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1.
  

Ian liked to come at night, alone. The house had to be empty, its residents asked to take a break by staying with family or spending a night in a hotel.


  Treat yourself. Relax, he advised. His clients were people of means and understood the concept of self-care—to a fault.


  People who were struggling to pay their mortgages generally didn’t seek his services. And if they did, he’d like to think himself ethical enough that he’d turn them away. But he wasn’t so sure anymore. Liz would have done the work for free, all of it. But Liz was gone, and along with her, all the best parts of himself.


  The owners had given him the lock code. In the chill evening air, he parked his van in the circular drive and unloaded his equipment from the back, rolled it to the door, and entered the code. The lock opened with a satisfying click, and he put his hand on the metal knob and pushed open the double-tall, glass-paned door.


  He stepped into the ridiculously posh foyer with its glittering chandelier and marble floors. There was a tall round table in the center and, on it, a gigantic glass vase filled with fresh flowers—a riot of lilies, hydrangea, snapdragons, branches, sprigs of green—that he knew cost more than some folks made in a week. He’d seen the bill on the kitchen counter. He’d spent a lot of time at the home of Astrid and Chaz Lowe, models and Instagram “influencers”—whatever the hell that meant.


  He set the dolly upright, the black boxes stacked neatly one on top of the other. The air was filled with the smell of sage. He’d asked Astrid to smudge the space, burning the bundles of sage he’d dropped off on his last visit. She needed to feel involved in the process, she’d said. She wanted to be a part of cleansing her home of the negative energy she perceived here. Chaz had barely hidden his eye roll, but he’d handed over his credit card, as heavy and black as a ninja star.


  The charge was steep, out of reach for most. Of course, most people—people who actually earned their money—had more sense than to pay out a sum that would send a kid to college for a year to “space clear” their extravagant home. In this case, it was a six-thousand-square-foot modern nestled on twelve acres of wooded property in the middle of nowhere, more than three hours from the city. It was their weekend house. Our retreat, Astrid had enthused, from the madness and inauthenticity of city life. She was willowy thin, with a silken mane of golden-blonde hair. Astrid was nearly as tall as Ian, who was just under six feet, but she still managed to seem tiny, vulnerable.


  Chaz, he was pretty sure, was gay. Truly, Ian had never seen a straight man more angelically featured—those lips, the cheekbones—and stylishly put together, always in some wild outfit, getting ready for an influencer shoot. Yesterday, he’d been wearing a kilt with leggings and a pair of Doc Martens lace-up boots, a white shirt open to reveal his enviable physique, and more jewelry than Ian’s rich grandmother wore—thick gold chains around his neck, and so many rings on his fingers that he’d had a hard time signing for the credit card charge. Liz would have loved them—how they were larger than life, sweet in spite of being utterly intellectually bankrupt, how they, especially Astrid, believed.


  On the kitchen island, Astrid had left a care package for him. A big basket of health-conscious goodies—vegan energy bars, nuts and dried fruits, organic chocolate. A note: Good luck tonight!! There’s a green smoothie in the fridge, and some gluten-free sandwiches!! Call me if you need some support!!! Astrid xoxo


  So many exclamation points! It was a punctuation mark that had lost its way with this younger generation, who seemed to think it was required to infuse enthusiasm and brightness into their hollow, stripped-down communications. Chaz and Astrid, by Ian’s calculations, were at most maybe ten years younger than he was and Liz would have been, but honestly, it was like they were from another planet. The world was changing so fast; Ian was barely keeping up. Barely wanted to.


  He was hungry, so he ate one of Astrid’s sandwiches, which was actually delicious, washed it down with the smoothie, and then inhaled a vegan energy bar. The night ahead was long. When Liz was alive, it was like an adventure every time. Every time, they were looking for something, too, always hopeful that they were going to find it. Always having fun even when, night after night, in big houses and small, old houses and new, isolated properties and city dwellings, all they’d found was each other. It had been enough.


  He set up the equipment in the rooms where Astrid felt the most unease: the living room, the master bedroom, and the basement studio, where she practiced her yoga and meditation. He carefully placed the EMF monitors, the night vision and thermographic cameras, and the digital audio recorders. He had bundles of sage; a Tibetan singing bowl and mallet; a set of chimes that were Liz’s personal favorite, given to her by a psychic she’d visited; Liz’s prayer book and journal. He had a basic camera with a flash, which Liz believed was best at capturing orbs; he kept that in his pocket, along with the infrared thermometer.


  “You’ve stopped believing.” Liz. She was always with him. She’d been gone over a year, and he still heard her voice, still talked to her.


  “You were always the believer,” he answered, though he probably shouldn’t speak to her out loud. It was crazy, wasn’t it? “I was just the willing assistant.”


  “That’s not true,” she said, laughing. “You’ve seen it too. You know what’s possible.”


  “Maybe I saw something, once, when I was a kid.”


  “That’s when we’re the most open, the most accepting, when we’re children. As we get older, we close ourselves off to more and more possibilities.”


  “I’m open. I’m here, aren’t I?”


  “You’re just going through the motions.”


  She lounged on the couch, her feet up, wearing a flowy top over leggings, her wild, untamable curls up, wrapped in a colorful bandeau. Not a ghost. Just the painful longing of his own mind and heart. She wasn’t haunting him; he was haunting himself.


  “They’re nice,” she said. “I like them. Especially her. She’s a sensitive, an empath. Maybe she is picking something up.”


  “I really don’t think so.”


  “Cynicism isn’t a good look in this line of work.”


  “Ghost hunting.”


  “Energy stabilizing.”


  “Exorcism.”


  “Space cleansing. Get with the program, Ian. Stay in step with the moment. This isn’t a your-mother-wears-combat-boots-in-hell kind of a thing.”


  Her laughter was throaty and deep, seeming to echo in the high-ceilinged room.


  The first time he’d made her laugh like that he’d fallen helplessly in love with her. They had been in college. He’d seen her in his class on the teachings of Carl Jung and dug up the nerve to follow her to the coffee shop where he knew she always studied on Thursday afternoons, asked to join her. What had he said that had made her laugh that day?


  “It was your Carl Jung impersonation, that horrible accent that you thought approximated Swiss. You were adorable.”


  “I miss you.”


  But she was gone. He stared at the empty couch, then continued setting up the equipment. He knew there were cameras in the house; everyone had them now. And the truth was that Astrid had caught something strange and managed to record it.


  He flipped on the light and walked down the steps to the basement, where Astrid had her studio.


  Unlike other basements he’d visited, creepy places, musty and dark, this was finished and brightly lit. High, wide windows let natural light in during the day. The solid white oak floors butted up against soothing eggshell walls—not too white, but not quite cream. A huge hand-carved wooden mandala dominated one wall. At the head of the room, a tall stone Buddha smiled peacefully behind a low wooden altar of candles, flowers, prayer books, and mala beads. Astrid’s mat and meditation cushion were neatly placed and waiting in the center of the room. A big camera sat atop a tripod, for recording her YouTube and Instagram videos.


  For all its simple, peaceful beauty and brightness, the room did feel “off.” A tension settled into his shoulders as he set up the equipment. There was a tingle on the back of his neck.


  The video Astrid showed him was one of her signature recordings, a yin yoga flow with affirmations—where she moved her lithe body into a number of seemingly impossible postures and said things like I surrender to the flow of the universe. Or I am exactly where I need to be.


  For exactly a blip, in the middle of the recording, there seemed to be a shadow in the corner. And at the end, a strange gray fog appeared to surround her. Again, only for a second. They’d tried to frame through the video. Sitting at her kitchen table with the laptop in front of them, they’d inched through the recording but were never able to freeze-frame on either image.


  “The whole time,” said Astrid, “I felt like someone was watching me. That’s why I rewatched the video, which I usually don’t do.”


  “Why not?” He’d imagined a yoga instructor might watch her own videos to improve.


  “No one likes to see themselves on camera, hear their own voice, do they?”


  “I wouldn’t think you’d have a problem with it.”


  Truly, she was luminous. Her skin seemed to glow, eyes shining with health and vitality, her movements hypnotically fluid, her voice mellifluous and soothing. He could see why she had a million followers on YouTube. He was willing to bet that more than a few of them were not yogis.


