listen, I'm awfully sorry to call you, awfully sorry, but I need your help. You're the only person, in fact, that I can trust on this matter. You see, it has to do with the house, with the property. Something's happened to Kim, my wife. You remember her, of course? You were in contact with her recently. She'd called you, wanted to know more about the house's history, and was, well, probably a l-little worked up over something, I take it? Right, well, I'm not saying that there was or wasn't cause for her concern, but something's happened to her, and... I'm not sure what, but I need help, I need answers, Edwin. Something happened to the people who lived here before, too... and now something is happening again, do you get it? My wife, she's missing, and when I last saw her, well...” his throat tensed and he found trouble in finishing the thought. “Please, if at all possible, come by. I need to speak to you, to get things straightened out. I'd have called the cops about it, believe me, but... things don't seem to work out here the way they do in the city and I'm not even sure I can trust my own mind. Things have been odd, Edwin, so odd.”

      The line was silent for a time. Then, drawing in deep breath, Edwin replied. “I see...” He was obviously hesitant to accept the invitation, perhaps unwilling to be caught up in Julian's situation, but something, maybe the fright in the caller's voice, had roused some pity in him and saw him agree to a brief visit. “Mr. Taylor,” he began, “this isn't really a job for me, and I'm not sure what you think I can help you with, but if you need me, I'll be there. Don't hesitate to call the cops, though... I do understand what you mean, about things being different around these parts where that's concerned. The sheriff from the next town over might be of assistance, but maybe not under these specific circumstances, eh? I see, I see. Yes, you're right to say that the old Beacon place has its own way about it, and if the disappearance of the Reeds is to be taken into account then who's to say that something strange like that mightn't happen again? I'll be over, soon.” He finished with a sort of resignation. Stopping by still didn't sit well with him, it was clear.

      Upon hanging up, Julian felt only relief. Whether anything would come of the visit he couldn't say, but he did know that another person's company might help him to get his head straight. Perspective; that was what was needed, and considering his knowledge about the property's history, Edwin seemed in as good a position as any to give it.

      Julian paced around the kitchen, hands in pockets and eyes glued to the yet unfinished floors beneath his feet. They were dusty, and his shuffling steps left long passages in the dust like the trails of fat, writhing worms. The day was young. He was going to get to the bottom of this, was going to find Kim, set things right and, if necessary, get the authorities involved. He was still clinging to the hope, no matter how fervently he sought to deny it when forced to approach matters logically, that she was still alive.

      It isn't possible, he told himself. But at the same time, it's the only sane answer to all of this. Rapidly, from a place of worry and anguish, he crafted a plausible scenario. She went upstairs last night, had a kind of nervous fit. Ended up hiding in the closet, maybe passing out or having a kind of health incident that made her seem dead. A spider bite... He shook his head, thumbnail between his teeth, as he cemented the details of his fantasy. Then, when I went to get the phone, she sprang up and ran off in a confused daze. Kim is sick, she's been sick for a while, and maybe she's out there somewhere, hanging around in the woods or wandering some lonely road in search of home. She could never handle living all the way out here, in this isolation, and now with all that's happened, I can see why. It's getting to me too, damn it. Taking me for a ride. But I'll find her. And I'll get her the help she needs. And we'll get ourselves the fuck out of this house the first chance we get.

      In waiting for Edwin to arrive, Julian decided to busy himself by searching through the house. His voice wavering, for he saw the futility in it, he called out to Kim. Only his own voice echoed in reply, the sharp tones ringing out against the pall of silence and hanging in the air for some moments after. The living room was checked, then the closets. He rose the stairs, searched the rooms there. The study, regrettably, was empty, as were the other quarters. On his way back downstairs he gave a half-hearted search through the bathroom before finally admitting defeat. He wouldn't find her. Not in the house. Somehow, he knew it. Even if his dreamed-of scenario proved true, and his wife was still alive but merely in a state of panicked, wandering confusion, there was no way she could still exist in the house without his knowing it. He'd been there the whole while, had searched numerous times since the incident, and hadn't seen hide nor hair of her.

      Returning downstairs, he entered into the living room and sighed, leaning against the mantle and nearly falling once again into tears. He looked out at the room about him, the contents of their kitchen spilling out chaotically about the space, and lamented the lost opportunities. This was supposed to be their home, their castle. They'd intended to raise a family there, someday; to find the peace and happiness that'd eluded them in the city. All of that promise was for naught. The walls, despite the sunlight streaming in from the windows, were painted in dreary tones of shadow, and the room was altogether obscured by a kind of murk. Whether it was merely his mood projecting onto his surroundings or something real he couldn't rightly say. This, maybe, had been the “darkness” about the house that Kim had mentioned numerous times; a thing he'd never much appreciated until now.

      The television sat coldly against the wall. The shelves that Kim herself had arranged, filled with her books, gathered only dust now. The coffee table near the sofa still featured evidences of their last meals together in the form of half-empty glasses and strewn paper napkins. It was such a silly thing, but to see it stirred in him great pain. She'd been there with him just the previous night. And then, just like that, she'd gone away, vanished. It was unfair, monstrously unfair. He was wreaked by guilt, felt sure that this was somehow his fault. Maybe, had he only taken more notice of her, listened to her fears and been more understanding, then things would not have come to this.

      Julian's gaze was drawn then to the sofa, the long, comfortable thing that the two of them had used so many times. There were blankets there, cast about the plush cushions in a multi-colored heap, but curiously, they appeared to shift, breathe, as it were, in a subtle and unnatural fashion. He took a step forward, noting at once the appearance of something uncannily human-shaped beneath the mess of assorted blankets. His eyes widened, chest tightened. There was someone underneath them. The form was largely still, unmoving, except for the rare and nigh unnoticeable respirations. He took another step, his voice caught in his throat. Some furtive twitching or another in the form of the veiled personage gave the impression that it was aware of Julian's presence and was merely awaiting discovery.

      Merely feet away from the sofa, he could have reached out and pulled the covers away. But what would doing so reveal? He wanted to call Kim's name, to find whether the form beneath the blankets was indeed hers. Finally, his chest rising and falling with hurried breaths, he chanced to speak. “K-kim... Kim, is that you there, on the sofa?” He staggered back a pace, afraid, perhaps, of getting an answer.

      An answer indeed came, but it was not the one he anticipated. From the mound on the sofa there registered a violent shifting, and then an unfamiliar, feminine voice. It was dry and strained, as if from a thousand years of disuse. The figure could be seen to sit up, the taut borders of the covers only barely managing to keep its visage hidden, as it replied, “This isn't Kim's house.” Then, with more sharpness, “You shouldn't be here. We told you we'd come back. We told you--”

      Julian couldn't breathe. He reeled back, towards the front door, and braced himself against a wall, staring with disbelief at the mound of covers upon his sofa, now ferociously animated. The figure was about to reveal itself, to cast the blankets away.

      Then, there came a knock at the door to his back.

      Julian loosed a yelp and forced his eyes shut. For a moment, the only thing that existed was the thundering of his heart. Opening his eyes just a touch, he found the sofa clear of any presence; the blankets, in fact, were arranged in their usual pell-mell fashion. The knock sounded again, and some moments later, when he'd found it in himself to calm down, a look through the peephole revealed the form of Edwin.

      “Oh, thank God,” he muttered. Palming the lids of his eyes and doing his best not to appear frightened, he unlocked the door, stealing a glance as he did so to the living room sofa. It remained clear, empty. There was no one sitting there, no old woman screaming at him.

      So, it looks like, he thought as he wrenched open the door, Maybe Kim was onto something. Maybe there's really something in this house. Something unnatural. And now I'm seeing it, just like she did.
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      Edwin leaned forward, squinting in a peculiar way as Julian went on. “Wait a minute now,” he interrupted, cocking his head to the side and allowing a ghost of a smile to haunt the corner of his lips. “Seeing things?” He brushed away a bit of the dust on the table and palmed the cup of coffee Julian had offered. As of yet, he hadn't taken a single sip.

      Julian pursed his lips, his hands clasped upon his sweatpant-clad knees. He wasn't good at this sort of thing. Admitting to an almost perfect stranger that he'd lost control of his life, of his home, and was now terribly frightened by things he could not explain was more than a little difficult. The chair squeaked beneath him as his foot took to tapping a nervous beat upon the floor. “I know how that's going to sound, and you're probably wondering how it's related to my call.” He paused, looked around the room pensively. “When Kim, my wife, called you, she was spooked about something too, I take it?” He continued without waiting for a reply from his guest. “You see, it's like I told you. Kim is missing, but the circumstances are, well... unnatural. I feel convinced that there's something going on about this house, this property. I didn't before. Kim would've told you that. I didn't... I didn't believe, not then.” His heart grew heavy as he finished. “But now things are different. I'm seeing things that have changed my mind.”

      Edwin nodded slowly, lowering his bushy eyebrows to a relaxed, thoughtful state and appraising his cup of steaming black brew. He blew on it a little, then loosed a raspy chuckle. “Son, I don't know what to tell you about that.” He gave a toss of his hunched shoulders and smoothed out the front of his jacket. It was a stained-up navy-colored thing, and had seen better days. “You're in this house alone, under a great deal of stress after all that happened. I don't fault your eyes fer playin' tricks on ya.”

      “No,” Julian was quick to counter. “No, it's not like that. I know why you'd think it so, but it isn't that sort of phenomenon. This... this isn't just my nerves.” He gulped and sat back in his chair, running his fingers through his matted blonde locks.