  “What do you think?” she’d asked, looking at him. “About the video?”


  He could tell she was scared.


  “I really don’t know,” he’d admitted. “You caught something there. I just don’t know what.”


  “So you’ll help us? My friend Elenie says you don’t take everyone.”


  That was true. He didn’t. Not everyone needed a “space clearing.” Some people needed therapy, others needed marriage counseling, some just needed a good kick in the ass.


  “Of course I’ll help you,” he’d told her.


  Now he finished setting up the equipment in her studio and headed for the stairs. That was when he felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. He turned to look behind him, but there was no one there except the Buddha, impervious.


  “See,” said Liz. “You do believe.”


  “I believe I’ll have another one of those vegan energy bars.”


  Her laughter followed him to the kitchen.


  

2.
  

The barn smelled of oil and hay. Matthew rested his hand on the red hood of the old Aston Martin. A beautiful car, evoking the image of a glamorous couple wending through the English countryside. The old man had let them all—the Mercedes, the BMW roadster, the old Karmann Ghia—rust and rot.


  “I know an antique car dealer,” Avery March was saying. “I’ll have him come by. He’ll know what to do here.”


  “That would be amazing,” said Samantha, peering in the window of an old Mustang.


  Matthew was about to assert that these cars, though not running, were not junk and that he hoped for a good price when the sound of Jewel’s screaming carried into the barn. The vibration of that word on the air—Daaadddy—was like an electric shock. He didn’t even think. Just broke and ran. He’d never run so fast in his life, following the sound of his daughter’s terrified screams through the clearing, into the trees. And then the terrible silence.


  “Jewel! Honey, where are you?”


  He heard Avery March and Samantha coming up behind him as he stumbled, got up, kept running in the direction he thought her voice had come from. He ran faster, side twinging, breath ragged. He was so out of shape.


  “Jewel!” Samantha called from behind him, panic pulling the syllables long and shrill.


  There.


  There she was.


  He came to the clearing and saw her lying in front of the graveyard, curled up with her arms over her head. He dropped to his knees before her.


  “Jewel.”


  Her face, streaked with tears, was just as it was when he used to wake her from her childhood night terrors. Pale eyes wide with a terrified innocence. Her whole body used to shake, and it would sometimes take minutes—which seemed like hours—to wake her from wherever she’d gone in the universe, in her child’s mind, that was horrible enough to have her wailing and cowering in her unicorn bedsheets.


  He gathered her from the ground, rocking her.


  “Honey, Daddy’s here.”


  “Daddy?”


  “What happened, bunny?”


  “There was a girl. I followed her,” she said. “She looked like—but she couldn’t be—”


  Her voice trailed off, her eyes still staring at something only she could see. It had been a long time since she’d had night terrors, or sleepwalked. How long? Five years? Back when she was being bullied on social media and crying herself to sleep at night. The nightmares had come back then.


  Her pediatrician had told them that these episodes would come back in times of extreme stress. Like now—when her mother had been sick, and her father had lost his job and moved her to his monstrous family home in the middle of nowhere. Guilt, the underpinning of parenthood. All your failings as a person were not just your problem anymore.


  Samantha was beside them then, a hand on Jewel’s cheek. “Let’s get her inside. Can you carry her?”


  With effort—she wasn’t a baby, and he wasn’t as strong as he used to be—he managed to get her back to the house, laying her on the couch.


  “If you’ll allow me, I’ll make some tea?” suggested Avery March. “With honey. Sugar is good for a shock.”


  “Thank you so much,” said Samantha. “It’s all over the stove, mugs to the right.”


  Samantha covered Jewel with a blanket and sat beside her. After a few minutes, the teenager seemed to refocus, to snap back in, looked around, confused.


  “What happened?” Jewel asked.


  “You were screaming,” said Samantha. “We found you in the graveyard.”


  She shook her head, frowned like she was trying to reorient herself. Just like when she was a little kid.


  “Why did you go out there?” Samantha asked.


  “I—” Jewel looked back and forth between them. “I don’t remember.”


  “You said you saw a girl.”


  She frowned. “I heard something. A slamming noise, then the ghost chair.” That was what they were calling it, the sound of something being dragged across wood floors. “I freaked out a little, so I followed you to the barn. That’s when I saw her.”


  She sat up. “She walked through the trees and I followed.”


  “There was no one there,” said Samantha.


  Matthew’s shoulders tensed. “You were dreaming, kiddo. Sleepwalking.”


  “No,” she said, frowning. “I saw her.”


  “What did she look like?” Avery March had returned with a mug of tea. She leaned in to hand it to Jewel, who took it gratefully. “I put in a little honey. It will do you good.”


  Jewel took a sip.


  “The girl,” said Avery March. “What did she look like?”


  “She was tall and super thin, leggy and gorgeous—like a supermodel. Long dark hair.”


  “Someone from town?” suggested Samantha. “Pete said that people would sneak up here if we left the gate open.”


  Matthew shrugged, feigning nonchalance. Something inside him had gone a little cold. Oh God. Please, no.


  “What was she wearing?” March pressed, seeming tense.


  Why did this woman have so many questions? Wait a minute. Matthew looked at her again, something dawning. Her name: March. It was a name he had buried deep, deep inside. But it clawed its way up into his consciousness now.


  “She was wearing, like, a T-shirt with a faded four-leaf clover on it,” said Jewel, voice shaky. “With a white body and black sleeves, jean shorts, red Converse sneakers.”


  “Sound like one of the kids from the area?” asked Samantha of March, leaning in to put a hand on Jewel’s head.


  “There was a man too. I think,” Jewell went on. “Then a kind of fog fell.”


  “Daddy might be right,” said Samantha, looking at Matthew with concern. “You must have been dreaming. One of your nightmares.”


  “She was scared of him,” Jewel went on.


  Avery March released a kind of noise—something between a groan and a gasp. She’d gone white, sinking into the tall wingback chair.


  “Avery,” said Samantha. “What is it?”


  “Amelia,” she whispered.


  “Who?”


  “Amelia March,” said Matthew, all the pieces clicking together. Avery March was the only Realtor in town who would work with him, who had an iota of interest in Merle House. Now he knew why. “Was she your sister?”


  “Wait,” said Samantha, looking back and forth between Matthew and Avery March. “Hello? What are we talking about here?”


  “She was my twin,” said March.


  “Oh my God,” said Matthew, sitting on the matching chair. How could he not have made this connection? One of Samantha’s favorite criticisms: You only remember what you want to remember.


  “Is someone going to tell me what’s going on here?” asked Samantha, her voice going up an octave.


  But Avery March had put her head in her hands and was now openly weeping, issuing an unsettling sound that was eerily like whale song.


  “Amelia March,” he said. He had hoped never to hear that name again. “She disappeared the summer I was sixteen.”


  “She was never found,” interjected Jewel.


  Matthew and Samantha both looked at her. “How do you know that?” asked Matthew.


  She widened her eyes, gaped open her mouth in that annoying way teenagers did to express mock wonder. Apparently she was feeling better. “Wow. Ever heard of Google?”


  Avery March seemed to recover herself, took a breath, and wiped at her eyes.


  “That’s right,” she said. “My sister disappeared and was never found.”


  “Oh my God,” said Samantha. “That’s . . . horrible. I’m so sorry.”


  “Several locals were questioned—the man who was caretaker here at the time,” said March, glancing at Matthew. “For a while, suspicion fell on a boy from town, Mason Brandt. My stepfather, Brad, was abusive and violent, so they looked at him. Finally, allegedly, there was an out-of-town stranger that Amelia was seeing, never identified.”


  They were all staring at March. “The case went cold,” she finished. “It remains unsolved.”


  Samantha shook her head, pinned Matthew with an annoyed frown. “When were you going to tell me about this?”


  “Um. Never,” said Matthew. “I was hoping to fix this place up and be long gone before it ever came up.”


  “Okay. Wow. You didn’t think it was important? That I needed to know this?”


  “Ancient history,” he said, making his voice flat.


  Samantha’s eyes widened. “Not for our Realtor, who lost a sister.”


  She directed an open palm toward March. “I’m so sorry for your loss. That must have been so painful.”


  “I should have told you,” said March to Samantha. “I’m sorry.”


  “So what do you want?” asked Matthew. “What are you doing here?”