      Edwin didn't really know how to reply to this, and instead shifted the topic slightly. “I feel like... like there's a piece missing to all of this.” Julian had given him the rundown, had described finding Kim in the upstairs closet, only to have her vanish mysteriously afterward. Edwin's gaze narrowed and his meaty knuckles were joined around the warm ceramic mug before him. Leaning forward once more, he shook his head. “You sure you're not leaving something outta this on purpose? I don't mean to insinuate nothin'... well, maybe I do, but you call a man over here to tell a pretty wild tale and it seems to me that maybe you're hoping to have me substantiate yer innocence.”

      Julian groaned. “Christ, it isn't like that. I swear it. Something in the house, I think... something got her. Or, at least, her nerves finally got the better of her and she suffered some kind of breakdown. I don't... I don't know how better to explain it. She'd gone upstairs, and when I saw her next, she was...” Kim's face flashed into his mind for an instant, sending him into a fit of shivers.

      “Well,” replied Edwin, “even if that is the case, the way I see it it's still your fault, bringin' a young, sensitive lady out to the middle of nowhere like that and letting her go to pieces.” His wrinkled face was contorted into an expression of marked disapproval, his brow furrowing til it seemed little more than a wide collection of pale creases.

      “Maybe you're right,” Julian offered, sighing. “But the fact of the matter is, something strange is happening here, and I need to find my wife. I need to figure out what's happening, and you're the only person in the world I can count on, Edwin.”

      The old man grit his teeth, appraising Julian narrowly for a time. “Maybe you aren't lying, sure. But what do you want me to do about it? How can I possibly help when I wasn't here? Hell, Marshall and Dakota, good friends of mine, disappeared from this house without a trace. Now your wife's done the same, but it ain't like I've made any headway in all these years in tracking down my friends, so what makes you think I can help ya?”

      “I need someone who knows this house, this property.”

      “You know it well enough yourself. Call the cops, they'll straighten things out as well as can be hoped under the circumstances. And if it's true that she's gone from here, well, then maybe she went off because she couldn't stand bein' here. It's happened before, fella. Wouldn't be the first time nor the last. You bring a city girl like her out to a place like this and there's no telling how she'll fare. You consider that maybe this whole thing was a kind of facade, a trick, to get you to think she was dead and gone? Maybe she bailed when you left the room, went running from the house, called a cab so that she could leave this isolated little place.”

      “That's horseshit.” Julian balled his fists. “You want to talk like that, then get the fuck out. I don't need to listen to that.”

      Edwin cleared his throat. “Fair enough. I didn't mean to take that tone, mind you, it's just that in a case like this you have to consider the possibilities, Jules. You've gotta rule out the ordinary before you begin to weigh the possibility of, well...”

      Julian glanced about the surface of the cluttered table, his gaze fixing on something half-obscured beneath a mound of cookbooks. Shoving the books aside, he unearthed a pair of photos; the very same he and Kim had found in the upstairs bathroom and attic. One featured the Reeds in their younger days and bore, on its reverse side, a sort of threat. The other, rather worn out and warped, was the eerie photograph he himself had found in the attic amidst the insulation, featuring six masked persons. He shuddered at this one in particular before handing them to his guest. “Here's a good place to start, as a matter of fact. I found these pictures in the house. Who's the couple in that first one?”

      Edwin's eyes grew wide with recognition. “I'll be damned.” He stroked the edge of the picture with a sort of tenderness before responding. “That's Marshall and Dakota. Old picture, that one. Must've been taken about the time they first built this place.”

      “And the other? What's the story there?”

      Edwin took to examining the second photograph. This time, his face hardened a little, his expression growing cryptic. He smoothed it out against the table, then gave an uncomfortable laugh, passing it over to Julian and returning to the first one. “Those are Halloween masks, if I remember correctly. Marshall, Dakota and I, along with a few other friends, got dressed up and had our picture taken. That's all.”

      “Uh-huh.” Julian wet his lips. Somehow, that explanation didn't please him. “Any idea why it was sitting in the attic?”

      Edwin shrugged.

      “And that photo you've got there. Check out the back.”

      Edwin turned it over, studying the reverse. “Yeah, what about it?”

      Julian leaned in. Then, he mumbled a curse.

      The reverse of the photo was blank.

      “What am I looking for?” asked Edwin, arching a gray brow. He scratched at his ear.

      Julian reached over and picked up the photograph, turning it this way and that in his hands. The back was clean, completely clear of any writing. The warning that had once been on it was nowhere to be found; in fact, there was exactly zero evidence that it'd ever been there at all. He remembered it, though. Something about the house being theirs, and about them planning to come back for it. It'd disturbed Kim greatly, he remembered, even though he'd managed to laugh it off.

      He wasn't laughing now.

      Knowing it would do no good to look crazier in front of Edwin, he shook his head and dropped it, returning to the other photograph. He tapped on it, his finger circling one of the masked individuals. “Kim told me that she saw people outside, people wearing white masks like these. You know anything about that? Did you and your friends come round to give her a scare, maybe?”

      Edwin laughed heartily, waving a hand in the air as if warding off some foul smell. “That's crap. Total crap. Those masks were homemade, god knows where they are now. It was me, the Reeds, our friends Enid, Richard and Lilith. That's all there is to it, some revelry probably before you was even born, fella. I tell you, you look out into those woods at night and you might just see any old thing, but that doesn't mean it's actually there. You'd be wise to remember that, I think.”

      Julian was growing agitated. This wasn't going anywhere. It was clear that Edwin knew nothing. And if he did, he wasn't going to share. The picture of the masked people had roused a peculiar reaction in him, but no line of questioning could pull from him anything in the least bit incriminating. Maybe he was telling the truth, he thought. After a bit more back and forth, Julian ushered Edwin out. He needed time to think, time to make sense of things on his own. The day was wearing on now. Mid-day was approaching and he still hadn't made any progress.

      As he stood to leave, Edwin pulled on his waistband and straightened out his ratty jeans. “I'll just leave you with one bit of advice, young man. And that's to call the authorities and get this handled pronto. Ain't no sense in your hiding anything. If you did have something to do with this, and I sure ain't saying that you did, it'll come out soon enough. I hope you can find your wife, and that I'm right about her, and that nothing has happened. But on the off chance that she did disappear like the Reeds did...” He sucked his teeth. “You know, this place does have a way about it, and I can't say one way or another what happened to those friends of mine so many years ago. Been eight years since I seen 'em in the flesh, and looking at that picture there brought back some fond memories for me. Wherever they are, dead or alive, I hope they found peace. I hope they went happy. I wish 'em the best, those two. I really do. But I'll never find 'em, you'll never find 'em... no one will. I reckon they don't want to be found. Some people, maybe, they pass on and they want their stories told; they reach out, want to be found. Some, though, they aren't like that. Some just want to remain hidden, stashed away. And this place, I think, is a lot like that. This old estate holds secrets and it won't let them go, eats 'em for breakfast. If your wife really is missing, you can throw away your whole life wondering why, analyzing it. Let me tell you something good and true, and that's if your wife really did end up like the Reeds did, and I pray to heaven she didn't, then it's best to let it go now. Sounds crazy, heartless, doesn't it? But you can't win out against something like that. This place, it can and does swallow people whole. I pray it ain't done it again, but if it has, then you call the sheriff, you get this squared away and then you move on with your life.”

      Julian nodded solemnly and led Edwin out. “Thanks for coming by,” he muttered half-heartedly as the old man stepped out and lit up a cigarette.

      Edwin didn't respond. He took a long drag, walked to his truck, climbed in and, some few minutes later, drove off into the distance, leaving Julian no wiser for the trouble.

      Once again, the silence reigned supreme.
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      The internet proved spotty, but he managed reception enough on his phone to put a few questions to a search engine; questions that'd been simmering on the back burner of his mind all day. Never once had it occurred to him to search out information about the Beacon estate online. Up until this point, he hadn't had sufficient interest in the house's history to do so. But now, wanting to learn more and having nowhere else to turn, he cast his arrow and hoped it would land on something of substance.

      And indeed it did.

      Julian had fixed himself a glass of strong whiskey, and it was all he could do to keep from spitting it all over himself in disbelief as he began into the first of several hits that detailed the history of the Beacon estate. He searched for terms like “Beacon estate”, searched for the names of the previous owners, which he knew to be Marshall and Dakota Reed. He searched, too, for Edwin, and the names of those others he'd mentioned briefly during their talk. All of this pointed to something unbelievably strange.

      Leaning forward in his chair, he squinted at the screen of his phone and read out a bit of the first article aloud. It was from a local newspaper, a small affair, and contained nothing in the way of pictures. “Residents of the Beacon Estate just west of Gibralter Road have been reported missing. This being merely the latest in a rash of mysterious disappearances which began last month with the vanishing of one Edwin Kelley, a known acquaintance of the Reeds.” Julian scrolled up a touch, noting the date of the article. It'd been published about eight years ago.

      That can't be right, he thought, bringing the whiskey to his lips and taking a messy slurp. His lips were quivering as he did so, and the booze did little to fortify his nerves. Edwin isn't missing... He turned to the door behind him, the very door where he had accepted Edwin not an hour before. I just saw him, that can't be. Julian set down his glass and phone, gulping. “Unless,” he murmured, “that wasn't Edwin...”

      A strong wind battered the side of the house, startling him. Since Edwin had gone, the property had been silent, though the passage of the wind was sufficient to rouse in it all the old stirrings and groanings he knew. They were made all the more disagreeable to him under the circumstances. To his harried mind, it seemed almost as though the house were laughing at him.

      Before continuing his reading, Julian picked up the phone and hurriedly dialed Edwin. The line began to ring at once, and he prepared to demand an explanation from the man, but suddenly the call cut out. Whether the reception had petered out or the number had been disconnected he couldn't be sure, but repeated dialings yielded very much the same result so that Julian was left only to shudder with his thoughts, reaching now and again for his glass of whiskey.

      He continued through the article, which revealed very little to him that he did not know; the Reeds were found to be missing, though in this version of the narrative, it seemed that the local tax authority had sent a representative to the house to inquire after the matter of back taxes, only to find it abandoned. These, then, were the facts; the narrative was here presented without the least bit bias. From that moment on, Julian resigned to believe only what he read. He could no longer be certain about the things he'd been told, and decided forthwith to treat everything he'd hitherto known of the house as a lie.

      The weak reception made it so that subsequent articles loaded with irritating slowness, or not at all. There was a piece about the disappearance of Edwin Kelley; he was reportedly wanted, at the time of his disappearance, for the murder of his wife, Nora. Details on the nature of the crime were not given, but investigators had tracked him to the border of “a great wood” in the area. The dogs had lost the scent however, and for all appearances the trail had gone ice cold thenceforth. Julian worked over his thumbnail, shivering as he went on. Had he just hosted a murderer in his home? Hell, had he bought his home from a murderer? This couldn't possibly be the case. He told himself again and again that he was jumping to conclusions, but the facts said otherwise.

      Here, some minutes after the previous had been completed, was loaded an article from the same minor publication detailing the declaration of the Reeds, Edwin Kelley and a few others from the area dead in absentia. The community had given up on them, by the looks of it, and the courts had declared them dead within the last year. He recognized a few of the other names. Lilith, Richard, Enid...

      There was another article, which he stumbled upon through a link in the previous, stating that the occupant of a nearby house, a miss Lilith, had gone missing first, setting off a search. Her home was reported to be on the very same street as the Beacon estate, though Julian knew there to be no other houses for miles around.

      His head was spinning. He reached for his drink and found it empty. Suddenly the world around him, the quaint setting he'd once known and cherished, rose up and transformed before his very eyes. No longer was this merely his home, the “Beacon estate”. It was something else now, nefarious, and marked with a deep history that ran counter to everything he'd been fed about it. It was like finding out about a partner's infidelity, learning about a friend's betrayal. For so long he'd been comfortable there, but all the while he'd been misled. He felt like he and his wife had been brought there under false pretenses, and he could no longer be sure of his footing. Perhaps the sale had been genuine, and there was simply some sort of misunderstanding or error in the articles he'd read. Or, perhaps, Julian and Kim had been led unknowingly into the center of some far-reaching web whose monstrous spider had not yet been revealed. This house of his was implicated in more than one disappearance. The entire area, the woods-- all of it was steeped in frightful mystery, and all of it, too, seemed fond of swallowing people up without remorse.

      Kim was just the most recent.

      But, then, he'd just seen Edwin. “Edwin didn't go missing. He was declared dead... the authorities couldn't find him, but he's still out there. Still lingering on.” This mental thread led him to interesting places for a short while, and Julian considered any number of metaphysical explanations for the disappearances. Maybe, too, he thought, Kim hadn't died or disappeared, but had simply entered into some other plane of existence that he himself hadn't yet stumbled onto.

      Julian loosed a nervous laugh, the tail end of which was tremulous, unhinged. He refilled his glass till the amber liquid threatened to overcome the vessel and then drained it.

      The light would soon be dying and he was none the wiser. In the end, the history of the Beacon estate, the mysterious disappearances of its former tenants and neighbors, was of no interest to him. Julian wanted only to find his wife, to find closure where that matter was concerned, and to return, unscathed, to a normal life.

      Julian pondered for a time whether there were any hidden passages in the house. There'd been that door in the cellar, which had led to a mysterious chamber. Was it possible that there were others; other chambers in the house that he was unaware of or that Kim might have slipped into without his knowing? It was a possibility, though his searches throughout the house hadn't produced anything out of the ordinary. It was hard to say just where the house might hold such secrets, and that it did at all he was not exactly confident. Poking around in the attic, or in the cellar, he thought, might see him discover something.

      Shaking, he stood up from his chair and paced about the room, his phone still in hand. Before putting it away, he decided to see whether there were any other articles to be found about the house. His search yielded one other before the search results descended into unrelated things.

      This was an old news story, far older than any he'd come by so far, and it dealt with the house's construction. Julian recalled that the house had been built upon the site of another house, but what he had not anticipated was that the construction of the Beacon estate had led to some uproar amongst the locals at the time. Indeed, the article went on to describe the former abode as a shanty of some historical relevance; a simple cabin nearly two-hundred years old at the time. The cabin had been built by an early settler whose reputation Julian could only gather was not a little unsavory. The cabin had been colloquially dubbed “The Warlock's Place”, for the man who had built it before the days of the American Revolution. The article-writer went on to color the story with a bit more detail than was professional; there was discussion of local superstitions, of the “Warlock” being seen there in recent times despite his being a man of the eighteenth century, and of the things he reportedly endeavored to conjure there in isolation, thusly earning his nickname.

      Locals were displeased with the Reeds' decision to tear it apart and build on that land. It had a reputation, and the oldest in the community-- those who recalled hearing stories about the cabin and its surroundings from their own parents and grandparents-- caused quite a stir when Marshall and Dakota Reed decided to grab up the land, knock down the cabin and build their house.

      The article hinted, in its final paragraph, to the indifference of the married couple. They didn't seem to care about the community's outrage and continued building their new place despite having reached some curious, though not fully-articulated roadblocks. The first came in the drilling of their well, and the writer mentioned only that they'd had some difficulties due to the striking of something unexpected. In the clearing of the cabin, too, something had been discovered, though little was done to elaborate upon this and the article was drawn to an abrupt close.

      Julian sighed, dropping his phone into his pocket. The Beacon estate had been built on something, alright. Just what, he couldn't say for certain, except that the mysterious chamber in the cellar was possibly a throwback to this previous abode, its only remaining vestige.

      The Reeds, perhaps, had messed with something they didn't understand, had disturbed some centuries-old status-quo. And then, when the two of them had seen their end, Julian and Kim had moved in like idiots, completely unaware of what they were getting into.

      He'd learned a good deal about the place's history, but Julian was not particularly happy for the knowledge. More and more he wished to return to a place of not knowing, to a pleasant, soothing ignorance.

      Too late for that, he said, looking about the living room. The shadows seemed to deepen somewhat as he did so. Maybe it was just a trick of the sun as it peeked behind the clouds, but then... maybe it wasn't. The day will be over before you know it. You have to get looking if you want to find her.

      He paced into the kitchen, his gaze drawn to the window. Through it, he saw the dense, black woods looking back at him. He grit his teeth and tugged on his waistband. “Do you really think she could have gotten off to the woods?” he mused, frowning.

      There was only one way to know for sure.
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      Julian stalled a considerable time in setting out, taking great care to dress warmly and to make certain that he'd procured everything necessary with which to make the trek through the uncharted black woods. When all was said and done and he found himself at the threshold of said woods however, he brought with him only an axe, a flashlight and the clothes on his back. The reasons were obvious; he'd much preferred to busy himself around the house, searching for things that might prove useful, but finding none that could assuage for him the frightening prospect of exploring the nigh-endless rows of leafless trees.

      He held his breath as he entered the woods.

      Why he'd thought it wise to carry an axe he couldn't really say; he was, after all, searching for his wife here. After a time he justified the choice, recalling what he'd just learnt of Edwin. Maybe, Edwin was planning something. That he was not on Julian's side there could no longer be any doubt. Then again, it seemed unlikely, with every uneasy step, that he should meet anyone in these woods. Everything seemed pristine in its grimness, the forest floor comprised of dull, untrodden soil and the dark trunks offering nothing of value to his search. Of these bleak surroundings Julian did his best not to ask himself too many questions. There was no accounting for the dearth of wildlife, for the darkness that seemed to hang about the acres perpetually and which, though he hadn't much voiced it in the past, had always unsettled him. To “live near the woods”, he thought, was considered an enviable thing. But these were not mere woods; no, the unnatural growths that flanked his property were as charming as an ancient graveyard and every bit as solemn.

      His grip on the axe relaxed as he pushed on. Now and then he would stop to listen, though for what he couldn't say. If Kim was out there, would she call out to him? Was she in a position to call out to him at all? He chuckled, his face crumpling into something of seasickness, and surveyed his immediate surroundings. It was important for him to keep his head on his shoulders, to remember what he was doing out there. Julian was looking for his wife.

      His dead wife.