  March shifted uncomfortably. “The rest of the world gave up on my sister. But I haven’t. I just wanted a chance to look around the house and the grounds. I begged your grandfather Justice Merle for access, but he denied me, all this time.”


  Matthew felt a lash of anger.


  “Because the house, my family—we had nothing to do with your sister’s disappearance. The case didn’t exactly go cold, right? The police, in the end, declared her a runaway.”


  “She was last seen walking into the woods on this land,” March said.


  “Lots of kids hung out back in the woods,” Matthew said vaguely. He was still hoping Havenwood wouldn’t come up. She must know about it. Everyone who’d grown up here went there at some point, or had at least heard about it, didn’t they?


  “Two of the men questioned—the caretaker, and your friend Mason Brandt—were connected to this place,” March went on.


  Samantha and Jewel were both watching her, nodding. Jewel looked like she was about to say something, but Samantha held up a finger.


  “Look,” said March into the awkward silence that swelled between the four of them. “When I’m satisfied that there’s nothing here that might help me understand what happened to my sister, I’ll help you sell it. I promise.”


  “And what if you do find something?” asked Samantha.


  March shook her head, looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “I don’t have an answer for that right now.”


  The old man wouldn’t have liked this. He was not a big fan of strangers, and obviously he’d kept her away all this time. If she had any real reason for suspecting Amelia’s disappearance had something to do with his family, this house, this land, she’d have been able to bring it to the police.


  “You could have been honest with us,” said Matthew, peevish.


  March gave him a dark look. “Historically, the Merle family has not been cooperative. Anyway, I am being honest. I will help you sell this place, and no one else local will.”


  He was about to tell her to go fuck herself. He’d find someone to sell Merle House, or he’d sell it himself. It wasn’t rocket science, right? He’d just get online and figure it out.


  “Of course you can have access,” said Samantha.


  “Sam,” he started. But she held up a palm.


  “If the answers are here, you deserve to have them, Avery.”


  March gave a little bow, put her hands together. “Thank you.”


  Matthew felt the weight of fatigue press down on his shoulders. Why were things always spinning out of his control? The harder he tried to hold on, the less effective he was.


  “I did see her,” said Jewel.


  A wave of sadness passed across March’s face.


  “No,” said Matthew firmly. “You knew about her. You gave yourself a nightmare, and you were sleepwalking.”


  “That’s not what happened,” said Jewel, getting angry, wobbly like when she was little—flushed, eyes tearing. “I wasn’t sleeping.”


  “I know that you believe it, kiddo,” said Samantha, putting a hand on their daughter’s leg. “But it’s just not possible. Our minds, in times of stress, they can play tricks on us.”


  Avery March caught Matthew’s eyes. In her gaze, he saw knowledge, accusation, fear. Matthew looked away quickly, back to Jewel and Samantha.


  “There are no ghosts here,” said Samantha into the heavy silence. “Or—anywhere.”


  Merle House seemed to wait a comic beat.


  They all looked up, startled, as the sound of something being dragged across the floor rang out loud and long.


  

3.
  

Ian’s assistant, Joshua, showed up around eleven, a full hour late. Millennials.


  “Yeah,” Josh said, reading Ian’s look, but not even having the decency to look flustered. “Sorry, man. I’m just so busy. My schoolwork load is epic. I just fell asleep at my desk, studying.”


  Floppy-haired, bearded, Josh was obviously stoned, eyes rimmed red, speech slow. Liz would have fired him on the spot. Ian was less exacting. Josh was just a warm body, someone to keep him company and make sure he didn’t fall asleep. Ian was less exacting about everything than Liz had been—the clients he took on, billing, paying the bills. The business, it must be said, was not doing well. Liz had a way of keeping everything going—moving this to pay that, delaying payment on that until cash flowed through from this. But Liz was gone. Her illness had all but cleaned them out. He was running on fumes in every sense.


  Once upon a time, they’d been flush. Before the recession, they couldn’t even take on all the people who wanted their services, which ranged from the very basic clutter clearing to the feng shui consulting that had been Liz’s thing before she and Ian had met. They’d expanded their business to “energy work,” as Liz had liked to call it, to space clearing, where they used the singing bowl to clean out stale energy after loss or tragedy—or a visit from the in-laws—to spiritual cleansing, which was more about what was living in your walls from the people who came before you. That was more involved, including prayer work, incense, and maybe a visit from a consulting medium.


  And then there was the outright exorcism. That was Ian’s thing before they’d met—paranormal investigator and, yeah, straight-up exorcist. Back then, there had been a waiting list for their services. Rich folks erecting McMansions, obsessed with success and convinced that Liz and Ian could help them by telling them how to arrange their furniture, or buying up historic properties and finding them already “occupied.” Sometimes whatever it was couldn’t just be nicely asked to move on. Some things had to be kicked out, hard.


  “Oh, sweet,” said Josh, eyeing the care package Astrid had left. “Are those snacks for us?”


  “Help yourself.”


  “Man, I’m famished.”


  Ian did the rounds.


  In the bedroom, he thought he might have felt a cold spot, took a couple of pictures with his camera. He’d develop the film himself old school in the darkroom they had back at the office. He moved through the hallways, peeking into the sparely but elegantly furnished rooms. Nothing. It was nearing midnight.


  He’d done an extensive search on the house, going back through the title history on the land. Sometimes it wasn’t the house. It was the plot on which the house was built that had the problem. On other projects, he’d discovered unsolved murders, missing persons, a graveyard, once the site of a mental hospital that had burned down. Each time, the original structure had been torn down, the land razed, recovered, eventually bought by developers to be built upon and sold at a profit. The new house built on the plot was clean.


  But the land, it held on.


  A haunting is not what you think, Liz would tell their clients. Places, like people, have memories. Trauma and pain disrupt and change the energy of the ground or the structures. Land, houses: they remember. And, for sensitive people, those memories are communicated in different ways.


  It all made a kind of sense, didn’t it? That houses and places remembered the bad things that happened to them. Like any troubled entity, they wanted to share their pain. Present themselves for healing, as Liz might say. Only the most sensitive people could feel this energy.


  Just one thing: it was pure bullshit.


  He had believed once, a long time ago. But Liz was right; he’d lost his faith. Not a good look in his line of work.


  He stopped into the room Astrid had confided she hoped would be the nursery, if her husband ever came around to the idea of children. We can’t just live our whole lives for ourselves, can we? Astrid had said, echoing something Liz had said once. Ian and Liz had tried for children. After two miscarriages, they’d given up.


  He finished the rounds, moving from empty room to empty room.


  Back in the kitchen, Josh had his books open, and it did in fact seem like he was studying, after having made a significant dent in the goody basket.


  Josh was a premed student, planning to become a psychiatrist and a Jungian analyst. He had an interest in the paranormal and psychic phenomenon, as Jung himself had, and was exploring the field for his senior thesis. If we know more about space than we do about our own brain, and researchers estimate that we’re only using 3 percent of it, as I see it, there are more questions than answers about what’s possible. That was the sentence that had gotten him hired; Liz had adored Josh, and they’d spent hours talking about his classes, his research.


  Ian sat across from him and opened a bottle of vitamin water, took a few sips.


  “How are classes going?” asked Ian.


  Josh nodded with his usual affability. “Good. Good. Just a lot, you know.” He massaged the back of his neck with a big hand. “How goes it here?”


  “Nothing so far.”


  “What about the house history?”


  “I traced ownership of the property back to 1950, then did some searches on the owners’ names. I didn’t come up with anything.”


  “No murders or burned-down mental hospitals?”


  “Not even an ugly divorce.”


  “Shame.”


  “Hmm.” Ian rummaged through the basket, came up with some chocolate-covered cashews.


  “Hey, can I ask you something?” said Josh, rubbing at his forehead.


  “Sure.”


  “Have you ever encountered something truly unexplained? Something really—just off the charts?”


  “Well, there was that place upstate.” He popped a cashew in his mouth, a nutty explosion of dark chocolate. “You were there.”


  Josh nodded. “Yeah, that was wild. Remember that howling?”


  “I’ll never forget it.”


  The owners had bought the old house in foreclosure, and moved in to start fixing it up. Every night around three, they’d wake to heart-wrenching howls of despair. At first they’d thought it was an animal trapped in the attic. Professional pest removers, plumbers, architects were called. No one could identify the source of the sound.