      That Kim could have possibly fled into the woods, or that she would if she'd been of sane mind, was unthinkable. But other options were vanishingly scarce. Unless she'd been literally absorbed into the stuff of the house, then Julian had no choice but to search, far and wide. There was something strange, something terrible afoot; he felt it now, could point to certain distressing details in the framework that told him it was so, despite his usual reluctance to put stock into supernaturalism. Still, people didn't simply “disappear”; he knew that much. Missing persons always ended up somewhere, and it was ridiculous to suspect, no matter how much his unconscious mind seemed to dwell on the notion that she'd been sucked up into the sinews of the old property, that she'd been spirited away into nonexistence. She was here, somewhere, in the physical sense. And he was going to find her. Perhaps she was dead, perhaps she was alive; his memories of the previous night seemed to indicate the former with utter certainty, but he was open to any and every possibility.

      “Kim,” he said under his breath, pushing on with heavy steps, “if you're out there, then give me a sign.”

      No sign came. The silence waxed oppressive, with only the passage of the breeze against the myriad trunks offering anything in the way of distraction to his ears. He fancied himself held captive within an enormous woodwind instrument, could hear an almost imperceptible piping and fluting as the wind wormed its way between ebony trees. No birds dared to cry out, if in fact there were any in the area. Though he scanned the sky numerous times, he saw none fly over. Even the birds know to avoid this area. But not you, no. You had to go and buy this goddamned house, didn't you? Up above, the sky seemed smoky, dark. There wasn't a leaf to be seen, but still the light that reached him felt filtered somehow, as through an invisible canopy of great density.

      Julian was more than an hour into his trek when his legs began to tire. He'd gone through the woods aimlessly, hadn't bothered to track his route and hadn't yet arrived at any border. It would not have been inaccurate to call him lost, though he put little thought into the matter at the time and simply went on, albeit more slowly. The scenery had seeped into him, had colored his thoughts with their moroseness. She's gone, he thought to himself, his ordinarily bright eyes dimming and narrowing at the idea. It felt foul to even consider it. You should get out of here while you still can. Shit happens out here in the middle of nowhere. Kim is gone. But you... you're still alive. Get out now, while there's still time.

      Sighing, he set down his axe and leaned against one of the trees. Rifling through his pocket, he unearthed a crushed pack of smokes and lit one up, the first drag warming him throughout and lending him a little sense. “If I don't find anything today, I'll report her missing with the authorities. That's all there is to it. It'll have been twenty-four hours, then. I won't have any answers, but...” Another drag. He closed his eyes, shook his head.

      He circled the nearest tree, eventually putting his cigarette out against its bulk and ambling on a bit further. The axe swayed in his hand, the blade bumping up against numerous trunks before he finally took to dragging it behind him. This, he noticed, created a thin but noticeable trail in the soil that he could trace back. He thought it a shame that he didn't do it from the very beginning; that way, it might've been easier for him to find his way out.

      Tracing his route as he went, the thin line in the earth winding behind the blade of his axe, Julian sought out his wife. He craned his neck around every tree, looked up towards the sky to survey the bald treetops, squinted into every distance he could perceive.

      Nothing.

      There was simply nothing out there.

      Trees erupted from the sandy ground as far as the eye could see, and between them there lingered only threads of shadow. Sometimes, when peering through the morass, he'd startle himself, thinking he'd seen a shifting black form behind one of the trunks in the distance. But, upon further inspection, it would prove to be just another tree, the next in an endless series. How many miles he'd walked, how many hours he'd been out, he couldn't guess. He peered down at his phone, but noticed that the screen wouldn't turn on. He tinkered with it, pushed all of the buttons multiple times, but could not get it to start to life. Perhaps the battery had died. Judging by the cold that enveloped him and marked his fair cheeks and nose with rosiness, he'd been out long enough. He could continue in this fashion for days, he knew, and never find anything. And as he turned to retrace his thin trail in the soil, he couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of it. This had been a fool's errand, through and through, something he'd taken on in the vain hope that he might find Kim alive. Sentimentality, a sense of duty; it'd been these things that'd so compelled him to take action, any action. In the end, however, it'd been an enormous waste of time.

      Julian followed the line he'd left behind with his axe, his pace quickening and the light overhead seeming to become dimmer and dimmer. He knew it couldn't possibly be so late that the sun was setting, and yet with every passing minute the woods seemed to spare for him less and less in the way of light. Not wanting to spend time in the woods after dark, or to be stuck there in the midst of a storm, he trudged on as quickly as his tired legs would allow, stamping alongside his trail and hoping that he might soon wander out. After having spent so much time in the barren woods, even the silent house was appealing to him.

      Julian noticed the first mark some minutes into his return trek, but thought little of it. It wasn't until he'd discovered the second, and then, shortly thereafter, the third mark in the soil, that he stopped in his tracks and appraised his trail in earnest.

      Glancing this way and that, he looked first to his trail, and then to the others, similar in design, that seemed to join with his own from other directions. He gulped, wiped a bit of cool sweat from his brow, and then dropped to one knee to further examine.

      He'd traced a line in the soil with his axe in the hopes of following it back to his earlier position in the woods, but here, inexplicably, were a number of other such trails in the soil, which had been joined to his own. He'd seen three so far, almost as if others had come upon his trail from other positions in the woods. The other lines, which terminated in his own, had not been made by an axe; what had made them, or why, he couldn't muster a guess. He cocked his head to the side, pondering for a time what it meant. These other, unfamiliar lines, stretched on in other directions for a great distance, but both ceased upon joining with the line he'd carved. “It's... it's almost like someone came upon my trail and then decided to follow me.”

      His breath was caught in his lungs as the notion crossed his mind, and he was immediately made aware of another presence in the vicinity. It was not so close that it could reach out and touch him. At least, not yet. But it was close enough to incite in him an almost overwhelming sense of dread. Eyes, foreign eyes, were upon him. Someone in this dense sea of black trees was watching him, he was certain. He hadn't come upon anyone in his journey and hadn't noticed any presence up until this point, but the awareness was now gaining momentum at an exponential rate. He looked over his shoulder, glanced frightfully about himself.

      Maybe it was just a trick of the wind, like before. The occasional piping and whistling of the breeze had distracted him, covered up this other noise he now fancied he heard, perhaps.

      Footsteps, a harsh shuffling against the earth as of bare, calloused feet. Subtle, and yet gaining in volume with each passing moment until there could no longer be any doubt.

      Julian turned around and looked far into the woods at his back, at the distance he'd covered in the past few minutes. Creeping unsteadily upon the trail he himself had blazed only moments before, was a shadowed, vaguely humanoid form.

      The longer he looked at it, the more certain he became that the shambling thing was not just another tree. His spine lit up with a series of icy shivers. His eyes had tracked movements, dark shapes, in amongst the trees for much of his hike, and his peripheral vision had betrayed him more than once. He'd told himself that they were merely trees, but perhaps they hadn't been trees at all.

      He'd been pursued.

      The thing that now met his gaze from a distance was undoubtedly human in shape, though it crept, or rather, crawled, on all fours like an animal might. It went slowly, pale white hands smacking at the earth and face completely obscured by a turbulent mane of sheer, black hair. Of its body Julian could deduce little, though as the thing began approaching in earnest, its speed tripling in a matter of moments, he could see more of it. The limbs were spindly, long. Unnaturally so. It wore not a scrap of clothing, appearing positively feral. The bone-white color of its flesh gave the impression that it had never before seen the light of day, and even from this distance it could be heard to loose wheezing, persistent grunts for its exertion. Scrambling towards Julian, the thing's limbs shot out to the sides, and its bulk was carried deftly forward by each lunging motion. It was shaped like a human, walked like some brand of legless centipede and snarled like a stray dog.

      Julian had seen all he needed to see. Before even the first hideous cry sounded, filing up the quiet woods and stunning him, he'd taken off. The axe and flashlight were cast aside as he thrust himself forward through the woods. Just where he was headed was uncertain; at some point he lost sight of his makeshift trail. It didn't matter. All he wanted was to separate himself from the thing. Its cacophonous vocalizations, its scampering between the trees made the woods come alive all around him. His jarring pace made it so that his periphery was crowded with doubtful shapes, not all of them, he was quite sure, mere trees.

      He'd heard these sounds before. Yes, emanating from the woods at night; this thing had once spooked them terribly. He'd written it off back then as an animal, as something natural. That this thing that now trampled up behind him was an abomination there was no longer any doubt. The sound of palms smacking against hollowed trunks as the creature propelled itself towards its prey resounded in those quiet moments when it was not engaged in its primal, monstrous cries.

      There was no sense in looking behind him; that the thing was hot on his trail he knew instinctively. This thing had had a hand in Kim's disappearance. She'd been right to fear it the night they'd first heard it, had been right to fear the house and all of the things that had bothered her about it. She'd been right after all. About everything. He had precious little time to lament this, however; from close behind now he could hear the soupy, labored breathing of the thing and could smell something indescribably foul. The air was being sucked from his lungs as he sprinted, only to be replaced by spoilt, noxious gas. His chest burned, his heart skipped a beat.

      To slow, even a bit, was to be caught within seconds.

      But then, a change in the scenery.

      The woods ahead were clearing; he was on the verge of breaking through.

      The sight of open grass, of the paling blue sky gave him the energy he needed to plow through the remaining trees. His muscles, near the point of cramping, were rejuvenated by the sight, and he took off with yet greater speed than he'd hitherto mustered. Racing into the field, his heart fluttered.

      The house.

      He'd found his way back! He'd managed to go the right way, to return the way he'd come despite his frantic, unmapped flight out of the woods.

      Julian thundered across the field, keeping his eye on the goal and not stopping to turn around. He could no longer hear his pursuer, was unsure whether the thing dared to leave the boundary of the woods. Heaving himself through the knee-high grass, Julian found himself treading familiar ground. He was at the fire pit now, the back door.

      He was inside the house with the door locked behind him in the next instant.

      Falling to his knees, panting, Julian stared down at the kitchen floor with wide eyes, his face red and dripping with sweat. His body shook and he wasn't sure he'd ever be able to stand again. It would have been easier, probably, to just lay down and wait for his strength to return. But, after a few moments, he braced himself against the wall and slowly inched his way up.

      You made it, he thought. It was unbelievable. That thing... that's what killed Kim. And that's what was responsible for her disappearance. What... what did that damned thing do to her?

      Limping across the kitchen, he leaned against the sink and craned his neck to peer through the window. Though it probably could have caught him had it so wished, the monstrosity had let him go. Why? Maybe, he thought, it could only exist in the forest, or could only leave the woods after dark.

      This theory was crushed immediately as his tired eyes scanned the back yard through the window.

      Standing near the fire pit, perfectly upright, was the long-haired abomination that'd pursued him. It stood completely still, black tendrils of hair draping its bare, androgynous body. And from this inky tangle could be seen two large, dead eyes, tinged with a putrescent yellow hue. The thing was staring, could see him through the window, no doubt.

      Julian fell back onto the floor and scurried into the living room on hands and knees.

      As he did so, he thought he heard something like a laugh issuing through the house on a gust of wind. It was soupy, wheezy.
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      No one knows you're out here. You're a sitting duck.

      Julian sipped at his whiskey, but couldn't keep his hand from shaking long enough to get a decent taste. He'd paced about the house a while, first calling out to Kim, then palming the phone and debating on whether or not to call 911. The thing in the window had gone when finally he'd rummaged up the courage to check, but that it hadn't wandered far he felt somewhat sure.

      Evening was descending now.

      He'd chosen not to call the police; short of dragging him to an asylum, there was nothing any officer of the law could do for him. The things that followed and haunted him throughout the property, if they were real at all and not mere hallucinations brought on by worry, were not things that could be harmed by bullets nor restrained by laws. Julian knew it, and saw at once the futility in involving outsiders. Under the circumstances, with his wife missing and his sanity slipping away by the moment, he knew exactly how it would look to them upon their arrival. He'd be suspected of foul play, would end up in a prison cell without any hope of setting things straight.

      Sitting on the sofa, huddled beneath a mass of blankets with his whiskey in hand, he realized his current predicament didn't exactly foster progress, either. He was frightened, almost to the point of paralysis. The wind outside had picked up, could be heard to howl across the land, and it rocked the old house violently. In the drafts, which sometimes carried about them traces of dust from his kitchen renovations, he half-fancied he caught glimpses of specters, and would instinctively brace himself against the sofa as though it were an impenetrable wall; grip his glass as though it were a whiskey-soaked talisman.

      Within twenty-four hours, Julian had become a broken man. He'd been happy as a clam in the house up until the previous day; it'd only been his paranoid, anxious wife who'd had a problem with anything. He shook his head, stifling a sob as he ruminated. Kim hadn't been wrong at all; she'd only been too right about the house. Something was the matter with it, and he was getting perilously closer to learning just what. The visions in the house of hideous things, the chase through the woods, the cavernous opening in the ground... all of it pointed to a dread plot the likes of which the two of them could never have conceived of even in dreams. And they'd walked straight into the center of it, unknowingly. He raked himself over the coals for not believing her sooner. For not taking Kim's warnings and fears more seriously.

      But now was not the time for sorrow.

      Julian set down his glass and then furtively pulled his phone from his pocket. Though it hadn't served him in the woods, it was working perfectly now, strangely. The battery was more than half-charged and the screen functioned without delay. The internet, though, was still spotty. Spottier, even, than it had been earlier that day. Sitting up but still huddling beneath the blankets he and Kim had shared just the day before, he resolved to search for more answers. As of yet, the articles he'd found online had offered him the only tiny kernels of truth. Everything else, he believed, or had to believe out of necessity, was a fiction, fed to him solely to entangle him further in the nightmarish machinations that even then were afoot at the Beacon estate. With the last hints of the sun fast fading from the late autumn sky and the chill in the air becoming ever crisper, he involved himself in a number of searches.

      Julian was thrilled when his search brought about a local folklorist's write-up of the cryptic Warlock that'd been hinted at in the previous article. That article, which he referenced again later, had made mention of a cabin that had once been situated where the Beacon estate now stood. The cabin in question had been built and lived in by a fellow dubbed “The Warlock”, but of him Julian had learned precious little in the other article. Now, in this professional, academic piece, he got more than he could've asked for.

      The townsfolk in the area, which was scarcely populated and remote even in the days before the Revolution, spoke of a mysterious drifter, possibly a foreigner, who was known to make solitary treks into the woods after dark, when even soldiers and hunters did not dare follow. What he did there none were sure, though later, speculations bordering on the insane would be put forth. When next the subject of this vagrant entered the public consciousness, it was found that he had constructed a handsome cabin in a particularly remote stretch of land, bordering those same woods he was seen to frequent. The really remarkable thing to the locals, the folklorist sought to stress, was the fact that no cabin had been there previously, and that its whole construction had taken, if the anecdotal accounts were to be believed, a mere two days. That one man, whose habits included a curious tendency to wander in the pitch-black woods, should so rapidly and masterfully construct a handsome abode, raised no few eyebrows.

      And so it began, that the man, known later as “The Warlock”, gained a reputation for peculiarity.

      At this junction, the writer was quick to do away with the moniker of “Warlock”, and instead used what was historically taken to be the subject's proper name: John Kelley. Many details had been added about historical events in the region, about festivals and property disputes; all of which might have served to make a more colorful account for readers with only a superficial interest in the legend, but which, under the circumstances, warranted little but a hurried perusal from Julian.

      It was less than one year after the appearance of this new cabin that children in the town began to disappear. For all appearances no parallels were drawn between these infrequent disappearances and the introduction of John Kelley into the area at first; but gradually, when a few well-meaning townspeople went looking, their trails led them to that cabin in the woods. Nothing was found there, and the secretive John Kelley, a supposedly unpleasant man, had evaded suspicion in the matter for a time.

      But then, the account of one village boy, detailing the grisly ritual sacrifice of a recently-missing infant in the woods outside the cabin by a man who matched Kelley's description, was adequate to draw him back into the spotlight. The grounds were searched despite the hermit's protestations and the bones of many children, some of them very young, were unearthed.

      The story of John Kelley might have ended with the account given of his speedy death by hanging, if not for his spirit's apparent lingering.

      “The people sought to kill John Kelley for his sins, however if the stories are to be believed, John Kelley, the Warlock, would not die,” the account read.

      The cabin and the woods near it were shunned by the townspeople, had been tainted in the public mind and it would be some years before anyone would knowingly tread there. In the subsequent decade, it is said that one or two out-of-towners attempted to claim the cabin and its attendant plot of land, only to be run out in the night by the things they saw manifest there. Still others, daring children with an interest in disobeying their parents, claimed to have seen strange, yellowish lights coming from the woods near the cabin, and grotesque, disfigured faces looking out from the cabin's dusty windows at those who had the courage to look into them after dusk. Once, a group of locals had ventured thither to investigate reports of a commotion; an unnamed source of apparent reputation had claimed to hear terrible shrieks and cries from the woods, accompanied by the beating of drums and a low hum as of many voices in song. Devilry was suspected and a search of the area mounted, though upon the arrival of some dozen armed men, it was found that none had the courage to enter the woods and seek out the source of this terrible revelry.

      The glow emanating from the darkened woods was mentioned numerous times, and seemed to coincide with an increase in missing persons. Men, women and children from surrounding areas would vanish without warning, and loud, demoniacal celebrations would go on in the dense woods, with the identity of the celebrants never once coming to light.

      A missionary passing through the area more than twenty years after the hanging of John Kelley, who did not know the cabin to be abandoned, swore an oath that he had spoken with the long-executed man at his door, and that their conversation had been pleasant. Upon a return to the spot by concerned townspeople, nothing but cobwebs were found therein. The door and windows, however, were boarded up in the name of prudence.

      The writer discussed the woods in some detail, and said that, for a hundred years or more, they've been known to be largely dead, devoid of foliage and life. This, it was soon elaborated upon, was something that the locals attributed to a particularly macabre episode that was recorded just after the turn of the century. It was in 1802, when the wife of a prominent citizen went missing, that the cabin of John Kelley was next revisited. The searchers were rewarded this time in finding the body of the woman strung up against the trunks of two closely-growing trees, her throat and wrists slashed and the life very obviously gone from her. Upon the discovery of her body just a short distance from the cabin, the search party claimed that they noticed a change in the trees. The grass beneath the body was still damp with blood, and yet the blades had been singed as though by fire. Every tree in sight, too, was marked by this same character; a discoloration and baldness that was atypical. In subsequent years, this warping of the woods was seen to worsen and spread, until the whole of the forest, more than ten miles' worth, was declared dead, ruined. The writer claims that, as of their writing, sometime in the mid 1940's, the woods still carry this burnt-out, terrible appearance, and that animals are known to avoid it seemingly by instinct, though the writer is charitable and attributes its desolation not to the meddling of supernatural forces, but rather to some invasive or rare species of botanical agent which went unchecked for too long.