  The wife, a schoolteacher, had struggled with depression for the first time in her life. The house had been underwater financially; they couldn’t afford to move. Finally, the husband, referred by a friend, had called Liz and Ian.


  “If you’d told me a year ago that I’d be making this call, I’d have laughed out loud,” he’d told Ian. “I need you to clear this house.”


  A historical search on the home revealed that fifty years earlier, a young woman suffering severe, undiagnosed postpartum depression had killed her newborn and herself.


  “I never heard the actual wailing, though. Just the recording they had. Did you?” asked Josh now.


  “No.”


  They’d spent the night in the house with a psychic medium, prayed; Liz had walked the space with a singing bowl, chanting. The medium offered the young mother forgiveness, asked her to release herself from agony. There had been some strange noises in the house, and near dawn what might have been the slamming of a door. But no, they never caught anything on film. And more than that, he’d never seen anything, felt anything.


  Liz had been moved to tears. Ian—not so much.


  But according to the homeowners, it had worked. They had gone on to live happily in the house, had even been interviewed for a podcast about supernatural phenomena.


  “Other than that, though? Have you ever experienced anything that you didn’t understand? Anything that—you know—really scared the shit out of you? Something you knew was real.”


  The question sent a chill through him.


  “Yeah,” Ian admitted. “Once. When I was a kid.”


  “Was that at Merle House?”


  The name was like a little electric shock. Josh had serious eyes on him.


  “How do you know about that?” asked Ian. Would Liz have told him? Josh and Liz had talked a lot. Maybe. It wasn’t a secret. It was all out there, like everything, for anyone with a computer and a little bit of curiosity.


  “You’re not the only one who does their research,” said Josh, ripping into some vegan “cheese” puffs. “Can you talk about it?”


  Ian checked the monitors by flipping open his laptop and ticking through the images being broadcast from the various rooms. It was going to be another long, quiet night. He’d really only ever talked to Liz about what had happened, how it had formed him in a way, driven many of the choices that followed that summer he turned sixteen.


  “Sure,” he said. “Why not?”


  And just like that, he was back there.


  

4.
  

Summer didn’t start until Matthew Merle showed up at Ian’s door—usually about a week after school ended. Matthew would stand on the front stoop with his flop of dark hair, smattering of freckles, and a kind of glint in his eye. The kid was a laugh waiting to happen, a climbed tree, a built fort, fireflies in a jar, a swing from a rope into the cold water of the lake.


  They might message occasionally during the year, or see each other over the holidays. But their friendship really belonged to summer—to the heat and the long days, not a parent in sight most of the time. Matthew’s grandfather, Justice Merle, or “the old man,” as they used to call him, dwelled somewhere in the recesses of his giant house. He was practically a myth. They rarely saw him. If they did, he looked more like ghost than man. During the summer, they were the ultimate free-range kids—before that was even a thing.


  Once Matthew showed up, they’d go get Claire. She was the girl they both loved, though neither of them would ever acknowledge it, or even know what to do if she loved either of them back. Which of course she didn’t.


  They dwelled in a space of almost presexual innocence, or at least Ian did—though plenty of kids their age were getting high, getting laid, running amok. Not that he wasn’t looking at girls, thinking about them; he just had no idea what to do with them. It had to be said that he was pretty dorky, a decent student, a rule follower. Mostly. Ian thought about that time a lot, the freedom, the innocence of it. He wouldn’t lose his virginity until college.


  Eventually, usually when they were out in the woods at the old shack they called the fort, Mason would show up. He was the uninvited fourth of their group, but they were all too nice to kick him out. Plus, he always had . . . stuff. Sometimes money. Most often candy, cigarettes, dirty magazines, comic books.


  “Hey.” Mason was late to show up that summer. No one had said anything, Ian, for one, afraid to mention his name in case it conjured him.


  “When did you get into town?” he asked Matthew.


  “Just got in,” Matthew said vaguely. It had been about a week—a week of long days by the pool, traipsing through the woods, flashlight tag, cleaning out the fort, which had filled with leaves and other stuff that let them know they weren’t the only ones out there—cigarette butts, used condoms, an old sleeping bag.


  “Cool,” said Mason. He stood slim and unkempt by a tree, his skinny calves the same color as the white birch bark.


  “Saw you at the game,” Mason said to Ian. “Nice goal.”


  In spite of being a bit of a nerd, Ian did all right on the soccer field. “Thanks,” he said.


  Truth was, Mason was a pretty nice kid. It was just that there was something about him—his clothes were dirty and ill fitting, too big or too small. He looked out at the world from under bangs that needed trimming. As an adult, Ian got that Mason was a kid who was neglected at best, abused at worst. He was hurting, awkward and shy.


  The adult Ian had compassion for Mason. The kid Ian wanted to punch him for reasons he couldn’t explain. Maybe boys want to hurt weakness because it makes them feel stronger, because they’ve already internalized the cultural message that might makes right. Still, they all treated him with kindness, let him join the group. They all knew what it was like to feel left out. None of them were the kind of kids to hurt someone else’s feelings on purpose.


  “Did you hear about the missing girl?” Mason asked.


  “I heard she ran away,” said Ian.


  Amelia March was older, a just-graduated senior who wasn’t going to college and who worked at the pizza place. She’d smiled at Ian once, and her long black hair, her tight T-shirts and ripped jeans, occupied his thoughts some. She was a burnout—someone who smoked and did drugs and who was widely regarded as “cool.” There was gossip about how she’d run off. She wasn’t quite legal, still seventeen. But there hadn’t been a search and a media circus the way there had been years ago, when a much younger girl had disappeared and been later found safe at the bottom of a well.


  “She ran off with her much older boyfriend, right?” asked Claire. Her voice had a defensive edge to it.


  She stopped sweeping to wipe a sheen of sweat from her brow; when she lifted her arm, her shirt popped up to reveal her midriff, her pretty navel. Claire didn’t even notice at first how they all stared at her. Over the school year, there had been some dramatic changes—makeup, breasts, hips that swayed. She wore her wild red hair longer. Even the tiny bit of acne on her chin couldn’t dim her outrageous sexiness. It was distracting.


  “What?” she said when they said nothing, just watched her gape jawed.


  “Her sister doesn’t think she ran away,” said Mason. “She said there was a man she met on the internet. She . . . did things for him.”


  “What kind of things?” Matthew wanted to know.


  Mason’s smile was tight, uncertain, nervous, and embarrassed all at once. “Bad things.”


  “My mom said she fell in with the wrong crowd,” said Claire. “That she had an older boyfriend with a car. And she took off. That she’d be sorry soon enough and come home.”


  “She stabbed someone, right?” said Ian, interest piqued, a rumor he’d heard coming back to him. “They sent her away, to a hospital for a while.”


  “I never heard that,” said Claire.


  “I did,” said Matthew. He seemed angry to Ian. But sometimes Matthew was just angry when Mason was around. There was something weird between them.


  “Have you heard of the Dark Man?” asked Mason, moving closer to them.


  “Like the supervillain,” said Matthew. He tied off the garbage bag they’d filled with junk. Ian felt dirty, like he needed to wash his hands. The condoms grossed him out. There were three. He didn’t like that people were having sex and smoking in the fort. Then he imagined himself having sex with Claire in the fort, making himself blush for even thinking about it. He’d never even kissed a girl.


  “No, that’s Darkman,” said Mason. “This is different.”


  “So who’s the Dark Man, then?” asked Ian. He’d heard about the Dark Man before, but he ignored stuff like that. It was stupid.


  “You do things for him,” said Mason. “And he gives you something you want.”


  The sun dipped behind the clouds, and a coolness leaked into the air. Storms had been threatening all day.


  “The Dark Man? That’s an urban legend, an internet hoax,” said Claire. “Don’t be stupid.”


  “You do what he wants,” Mason asserted, jutting out his chin a little. “And he rewards you. There’s a mansion deep in the woods. You go there and it has everything—a pool, a hot tub, any food you want to eat, your own room, big television, every video game system.”


  “Are you high?” asked Matthew. He glanced uncertainly between Claire and Ian.