      Beyond this, there was little else of interest in the article. Some few tidbits about the “stirrings” of things presumably conjured by the ghost of John Kelley were hinted at, but only in the final paragraphs and, presumably, for dramatic effect.

      What struck Julian most about this piece was the surname Kelley; a surname which Edwin shared with the deceased “Warlock” of local myth. Could it have been a mere coincidence? No... the Kelley line lives on in Edwin, he thought, standing up to pace. He dropped his phone onto the sofa and massaged his eyelids, sighing. Not only had he moved into a remote old house where the previous owners had gone missing under mysterious circumstances, but he'd moved into a house with a centuries-old reputation for wickedness and unnatural happenings. Why stop here? You should have just kept looking till you landed in the Amityville Horror house, for God's sake.

      It would take him some time to process all of this. Had he only known what he was getting into, if only he'd had the foresight to do an hour's worth of research, then he wouldn't have looked twice at the house. This felt like something out of one of his screenplays, too queer to be real. And yet, there he was, standing in the hell house all the same. He wanted out. It wouldn't be too late for him to leave; maybe he could beat it to a main road on foot and hitchhike to the nearest town. Though an inexperienced mechanic, he toyed with the idea of popping the hood of the sedan and tinkering with it. Anything, really, seemed better to him than inaction. But then, and with unbearable vividness, he recalled that thing he'd encountered in the woods. It'd chased him all the way to the door of the house, had leveled eyes with him through the kitchen window. His breath caught in his throat as he remembered it and it was all he could do not to whimper.

      He began the first of many nighttime strolls through the house. As silently as could be done on the creaky floors, he ambled up the stairs and took to slowly opening the doors of every room, surveying each and every space. In doing so, the house seemed to voice a reply to his efforts, its groans and out-of-place thuds ringing out to punctuate what he was beginning to feel was utterly futile.

      The study, where she'd last been seen, was perfectly empty. Julian rearranged the contents of the room for better access but found nothing of note therein. Further down the hall he explored the other bedrooms, vacant, save for a few boxes of their belongings. Here, too, he saw no trace of her.

      The bathroom, master bedroom, attic; all unpeopled.

      By the time he returned downstairs, he found himself practically in tears. Tugging on a sweater to beat back the chill in the air, he paced to the kitchen and poured some water into the kettle for tea. His hands shook every step of the way; from the portioning out of tea leaves, to the selection of a clean mug from a box in the living room. When the water was brought to a boil he let his brew steep and paced around the kitchen in circles till the liquid within looked dark enough. It was a foreign tea, something exotic that Kim had rather enjoyed. He didn't know its name, and thought little of its earthy flavor, but was struck by its deep, red color. He didn't recall it looking quite so rich and red as that. When the infusion was complete, he picked up his mug and blew carefully at the strands of steam that rose from the surface.

      The kitchen curtains were shut tightly. They'd been that way since earlier, when he'd returned from his walk. He knew it necessary to continue his search into the outdoors, however. What if she's really out there? He continued to think as he appraised the curtains. Carefully, from one side of the half-effaced sink, Julian tugged them open. Stealing a furtive glance into the back yard, he could make out only dim shapes in the twilight. Commonplace things, no doubt, but lent a touch of mystery and doubtfulness in the scant moonlight. He gulped, the mug nearly tumbling from his shaky grasp. Sipping at his brew, he continued perusing the grounds. Here and there, shifting in the darkness, he thought he saw movement.

      No, it's just the clouds passing across the sky. The moonlight plays tricks on your eyes that way.

      However rational, the thought did not bring him comfort. His gaze rose to the woods, and through them, filtered a thousand times by the ebony trunks, he noticed the amber glow emanating from within. It was faint, fainter maybe than it'd been during the previous sighting, but it was plain to him all the same. And though it might have been mere fancy, or an effect of the shifting clouds as he'd earlier theorized, he noticed something of slow, careful movement near the border of trees.

      His heart began to pound. His face grew hot and he slowly set his mug down in the sink, still half-full. What's out there? He asked himself the question without really wanting to know the answer. His imagination was more than capable of filling in the gaps. It might've been Kim out there. Or maybe that thing that had chased him through the woods. Then again, he thought, returning to the piece he'd just read, it might've been some other horror left behind by the Warlock John Kelley.

      For a while longer he stood to the side of the window, gazing cautiously through it into the dark night. Then, fifty or sixty yards out from the house and staggering slowly towards an indeterminate point in the distance, he saw something he could put a name to. It was a human body, wan and petite, and the long, black hair that hung just past the shoulders teased familiarity. His face was nearly pressed to the glass in examination of this shambling form, and the longer he looked, the more he became sure that it was Kim. Gripping the edge of the window, his breath fogging the pane, he watched as the being walked into the distance, across the moonlit field, skirting the woods. Now and then the figure would pause as though it could feel his gaze. Its slight shoulders would stiffen as if in invitation, before it would invariably start once more to its unseen destination.

      There was no time to lose.

      Steeling his nerves, Julian sought out the largest kitchen knife he could find and a flashlight. Then, stepping into his shoes, he wrenched open the back door and looked out across the field.

      There she was, ambling farther and farther away.

      “Kim?” he murmured, squinting into the distance.

      The figure paused as though she'd heard, only to continue her shambling advance.

      It was her. It had to be. Gripping the knife in his hand, Julian took a moment to scan the woods before giving chase. The amber glow continued to come in through the trees, washing over the borders of the woods like melted gold. Shutting the door behind him, Julian recalled a detail from the article on John Kelley, and paused for a moment before continuing on. On nights when the glow is witnessed, people are said to go missing.
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      The wind cut through him. Already a thin film of frost was clinging to the blades of grass, which crunched underfoot as he advanced. He could see his breath in the air. Chasing the pale silhouette into the distance he quickened his pace but found it difficult to keep up. Though the figure in the distance made no great strain, she moved with surprising quickness. His legs were still sore from his earlier jaunt through the woods, but he pressed on, adrenaline ordering him forth.

      The light bobbed in his hand, its beam unsteady. Flashes of light were reflected off of the commonest things; divots in the field, inordinately tall growths, and were transformed for that instant into terrifying oddities for him. And each time that some minor detail in the landscape stole his attention, the figure in the distance seemed only to gain more ground. Julian broke into a jog, his breath coming so forcefully now that it would temporarily obscure his vision.

      The figure had gone around a bend, seemed to be headed to that spot where he'd earlier discovered the open grave. This knocked the pep from his step and he approached with a good deal more caution, quickly losing sight of the pale, shambling form. He was close to the woods now, could smell the crisp earthiness that radiated from them always. He could see, too, the evidences of amber light coming in through breaks in the trees. What purpose it served, if any, was a mystery to him, though he couldn't shake off thoughts of the Warlock John Kelley and his supposed treacheries in these same woods. Recalling the details of that tale, his toes curled against the soles of his shoes. It was almost as though his body knew on a subconscious level that these were desecrated lands never meant to be tread.

      But he went on.

      After all he'd been through that day, how could he not go on? This was his sole lead. Kim, possibly delirious, had wandered out of the house the night previous and was now stumbling through the field in a dazed stupor. He'd been fortunate enough to catch a glimpse of her before she disappeared again, and now had his chance to gain on her. She's OK after all, he assured himself half-heartedly, his lungs burning for the chill night air.

      Coming to a stop, Julian decided to call out to her. He was some time in summoning his voice, but when her name finally left his lips, the effect was muffled by the woods. Something about those ominous black trunks ate up his voice and regurgitated it into the morass, where it lived on in small, disparate echoes. A bolus of dread sealed off his throat and kept him from repeating what he now felt had been a mistake. Vocalizing, raising his voice out here, in the open, was surely unwise. Glancing back at the ground he'd covered, at the house which sat in the distance with some few dim-burning windows, he felt every bit as naked and vulnerable as the mark he pursued.

      For a time he was cemented in place, hesitant to move forward and even more nervous that his call should elicit a reply.

      There was only silence, however. Silence, and the curious piping of windblown song as the breeze worked its way about the nearby trees. He gripped the handle of the knife, a serrated one, and squeezed it until his nerves were sufficiently ratcheted. Then, licking his lips, he continued.

      Rounding the corner, he saw the field shoot on into the twilight, but there was no sign of the figure. Of course, he knew himself to be on the threshold now of that yawning open grave, could have taken fifteen, thirty steps and fallen straight in had he only the inclination to move. The woods to his side fell pestilentially quiet once again, and the gnarled bark of each individual tree seemed to furrow in a leer. He broke away from them a few paces and caught his breath, teeth chattering.

      Reaching out with his light he canvassed the way ahead, catching a glimpse at once of something that did not belong. The aberrancy stood out amidst the scenery of tall grass, of moonlit spaces, of stillness. The first indication that something was awry came to him as the blades of grass ahead began to twitch and rise. They'd been trampled on only moments ago, it was clear. The object of his pursuit had blazed this trail that he now studied. But then, some ten or fifteen feet away, emerging furtively from the edge of that chasm he knew to exist there, Julian glimpsed the edges of a pale countenance, covered up by a mask of white plaster, and crowned by a wild nest of black hair. Though the shifting of the shadows could only give him so much detail, his brief surveyance was sufficient to reveal to him the pair of tiny eyeholes, from whence there came a dark and poisonous stare.

      His heart crashed into his ribcage and he nearly fell back, ending up instead on one knee. His entire body convulsed as his leg met the chill grass, and he raised the knife before him as though it were a cross to ward off a vampire. Had the thing raced at him just then however, the knife would have been an impotent thing. He was held fast by the figure's veiled stare.

      For some time the two parties remained in this position, staring at each other and not daring to speak. Julian thought once or twice to call out to his wife, but the longer he lingered there the less sure he became that this was, in fact, Kim. From what little he had gathered up to this point, he'd noticed a few familiar characteristics; the dark hair, the general shape of the body. But now he was less certain, the grotesque mask adding no shortage of doubt where surety had already been scarce.

      Then, suddenly, the figure disappeared into the chasm. The sound, as if of a thousand legs scurrying hurriedly against bare earth, accompanied its precipitous flight from view. Even some moments later he could hear the quick, fleshy smacks of wild limbs in locomotion beneath his feet. Julian staggered back, disgusted with the knowledge that the figure now dwelt beneath him, in the dark bowels of the earth, like vermin. Not to be dissuaded however, he slowly made his way forward, shuffling so as not to telegraph his approach by way of vibrations in the ground, and brought his light to the edge of the aperture.

      What he found within was not at all what he'd expected, and in that moment he loosed a full-on scream.

      The light was sluggish in reaching the bottom of the pit, where, nestled in amidst the mounds of disturbed earth, could be seen a pale, naked body. The mask-wearing figure was squeezed into a tight fetal position, her cartoonish visage pulled up and away towards the sky. But it was not this alone that unsettled him. From within the adjoining passage that ran directly beneath his feet, Julian heard the hurried scurrying of a thousand legs once more, issuing from deep underground. Something was moving, at great speed, and was clearly headed for the exit of the tunnel. Whatever he'd heard just moments ago was returning.

      It had heard him.

      The figure he'd given chase to was, so far as he could tell, Kim. The shape of the body was right, even if the cold had sapped all color from it and given it an unearthly paleness. That she was dead, too, was all too clear. He couldn't be sure how her body had gotten there, or where she'd come upon the mask, but that her form had been tugged along the field like a dumb marionette by this conniving thing that now clamored through the underground for him was all too apparent. He'd been baited like a trophy fish, had gone straight for the lure just as planned. And he knew it.

      Julian wanted to run, to escape to the house, but couldn't find it in himself to turn around. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as though he'd been electrocuted and his eyes settled on the still, bone-white form of his dead wife until something else emerged from the floor of the den and captured his attention.

      A hand. And then another. They burst out into the open from the mouth of the yawning tunnel, basking in the moonlight with spectral whiteness.  The fingers were bereft of nails and each digit squirmed seemingly of its own accord, was commanded by its own bundle of nerves. As the fingers twitched along the lip of the passage they gave the impression of an insect's feelers. The air was being tested and he was being presently appraised without his even knowing it.

      He was unprepared for the third, fourth and fifth hands, of precisely the same appearance, which emerged quickly thereafter in similar fashion. As he staggered back, he thought that numerous captors must dwell in the passage beneath his feet, but he soon realized each of the limbs belonged to a singular entity, and his horror was all the more compounded by this fact. Julian lost his breath, fell onto the grass before turning and scrambling absentmindedly. He had no direction in mind, had completely lost his bearing. But that didn't matter. He needed to put as much space between himself and the thing which now rushed noisily from its subterranean hold as possible.

      He didn't get far, however.

      His right ankle went slack beneath the grip of an unseen pursuer. He yelped, lost his footing and slammed into the ground face-first. The moist grass was frigid, blasting his nervous system with another rude shock while the grip on his foot tightened and he was slowly pulled back towards the site of the open grave. At first he thought to dig his hands and elbows in, but no matter the nature of his resistance, he was steadily drawn in. Turning as best he could, he looked down at his foot, at the edge of the aperture, looming ever closer.

      It was no hand that'd taken hold of his ankle, though he could see, to his unutterable horror, at least a dozen of those grasping, porcelain white hands, with their pitted, empty nailbeds, erupting from the chasm. What now snaked its way up his leg and yanked him across the field with great force, was a black tendril. It was tough, coarse against his skin, and his feeble tuggings did not phase it in the least.

      Julian was only feet from tumbling into the grave, from the sea of white, searching hands, when the moonlight revealed to him the nature of the appendage that dragged him through the grass.

      It was a length of jet-black hair.
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      That his brain had betrayed him, sent him forthwith into unconsciousness, he was certain. His system couldn't handle the shock of falling into the pit, could not sustain the grotesque sensation of those cold, lifeless hands groping about his body and ushering him into the bowels of the earth. That was the last thing he remembered; the hands. His limbs had been seized from all corners and his body transported deftly through the underground. He felt himself in the clutches of a great and terrible insect, and knew himself bound for its nest. At the last glimmer of moonlight, as he was pulled into the tunnel and away from Kim's limp body, his constitution failed him.

      But he awoke.

      The stirrings of consciousness brought with them a hint of that tempestuous fear that'd taken him under, and before even he could open his eyes a scream welled up in his throat. It was trapped there, the air scarce and moist. He slowly regained control of his hands and reached out all about him. Above there was something like wood, but it was soggy, knotted. Beneath him only soil. Shuddering, he sucked up what little oxygen he could and was simply thankful to be unmolested. As though it were a debris he could shake off, he patted at his arms and chest, hoping to exorcise the chill that those hideous paws had left behind.

      Upon opening his eyes, he found he could see nothing. Or, at least, close to nothing. The very borders of his vision featured something of light, but it was dim and distant. It existed only in thin bands, like the light which is seen through the seams of a tightly-sealed door. He blinked, turned his head, and ran his palms against the grooved wood above him. Rolling over onto his stomach and attempting to further explore the space, he calmed his mind and tried to visualize his surroundings. It took little time for him to realize where he was.

      You're underneath the house.

      He moistened his lips, feeling out a bit of the space that was large enough for him to sit up in. Though his study was brief, there appeared to be sections here, beneath the floors of the house, that allowed him room to sit more or less comfortably, and others still, like the one he'd woke up in, which were far tighter. Here and there he could feel dense wooden posts in the ground. These were supports of some kind for the whole structure, and they went into the foundation below. Searching through the darkness, Julian knew that the tunnel entrance was close-by. The tunnel served to connect the house to the grave. Something inhuman, infernal, had made the passage and linked the two. He tensed. Something that John Kelley conjured up... that thing, from the woods... it brought me here.

      Movement. He heard something shift nearby, and immediately his body went stiff. He clutched at his knees, waiting for something to lash out at him, to finish the job. In time however, the noise faded and he was left to gather his scattered thoughts. It's still here with me, somewhere. His breath retreated for a time and he found it hard to breathe in the musty air. Somehow, he'd have to find his way through the space, to break through some flimsy barrier and crawl out onto the lawn. That was his only chance. It was possible, too, that he could find the tunnel and go out that way, though it was a long way for him to wander in perfect darkness. There was no telling what awaited him there, either.

      Attempting to compose himself, Julian rifled through his pockets and almost gave a yelp of joy in discovering his cell phone. This, he knew, might give him light enough to explore. Running his palm against the cool screen, he felt out the home button. Before pressing it however, he hesitated. It'll help you see, but then, it could make you an easier target, too. Could the creature that'd brought him down there, the creature with a hundred grasping hands, see him in the dark? He wagered that it probably could. He was the only one at a disadvantage here, the only one out of his element. Using the light could only improve his odds. Slowly, he raised up his phone and hit the button, flinching as it came on.

      The light was bright, making his eyes hurt. Blinking hard, he moved it this way and that, the glow hanging in the air for a moment as though the rays were suspended in the murk. When his eyes had become more accustomed to the whitish light, he carefully pushed himself onto his haunches and took a good look at his immediate surroundings. He was indeed beneath the house, could see the bottoms of what he presumed to be the floors of the lower level. Every corner he could glimpse featured something of slime-like mold or cobwebs. Steadying himself against one of the meaty support beams, he moved forward. The way was narrower, forcing him down onto his stomach to crawl. All the while Julian held the light out before him. The sounds of his locomotion seemed amplified a thousand times, and when coupled with the light of his phone, he felt sure he was an easy target. The thing was going to see him. There was no way it could miss him down here.

      But nothing came.

      He lifted himself up, pausing in the next section, his vision zeroing in on something curious just beyond the edge of his light. Julian leaned further still, reaching through the shadows to elucidate the thing before him. In order to see it up close he would have to navigate the next section, crawl on his belly again. He hesitated to do so, but ultimately had no choice. From where he stooped, it seemed large and bound in cloth. The cloth was probably a reddish flannel pattern, but he couldn't be certain. When the thing failed to move, his boldness grew and he dropped onto his stomach, pulling himself forward with his elbows until he was close by.

      Raising the light, Julian examined it from less than a foot away.

      He dropped the phone. His nostrils were filled to bursting with a smell like dust and his heart thumped hard against his sternum as though it were throwing in the towel.

      It was a man.

      Long dead, the body was bunched up and leaning against the nearest support column in something of a crouch. The skin, or what blackened swaths of it remained, had settled closely to the bones, lending it a mummified appearance. Dressed in a flannel shirt and torn blue jeans, the figure clutched at something with its gnarled hands.

      A statue of the Virgin Mary, not unlike the ones he and Kim had found in the cellar chamber.