  There was a nasty bite to his tone, so Ian could tell Matthew was a little scared. Matthew had no end of stories about Merle House, and things he had supposedly seen there, noises he’d heard, cold spots. Ian, on the many occasions he’d slept over, had never seen anything at the old place but dusty old antiques and once a mouse under one of the grandfather clocks. Back then, he didn’t believe in things he couldn’t see. He lived in a ticky-tacky suburban house; his dad owned a construction company, and his mom was the receptionist/bookkeeper/administrator there. Ian had been their midlife surprise; his much older brother and sister were off at college and working in publishing in the city, respectively. Not that he wasn’t loved, just that his parents were busy, had moved on from the whole parenting thing. His life was very suburban and predictable, solid.


  “That’s kid stuff,” said Ian. “There’s no Dark Man, no mansion in the woods.”


  “How do you know?” asked Mason.


  “Everybody knows that,” said Ian. Claire and Matthew nodded.


  “You’re wrong,” said Mason. This was the other annoying thing about Mason. Sometimes he got mad. Sometimes he cried. He’d get a little red; his bottom lip would start to roll up into the line of his top lip. Man, when he did that, Ian really wanted to smack him—even though Ian still cried sometimes when his mom and dad fought, or he had to bring home a bad report card, or accidentally made a goal for the other team.


  “I can prove you’re wrong.” Mason puffed his chest out, almost comically.


  “How?” challenged Matthew.


  “I’ve seen him. I’ve seen the house.”


  “Bull. Shit,” said Matthew.


  They were all staring at Mason now, moving closer. This was scary, yeah. But it was also, suddenly, super interesting. There were rumors about a place out in the woods, some kind of abandoned structure, like an old school or hospital or something. But Ian hadn’t believed that either.


  “I can show you.”


  “I’m going home,” said Claire. Of the three of them, she was the bravest, the boldest—but she was also the smartest. She put down the broom and picked up her backpack. She’d been jumpy since the whole hide-and-seek thing yesterday. She’d really freaked out when she’d gotten stuck in the basement.


  “Yeah, okay,” said Matthew. “Show us.”


  It was a dare. Mason issued a weird little smile, turned to start walking, and motioned for them to follow. Claire and Ian hung back, looking at each other. Matthew and Mason had already disappeared through the trees. Ian shrugged. Finally Claire did too.


  It was just a game, after all. Mason was messing with them. There was no Dark Man, no mansion deep in the woods where all your desires were satisfied. Of course there wasn’t.


  

5.
  

Jewel slammed her door as hard as she could, but the house was so old and solid that it just absorbed the sound. She leaned against it, vibrating—the girl in the woods, her father’s insistence that she was dreaming, that weirdo Avery March. God. She hated this place and everyone. She sank to the floor, put her head to her knees, and wept.


  A soft knock at the door. “Jewel, honey, let’s talk.” Her mom.


  “Mom, I just want to be alone.”


  She waited. Would she try to push inside?


  “Okay,” she said. “Just—come and see me when you’re ready to talk.”


  “Okay.”


  She blew out a breath, looked around the dim room.


  She tried to make the room hers—her old bedding, pictures of her Florida friends stuck to the frame around the vanity mirror, the closet filled with her clothes that looked silly and out of place in this northern town. Crop tops and sundresses were not a thing here—it was way too cold. But the room with its ornate drapery, the towering armoire and heavy dresser, the dim pink-shaded lamps—it was just so old-fashioned, like something out of a museum. Everything in her room at home had been white and low profile, modern. Energetically opposite everything in Hurl House.


  Her phone pinged. Eldon.


  Are you okay? Where did you go?


  She was happy for the distraction.


  Something weird happened, she typed.


  Really? Tell me.


 You’ll think I’m crazy.


  

  Nah.


  On the game Red World, Eldon’s avatar was super buff, with giant biceps and washboard abs, covered in tattoos. He wore a tiny black-leather vest and distressed jeans, with giant boots. Jewel had been gaming long enough to know that this probably meant he was some skinny twelve-year-old kid in a basement somewhere, gaming all day and living on Red Bull and Kit Kat bars.


  Jewel took pride in the fact that her avatar, StarGirl333, was not so far from reality. Tall and skinny, big boobs. Maybe StarGirl was slightly bustier. Her hair in the game was bright pink, worn in braids. No tattoos. Outfitted in a simple, very short, low-cut black dress with thigh boots. StarGirl was more aggressive, more wily, dressed sluttier than Jewel did. She dressed the way Jewel would dress if she didn’t have parents. Her thighs, in the game, were awesome.


  She gave Eldon the broad strokes, how she’d heard a noise, went to go find her parents outside, followed a strange girl out to the cemetery, the man, the fog. How she’d passed out—maybe. How she used to have night terrors, strange dreams when she was a kid. And how this was kind of like that, but not. Because she hadn’t been sleeping. Jewel left out the stuff about the Realtor’s sister, because that was searchable. She’d be easy to find with the mention of Merle House, the missing girl. Just the last name would lead him to her father’s big scandal.


  She used a couple of bubbles to tell the story. When she was done, she watched the dots pulse.


  When was the last time you ate?


  The question gave her pause. That was an adult question, not one a kid would ask. It reminded her that she knew nothing about Eldon. And while this was appealing, it was also dangerous. She knew better. This was like Internet Predator 101. If her mom knew she was texting someone she’d met on Red World, her mom would freak. Still, Jewel answered him.


  Maybe too long ago, she admitted.


  Food had tasted like ash since she’d moved to Merle House. Absolutely nothing here was nearly as good as it was at home. The pizza was like cardboard, the Chinese food was just goop, the burgers were gristly and gray. Mom wasn’t cooking as much because she was working like a maniac on the house day and night. Jewel was mainly eating tuna and Ritz crackers. When was the last time she ate? Her dad had made blueberry pancakes that morning, but she’d just picked at them. She’d had a Snickers for lunch.


  Do you really think you saw someone out there?


  It was all kind of vague now, like a dream. Like the dreams she’d had when she was younger that caused her to sleepwalk—those had been epic in scope, populated by monsters and angels, unicorns, other children, fairies. They had been incredibly vivid while she was in them, but as soon as she’d woken, they were gone—stardust in the wind. She had never been able to remember a single coherent thing, just stray wild images and feelings. Nothing she saw in her waking life ever compared to that dreamscape her child’s mind had created.


  She’d had to see a doctor around then, because of the night terrors—which were obviously way more frightening for her parents than they were for her. And the doctor had taught her how to be present in her dreams, how to control them some, and how to encourage herself to wake.


  Try to pinch yourself in your dream. If you can’t feel it, you know it’s not real, he’d told her. Or, he suggested, ask her dream self, Is this real? Am I awake? Your dream self will tell you the truth.


  It hadn’t made much sense at first, but it had worked. She hadn’t remembered much even about the dreams that she had learned to control, but slowly they’d gone away.


  What happened in the graveyard was kind of like those dreams she used to have, which she hadn’t had in a really long time. But it was different somehow too.


  Idk, she wrote finally. It seemed real at the time.


  Maybe we can find out.


  How? she asked.


  The dots pulsed a second, and then a link came through. She clicked on it. It was a virtual Ouija board.


  You’re kidding, she wrote.


  LOL


  Funny.


  No, really. Let’s try it.


  The site that came up was all black, with the image of the board in its center. There were some ads at the bottom for the pair of jeans she had been looking at online earlier.


  Type in your question, the screen beckoned. Then rest your mouse or finger gently on the pointer to find your answer.


  She laughed. Stupid. The web was basically just a garbage heap. But there was also a note of unease, the tug of curiosity.


  Yeah, okay, she typed. What the hell?


  What are you going to ask?


  She thought about it, her fingers hovering. Then she started typing.


  Is the ghost of Amelia March living at Merle House?


  

6.
  

Ian might have been offended that Josh had dozed off while he was talking—if he hadn’t fallen asleep as well. They’d moved from the kitchen to the living room, and at some point, while recounting his time at Merle House, Ian had just passed out on the ridiculously soft couch. He dreamed about Claire; she was running down a lane lined with trees, and he was chasing her.


  Shit, he thought as he jerked awake.


  It was just after two thirty. Everyone knew that 3:00 a.m. was the witching hour, the liminal space between late night and the approach of morning. This was when things happened. Liz believed it was because so many people were deeply asleep at that time, that all that dream energy opened a kind of doorway in the universe.


  Ian roused himself from the couch. Josh was sound asleep in the Eames chair by the fireplace, snoring softly, glasses askew.


  Ian couldn’t blame the kid for failing at literally the only thing Ian needed him for; he’d practically bored poor Josh to sleep, droning on about his bizarre childhood memory. How far had he even gotten?


  Ian left Josh sleeping and went to walk the house, stopping in the foyer. He pulled a fresh stick of white sage, Liz’s old abalone shell, and a pack of matches from his backpack, which he’d left by the door. Standing in the double-height space, he lit the smudge stick.


  Smudging was a Native American ritual for cleansing, blessing, and repelling evil influences. Liz’s family had descended from the Seminoles in Florida, and she had been careful to get her sage bundles from indigenous people in New Mexico. The sage was only harvested at a certain time of year, according to Liz, and if it wasn’t done right, harvested by the right person, bundled and blessed appropriately, then it was just new age garbage at best, appropriation at worst. Not all the rituals Liz had employed spoke to him, but the sage had a special power—it smelled of calm, of cleanliness.


  He let the match light the leaves, and the smudge stick started to smolder. He blew on it to get the embers going but avoided a full flame, and the curling smoke started to fill the air. He used the shell to catch the ashes as he walked from room to room. He used Liz’s favorite mantra:


  “This house belongs to Astrid and Chaz,” he said, keeping his voice soft but firm. “Their light and love energy fills the space and invites all negativity to return to the universe, where it will be welcomed with love and nonjudging.”


  He repeated it softly over and over.


  According to Liz, sometimes all that trapped or lost entities wanted was to be told they could go home, like a runaway who’d done shameful things but found the courage to call her mom, asking for forgiveness.


  Liz, his beautiful wife, had been a true believer. It had radiated off her in waves; you could see it in her stunning smile, the kindness of her eyes, the strength of her embrace, the careful way she had listened to her clients and to their houses. She had been a bright light in this world, a person who had answered her calling. When she had passed, she’d been at peace, ready to go home.


  His heart broke every day, remembering the special glow of who she was. He wished he were more like her.


  This house belongs to Astrid and Chaz . . .


  In the basement, there was nothing, just the hum of the air-conditioning. What he would have told Josh if they hadn’t both dozed off was that the image Astrid captured looked familiar to Ian. No, not looked. Not visually, because it was just a long amorphous shadow. It felt familiar.


  The hallways, the nursery, the spare bedroom.


  Their light and love energy fills the space . . .


  The place felt clean. Maybe Astrid or Chaz had doctored the footage—it wouldn’t be the first time someone had done that, looking for attention, or trying to run a scam, or auditioning for one of those ghost hunter shows. They were the type, Instagram influencers, new age wannabes, living their whole lives online for the show of it, for the “likes” and “follows.”


  The kitchen.


  . . . and invites all negativity to return to the universe, where it will be welcomed with love and nonjudging.


  The master bedroom.


  In the morning, he’d tell them that the house was clean. He’d go through all the motions for the video cameras; when he was done with the sage, he’d move on to the gong and the singing bowl. In each room, he’d leave a little talisman from the collection he had in his bag—a crystal, a piece of driftwood, a little bell. Each item blessed by Rachel, their shaman friend, to banish dark energy.


  It should be good enough. Like exorcisms, mostly, it was just about believing the demon had been expelled. People didn’t even realize how much power they truly had—over themselves, their minds, their lives, their versions of reality.


  “But you saw him. You know him.”


  Liz lounged on the plush mattress in the master bedroom. She had propped herself up on the pile of pillows and was wearing her favorite pair of pink silk pajamas. She was a vision, flushed skin, cascading dark hair.


  “You’ve been looking for him all this time. Now you’ve found him.”


  “No,” said Ian with a shake of his head. “It was just a shadow. Probably they doctored it, right? Remember that couple in Seattle?”


  “You don’t believe that.”


  He suddenly felt the weight of his life, of fatigue pressing down on him. “I don’t know what I believe anymore.”


  “Come lie down.”


  Ian put the sage and the shell down on the fireplace hearth.


  He moved into her delicious warmth and let himself be enveloped by her love. His wife was the most expansive, luscious human being he had ever known. Making love to her, being held by her, just being near her was to be infused with her radiant spirit. He could conjure her, as if she were still with him, as if her energy still dwelled in the cells of his body.


  “God, I miss you,” he whispered into the silk of her hair.


  “I’m right here.”


  But then she was gone. The softness in his arms was just the plush pillows made from New Zealand lamb’s wool (according to Astrid).


  He put his head on one and wept like a baby.


  “You can have her back.”


  He looked up from the pillows to find that a kind of fog had filled the room—gray and thick as smoke, obscuring shapes. In the corner of the room was the slim, faceless form of a man. Ian’s heart seized.


  “You can have her back,” the shadow said again. “You just have to do something for me.”


  Ian had no words; they were lodged in his throat. He could only gasp for air in the smoke. All the time he’d spent looking for this, he’d never once believed he’d find it, not really. He thought that whatever they’d experienced the summer he turned sixteen was available only to a child’s mind. It was another dimension not available to adult sensibilities, so dulled by reality, by responsibilities, by the message of a culture that despised the unexplainable. He thought the doorway, briefly open, had slammed shut.


  Finally, he managed to croak, “What do you want me to do?”


  A kind of laughter filled his head. “I thought you’d never ask.”


  There was whispering inside his brain, a hissing, the sound of snakes and wind. He listened, and the more he listened, the less himself he was, feeling himself lift from his body. The smoke swirled and surrounded him, a great cocoon.


  “Dude, what are you doing?”


  The voice was hard and powerful. Ian became aware of himself again, crashing back into his body with a jolt. The shadow was gone, and Josh was standing in the doorway. The younger man paused, seemed to assess the situation, then moved in quickly.


  “Ian, man, the smudge stick.”


  It wasn’t on the hearth but smoldering on the bed, filling the room with smoke. Josh grabbed a throw blanket and smothered the flames that had started leaping up from the covers. Almost immediately the smoke began to dissipate, and the air filled with the acrid scent of sage and burned cotton.


  “What the fuck, Ian?” They locked eyes, and Josh’s expression morphed quickly from confusion, fear, and that little flush of anger that comes from fear to concern.


  “What did you see?” Josh asked. He pulled away the blanket, and the smudge stick was out. There was a big circular burn mark on the bed. Ian pushed himself up to sitting.


  “I—” He almost couldn’t say it.


  “What?” pressed Josh.


  “I saw the Dark Man.”


  

7.
  

They all followed Mason into the woods, deeper and deeper. The sky was bruising above them, shadowing from the bright, crystalline blue of the day turning to the late afternoon. They all had to be in by dinner, which was officially at seven. At Merle House, Penny, the eternal housekeeper and cook, would have supper waiting for them. If they didn’t come back for it, she’d call all the parents. Old Man Merle didn’t know if they were alive or dead. Ian’s parents were working, wouldn’t notice he was not home until about eight or nine. Claire’s mom and stepdad wouldn’t notice until later either. But Penny was keeping watch.


  It seemed like they’d been walking for hours, Mason and Matthew up ahead, Claire trailing. Ian kept stopping to make sure Claire didn’t get left behind. He didn’t want her to give up and go home. She’d been reluctant to begin with, and now must be growing tired. Truth was, things could get a little edgy when it was just Mason, Matthew, and Ian. Claire was a calming influence; everyone secretly had a crush on her, so they were all the best version of themselves when she was around.


  When she was gone, they bickered. There was an escalation of dangerous activities—climbing the taller, older trees; jumping into the quarry lake—not the lake behind the house with the swinging rope, known to be safe. There was a new development being built, one that had been abandoned due to loss of financing. So there were big, empty, partially built houses to explore, the fence around the aborted neighborhood down in at least three places. When Claire wasn’t with them, they usually wound up there.


  Ian heard the hooting of a barred owl and stopped to look up in the trees, but couldn’t catch sight of it. Claire caught up with him while he stood looking. He heard owls all the time, but he’d never seen one in the wild.


  “This is stupid,” she said, a little breathless. “I want to go home.”