      A study of the face yielded a visceral reaction in him; the eyes had long decomposed, leaving only shadowed sockets. Yellowed teeth were bared in what could only be called an expression of dread terror. This, coupled with the posture of the body in death, pointed to only one thing. Like himself, this man had been cornered down here. He'd probably been dragged through the underground himself, had taken refuge near this support beam, only to meet his end. Though the light now shook in his hand, Julian could see long tangles of black hair affixed to the body's wrists and neck.

      This, probably, was the body of Marshall Reed.

      A large, hairy spider emerged from one of the empty eye sockets, its thick legs playing odiously against the warped cheek, before disappearing once more into the cavity. Julian staggered back, nailing the back of his head against a low-lying piece of wood. Cursing, he looked about him, his heart thundering at the prospect of arousing attention.

      Still, nothing came.

      Separating himself from the corpse, he raised his light and shot off in the opposite direction; a direction which, if his instinct was correct, might lead him to the edge of the house. When he got there, he hoped he'd be able to pry a board loose or kick through it. The sides of the house were done up in stucco, but the bits of moonlight he'd seen peeking through the edges from a distance told him that the seal to the foundation was not so strong that he'd be unable to break through it. If he worked fast enough he could kick through the wooden support, through the exterior of the house, and scramble out onto the lawn. From there, he'd run as hard and fast as was necessary to reach civilization.

      Rushing forward, Julian did his best to keep the light steady. Now and then he would pause, listen, to make sure that the sounds of movement that filled his ears were solely his own. Feeling emboldened by the seeming lack of pursuit, he hurried onward, crouching and crawling as was necessary.

      He'd gone a long way however, and still hadn't managed to reach the edge of the house.

      Every breath brought with it a bit of dust. He could feel it in his forehead, in the stinging ache it incited behind his eyes and in his sinuses. Sitting up, he held out his phone and canvassed the space afresh.

      Something had changed. The layout here was different. There were no more wooden support beams to be seen. In fact, there was nothing but wide, open space. The soil was damp, as though it'd been soaked by a chill autumn rain. But save for pervasive darkness, there was precious little else. Julian grit his teeth, unnerved by the way that this new darkness seemed to eat up the light from his phone. He glanced at the screen. It was still on, still shining. The darkness here, though, was of a completely different sort. It was primordial, so dense that it could scarcely be parted by his feeble light.

      Something suddenly rose up in him. It was primal fear, the fear of an animal walking headlong into the slaughter. You should turn around. Turn around and find another way out. This... this isn't it. No one... no one is supposed to come this way.

      He knew there was a way out of this dark labyrinth, but this wasn't it. He'd wandered somewhere else, to a place he shouldn't have gone. A place where no living person had any reason to go.

      Memory called up the article he'd read that night, about the warlock John Kelley, about the things he'd done and the things he'd allegedly summoned from the Pit.

      Julian leaned forward, then took a few awkward paces before stopping abruptly.

      The way forward had disappeared.

      There was only a yawning, endless abyss before him.

      Falling backward and almost dropping his phone into the chasm, he heard for the first time in a while the stirrings of movement. And this time, he felt sure, the sounds were not of his making. In his moments-long perusal of the pit, something had seen him. Something in that pitch-black chasm had looked up at him and was now clambering out after him. His heart flopped sluggishly and he reared back, crawling off on hands and knees.

      This was the spot where John Kelley's cabin had been. There could be no doubt. The small structure, which had been demolished to make way for the Beacon estate, had dwelt here. It was from this chasm of nightmares that the warlock had conjured the terrible things that now plagued this house and the surrounding woods. And it was from here, too, that the monstrosity that'd brought him underground had first emerged from.

      Julian wanted to scream, wanted to sob, but there was no time for it. His body was overwhelmed by a desire for flight and he abandoned all else. Scrambling through the dark, scarcely keeping ahold of his phone, he pawed his way in the opposite direction.

      In his retreat however, the flashing of his screen brought yet more of his surroundings to light.

      Above him, in the boards and joists that made up the lower story of the Beacon estate, he caught sight of what appeared to be black tentacles. They were fixed to the boards, to the columns, wrapped so tightly to the wood that they appeared as fully integrated as veins, and throbbed in much the same fashion. How it was that he'd overlooked these pitch-black tendrils previously he couldn't say; they were denser the closer one went to the chasm he'd left behind.

      And then the sounds of movement. The animalistic cry of his pursuer from the dark recesses to his back. What began as a labored wheeze grew into a great and terrible scream. Stunned and deafened, Julian clawed his way forward, bumping head-first into a wooden panel as he did so. A sharp pain came over him and almost immediately he felt a wave of warmth washing over his forehead. There'd been something sticking out of that panel, a nail, perhaps. Hot blood dripped onto the soil beneath him, onto the backs of his hands as he crawled. The hot flow blurred vision in his right eye, and tears were sufficient to fill the other.

      A familiar force grasped his ankle, pulling him to a stop and dragging him backward. Julian reached for the nearest support column, but lacked the strength to resist. One, two, three tendrils of coarse, black hair took hold of his limbs and dragged him back towards the pit. As he went, kicking and shouting all the while, he lost his grip on his phone. It tumbled some few feet away from him and gave only the briefest glimpse of the fate that awaited him.

      Leashed to the bottom of the house by way of those same black, writhing tendrils, was a pale, bare figure. It crawled against the bottoms of the floorboards as an animal might crawl, defying gravity. White hands bereft of fingernails reached out and pulled the thing forward, while crooked, feral-looking feet scrambled awkwardly behind. This was the thing that had dragged him through the underground to begin with, and he could now see that it was joined to the house by way of hundreds of the black tentacles. It was a parasite, bonded to the very stuff of the house and coursing through it always.

      Every time he'd heard the house settle, the pipes rattle, he'd written it off as an ordinary phenomenon. Now, he knew better. It had been this thing settling in the house's sinews, scaling the insides of the walls, the underside of the floors, further incorporating itself. It had been there the whole time, just under their noses. It had been there since the house was built, since before the Reeds had built the Beacon estate. And in those days not so long ago, when he and Kim had been happy in their new house, it'd been there, too. Biding its time. Eavesdropping on their happiness.

      The light was growing distant now, but before he lost sight of it for good, Julian caught in its dim glow the face of his captor. Two large, blind eyes greeted him and a hideous maw of a mouth separated in an audible wheeze.

      He was at the cusp of the aperture, brought back to that site he'd fought so hard to flee. Here, the white monstrosity stopped, lowering him into the opening slowly. Julian was suspended by black tendrils, brought down into the pit gradually. He could no longer see in the overwhelming darkness, but could feel those dead eyes focused upon him from above. And then, from below, in the dark depths, he felt hands. Dozens of hands upon him. One by one the hands latched onto his body and yanked him downward, their owners gasping and screaming terribly till his ears began to ache.

      The screams were feminine and masculine; still others were harder to place. These were the screams of those who'd been claimed by the property before him. Though he couldn't parse out her voice in the cacophony, he felt sure Kim was among them. His mind, wrecked by terror, was calmed a little by this realization, at least.

      It's OK, he thought. It's OK. You're going to join Kim now. You'll be going to the same place she did. Resigning himself to the pull of the hands from below, he allowed his body to go limp and no longer fought. In a matter of seconds he was yanked deeper down.

      And then he went into a free fall through the limitless depths.
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      Snow.

      The field ahead was covered in a thin layer and still more was caught up in the icy breeze. The flakes were fat, dense. The trunks of the trees nearby were flecked in white, a stark contrast against their ebony bark.

      He thought it strange that he couldn't feel the cold.

      Julian stared out from between the trees, at the house which sat quietly. Its roof was dressed in snow, its windows dotted in dabs of white. It looked so quaint and peaceful, just like he remembered it. Then, from around one corner, he saw two forms emerge from the driveway.

      A man and a woman.

      The man was tall, heavy-set, with graying hair. The woman, slimmer, was dressed in a red jacket and black boots. They were holding hands and pointing up at the house, talking amongst themselves.

      He cocked his head to the side.

      “What are they doing?” Julian turned. There, beside him, was Kim. Her long hair was draped over her bare shoulders, her flesh was nearly the same color as the snow. From behind the mask of white plaster, she gave a breathy laugh.

      Across the driveway there came a third person. This one, he recognized.

      “Sorry to have kept ya waiting,” said Edwin, flagging down the couple. “Roads were harsh.” He rifled through his jacket for the keys to the house. “We'll start the tour right away. Don't wanna keep you two here all day.”

      Julian watched as Edwin opened the back door and led the new couple inside. The old guide stopped as he did so, looking to the woods and narrowing his gaze. Though it might've been mere fancy, there seemed to be a crooked little smile on his lips.

      “What are they doing in our house?” asked Julian, turning once again to his wife.

      “Get out of our house,” said Kim quietly, staring out at the property, one of her wan hands on the nearest tree.

      From behind, Julian heard someone else speak. An old, croaking voice. “Get out of our house.” It was an old woman, with a shock of white hair. She, too, wore a mask. In the pinholes that answered for eyes, he spied only darkness.

      The woods became alive with speech. “Get out of our house. Get out of our house.” Voices were carried in on the breeze from all around. Everywhere he looked, Julian found yet more people standing around him, all of them in nothing but white masks and focused on the house.

      Turning once more to Kim, Julian continued. “What are they doing in our house?”

      She gave another breathy laugh.

      He smiled, though it was unlikely she could see it from behind his mask.
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