  “Yeah,” he agreed. “Okay.”


  He was about to head back with her. Then, “It’s over here,” yelled Mason, making a big gesture with his arm.


  Matthew had also stopped, halfway between where Mason stood on the rise and where Claire and Ian were about to turn around. Matthew was the unofficial leader. Even Claire usually did what he did. Ian suspected that she might have a crush on Matthew. Who could blame her? Ian was awkward, big, kind of a brainiac. Mason was just—weird. But Matthew was one of those kids—just cool, good-looking, fun. The kind of boy that boys liked, and girls crushed on—athletic, smart, funny. He was a chameleon, fit in with any group—the brains, the jocks, the goths. Matthew gave a shrug, then kept going.


  “Five more minutes,” said Claire. “Then I’m gone.”


  Ian nodded and they kept walking. The slope of the hill increased, and they were slipping in the detritus on the forest floor. Claire grabbed for Ian’s arm and he steadied her. She leaned on his strength to make it up the rest of the rise. That alone, no matter what they found, made it worth it. Girls. If they only knew how much power they had. His heart swelled, and he practically floated up the rest of the hill.


  At the top, they saw it. Ian almost couldn’t believe his eyes. Had it always been here? There were rumors about a place out in the woods where people went on dares, to get high, to get laid. But Ian never really paid much attention.


  It was a big, burned-out old structure, a house not dissimilar from Merle House in scope and scale. But bigger, a nightmare version of the house that was essentially a summer playground to all of them. Merle House was old, too, but clean and well managed by Penny. It was filled with antiques and rooms of books, a movie and game room with real arcade machines. Some of the rooms upstairs at Merle House were locked, but the keys hung in the kitchen, and Penny didn’t mind if they explored. Don’t touch anything! One room had a piano and nothing else. One had a mural on the wall—a fairy-tale landscape featuring princesses, castles and unicorns, elf cottages, birds, flowers.


  Here, at this strange place, the building seemed to sag. Foliage grew wild, grass tall and shrubbery untended. Vines snaked over the door and through broken windows, lush and green. The chimney was partially collapsed, and the roof had so many gaping holes that it looked like it had been in a meteor shower.


  Was this still Merle property? Ian calculated that the nearest road might be two miles. He looked to determine if there was a drive that connected the house to a main thoroughfare; he saw only trees. It was surrounded on all sides by forest. How was that possible?


  “Oh my God,” said Claire. Her voice was a breathless whisper.


  Mason and Matthew were already running down into the clearing around the house. Now the sky was growing dimmer. He could even see the ghost of the moon rising. There was still plenty of light, though, the sun long from setting. If they turned back now, they would get home in more than enough time to avoid Penny’s wrath.


  Claire took his hand, started tugging him away. “This . . . isn’t safe. Let’s get out of here.”


  She tugged at his arm, pulling back toward home. But he resisted, instead pulling her gently in the direction of the broken-down old house.


  “We came all this way,” he said. “Let’s just check it out. Then we’ll go. I promise. Five minutes, that’s it.”


  She was curious too. He could tell by the way she kept watching Matthew and Mason, listening to their whooping calls of excitement. Claire was sensible, but she had an explorer’s spirit to match any boy’s. If there was something amazing out there, she wouldn’t want to be left out.


  She gave an uncertain nod, then followed him down the hill.


  

8.
  

Merle House was quiet. Sometimes Matthew got the feeling that it slept, or at least dozed. When he had that feeling, he made his movements very slow and quiet, not wanting to disturb. He looked in on Jewel, who was, as usual, staring at her tablet.


  Her room was dark; she lay on her bed with the glow of the screen lighting her face. He wondered if her neck was at a healthy angle but stopped short of saying anything. If she noticed her father standing at the door, she didn’t bother to acknowledge him. She’d clung to him today. He hadn’t even realized how much he missed the feel of his daughter in his arms. But her need for Daddy had been short lived. She was back to hating him.


  “You bungled it,” Samantha had said earlier. “You made it seem like you didn’t believe her.”


  “I didn’t.”


  “Okay, but she believes she saw something. She was afraid. No one likes to feel dismissed, Matt.”


  He wasn’t stupid. There was a load to that last sentence. Samantha had gone cool since the afternoon, like the chill before a storm.


  “Good night,” he ventured from the doorframe. But Jewel had her AirPods in. Even if she had heard him, she might have just ignored him.


  Apparently she had some new friend named Eldon, whom she’d met on that game she played nonstop. He knew this because, unknown to Jewel, he had an app that mirrored her phone, showing him all her texts. Samantha was not especially supportive of this kind of parent spy behavior, but neither did she make a move to stop him. He also suspected that Samantha tracked Jewel’s location—or had when she’d still had any place to go. Their daughter was unpredictable, had a wild streak, could be talked into doing things she knew were wrong. Once he’d had to drive out to some field in the middle of nowhere in Florida when she’d called and asked him to pick her and her friends up from a rave. He’d thought she was sleeping at her best friend’s house. Eve’s parents had thought they were at Jewel’s. He’d found the girls walking on the side of the road, dressed like—it must be said—total sluts in cut-off shorts and too-tight glittery shirts, platform heels. What were you thinking, girls? Samantha didn’t even know about that. That was back when he was still the FP—the favorite parent, the cool one.


  “Um, good night,” she said finally, with an edge. Like, good night, go away. How long had he been standing there, lost in thought?


  He thought about trying to apologize, to talk about earlier, but the truth was he just wanted to forget it ever happened.


  Back in the bedroom, Samantha was sitting by the fireplace. It was a nicely appointed room, had been the master suite. Old Man Merle pretty much lived in his study, mainly slept on the couch in there. Samantha had ordered all new bedding, new drapes. (Again, they really didn’t have the money for that. But Samantha seemed to be willfully ignoring their dwindling savings account.)


  “So when are you going to start talking to me?” she asked when he came in and sat on the edge of the bed.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Matt, how many more secrets are there?”


  “My past is not a secret,” he said. “It’s just—the past. I don’t think about it. It’s gone.”


  She frowned, then looked down to pick at a thread on her sleeve. “I had a call today, from the detective back home.”


  Matthew felt his body stiffen, a limbic freezing, waiting.


  “They still haven’t found her. Sylvia. The detective said you hadn’t returned his calls.”


  Sylvia was missing. Sylvia’s longtime lover and partner in crime (a woman, by the way) had hired a private detective when the police case went cold. Now this detective was on his case—calling, emailing. No, he hadn’t returned calls. He didn’t have anything to say. Sylvia, the police determined in their investigation, was a con artist, had blackmailed a handful of men, other college professors, doctors, a lawyer. She’d made false claims of sexual harassment, taken money to withdraw the charges, then disappeared. No reason for anyone to think she hadn’t done the same here, this time leaving her lover, as well.


  “I’ve told that detective everything I know about Sylvia,” said Matthew. “We never had an affair. Her claims were all lies. I have no idea why she did what she did, or where she went.”


  “Have you heard from her?”


  “No.”


  “Who’s been calling late at night?”


  Last night’s conversation was still ringing in his ears.


  I never stop thinking about you. About us.


  Sylvia’s voice was like smoke, twisting and curling over the line. He inhaled it.


  You were different from the others, Matthew. I fell in love with you.


  “You know,” he said to Samantha now. “The usual spam and telemarketing calls.”


  Samantha shook her head, did not believe him.


  Where are you, Sylvia? You have to tell the police you’re okay. I’m still a suspect.


  Sorry. I’m not going to jail. Let me know if you want to meet me. Leave it all behind.


  Leave it all behind: the accusations, the judgments, the shame, the debt, the shrinking savings account, Merle House, the past, the angry teenager who hated him. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t tempted.


  But then there was Samantha, his first love, his redeemer, the brightest star he’d ever seen. Without her love, he was just a mark, a fool, a failure.


  “What’s going on with you?” Samantha asked. “I can’t help you if you won’t talk to me. Now this missing girl from your childhood, that Realtor, the incident with Jewel. The energy here—it’s bizarre.”


  “I don’t know what you mean. It’s just a house we’re trying to fix and get rid of. When it sells there will be enough to start over.”


  “You were always a terrible liar. It’s one of the things I used to love best about you. I figured, whatever your failings, you’d always be honest with me. Talk to me.”


  “What?” he asked with a smile, rubbing at his temples. He’d had a persistent low-grade headache for days. “You think it’s haunted or something? That there was a ghost in the woods?”


  Samantha was the most practical person he knew. But she didn’t return his grin tonight.


  “Maybe we should call your friend,” she suggested. Who did she mean? Oh—really?


  “Ian?” he asked, incredulous.


  They’d made fun of Ian and Liz, their whole energy-cleansing, space-clearing, ghost-hunting, exorcist thing. On the way back from their last get-together with his old friend, Matthew and Samantha had laughed their asses off. Of course, they did look like they were doing pretty well. Dressed to the nines, expensive car, picked up the pricey dinner tab.


  “Have you been in touch since Liz passed?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “I called. Sent an email a few weeks later.”


  “How was he?”


  Matthew shrugged. Ian was broken, devastated, cored out; he’d lost the only person he’d ever truly loved. Matthew had stared down that particular barrel himself when Samantha was sick. Who was he without her? No one. He knew that Ian felt that way about Liz. And now that she was gone, he was just—less.


  He didn’t have to say any of this to Samantha.


  “Yeah,” said Samantha, as if he had spoken the words. She looked off into the fire, which was dwindling to embers. “He’s not far from here, is he?”


  “No,” said Matthew. “Not very.”


  “And what about Claire?”


  “Claire?”


  Where the hell is this coming from?


  Oh.


  This place. Sometimes when you thought it was sleeping, it was wide awake, playing its little games.


  “She wrote that article for the New York Times Magazine—about possession. Serial criminals who believe they are doing the bidding of a spirit or demon within them.”


  He felt his throat go a little dry. Why was she bringing that up? “Something like that. Where are you going with this?”


  “I’m just wondering if we need a little help, Matthew. With Merle House.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” he said again.


  But she had him pinned in that gaze, her X-ray vision that saw right through all his self-delusions, all the walls he erected, all the things he didn’t want to face.


  “Don’t you, Matthew?”


  

9.
  

Mason disappeared into the house with Matthew close behind. By the time Claire and Ian had made it down the hill, the other boys could no longer be heard. It was as if the place had swallowed them whole.


  Claire hung back at the edge of the clearing, the big house looming like a thunderhead. Closer now, they could see that it wasn’t a house, exactly, but maybe something more institutional, like a school. There was a circular drive, a sweeping staircase that led up to a landing and wraparound porch. There was a faded, nearly illegible sign hanging askew over the tall double doors: HAVENWOOD. It rang a bell for Ian, distant and eerie.


  “I’m not going in there,” said Claire. She’d reached her limit. Ian could tell by the set of her mouth, the furrow in her brow. She was flushed from exertion, eyes a little red, too, like she might cry. “I’ll wait here until one of you falls through a rotten floor and breaks his leg—or worse. Then I’ll go get help.”


  She sat then, cross-legged, against the slim trunk of a birch tree.


  Ian felt the tug of the boy energy inside the structure. He was briefly torn between whatever adventure they’d discover inside and Claire, who seemed wise and sensible, and whose flushed cheeks were so pretty. His father would tell him to stay with Claire, to take her home—that was what a gentleman would do. But now, hearing Matthew’s and Mason’s delighted shouts, muffled by distance, he answered the call, leaving Claire alone to wait for them.


  “I’ll be right back out.”


  He saw her disappointment; it pushed down the corners of her mouth. And he knew in that moment that he’d blown what might have been his only chance with the prettiest girl who would associate with him. But the wild call of boy fun—it was just too powerful. What if something amazing happened—and he missed it? The ridicule would be unbearable. You waited outside with the girl!


  “I’m sorry. Five minutes. I promise.”


  She didn’t even answer him, glancing back the way they’d come as if wondering whether she should brave the darkening woods alone and go home.


  Inside the building, it was dark and rank. His allergies acted up almost immediately.


  “Where are you guys?” he shouted.


  “Down here!”


  He followed the sound of their voices through the foyer and down a long hallway, through an industrial-size kitchen—everything covered with a thick layer of grime, rusted out, crumbling.


  He sidestepped a hole in the floor, feeling his way along the wainscoting. In retrospect, he was way less afraid than he should have been. Back then, before, he was rarely afraid of anything. His parents were pragmatists; his father an engineer. He didn’t read Ian bedtime stories; he read to him from technical journals, books about how things worked. Ian knew how to change a tire, fix a leaky faucet, change a fuse. He hadn’t had stories about monsters and ghosts, castles and princesses, no fairy tales. So none of that imagining was part of his inner vocabulary. His worries were structural—rotting floors that you could easily fall through, and rusty nails, broken glass, falling chandeliers.


  “Ian!”


  He came to a doorway that led to a deeper darkness.


  “Careful on the stairs,” yelled Matthew, just as Ian almost tripped.


  Down below he could see the flickering glow of lights. He followed, testing each step before committing his weight, down the long narrow staircase. When he made it down, Matthew and Mason were waiting.


  There must have been a hundred candles, burning on the floor, on stacked crates, on tall candleholders. Mason was carefully moving to each with a lighter he must have had in his pocket.


  Ian approached and saw that on the ground a giant circle had been drawn in chalk so dark it might have been coal. Within the circle there was a gigantic X. It looked vaguely satanic, even to Ian, who didn’t know much about religion. His parents were also atheists, though his mother sometimes leaned toward the agnostic.


  When Mason was done, he turned to look at them. He seemed older, taller in the dim, his shadow enormous on the far wall.


  “So how does it work?” said Matthew, trying to sound bored. But Ian saw from the way he bit his lower lip and kept looking back at the staircase that he was as nervous as Ian. Mason, however, seemed right at home.


  “You stand on the X, close your eyes, and breathe, center yourself. Then tell the Dark Man what you want. What you want more than anything.”


  “And then what?” asked Ian.


  “He tells you what he wants you to do for him. If you do it, you get what you asked for. And you can go to his mansion whenever you want.”


  It sounded like the lie that it was, childish, too complicated. Stupid. Ian was starting to regret leaving Claire. Maybe he would have tried to kiss her, the two of them all alone in the woods.


  “What do you mean he tells you?” asked Matthew.


  Mason shrugged. “I don’t know. Like he’ll send you a message—somehow.”


  “So he gives you what you want? Or he takes you to his mansion? Which one is it?”


  “Whatever you want,” said Mason, flushing.


  “Bullshit,” said Matthew. He kicked at a can on the ground, and it skittered into the dark edges of the room.


  “And the thing you ask for, it can’t be like you want a million dollars, or all the pizza in the world. It has to be something true. Something real.”


  “But what if I really want a lifetime supply of pizza?” asked Matthew with mock earnestness.


  Ian laughed; then they were both cracking up, mostly just blowing off steam, acting from nerves. Once they started, they couldn’t stop. Ian was laughing so hard his stomach hurt.


  Of course, Mason got mad.


  “Shut up!” he yelled. His voice echoed. “You fucking morons. Shut up!”


  “Okay, okay,” said Ian, reining it in, taking some shuddering breaths. He dropped an arm around Mason. “Relax. You go first, Mace. Show us how you do it.”


  Ian expected hemming and hawing, but Mason stepped right into the circle as if he’d been planning this all along.


  “How many times have you been here?” asked Ian.


  Mason didn’t answer, just shook his head, his eyes shining in the candlelight. Ian felt the tiny hairs on the back of his neck tingle.


  Both he and Matthew started edging back toward the stairs. They didn’t even have to look at each other to know that the second Mason closed his eyes, they were going to run for it, leave Mason in the candlelit basement and bolt as fast as they could for Claire and home.


  “Oh my God. What are you idiots doing?” Claire, who had decided to join them after all, stood on the edge of the candlelight, eyes wide and black in the darkness, skin ghostly.


  “I think Mason’s going to ask the Dark Man for what he wants,” said Ian.


  Mason closed his eyes and lifted his palms. Instead of running, they all stood frozen, watching. There was something electric, something thick in the air.


  “This is a bad idea,” Claire said pragmatically. She looked around, seemed to assess the situation coolly. “Penny is going to start calling around to our parents. We’re going to get in big trouble.”


  “Just do it, Mace,” said Matthew. “Do it now.”


  Mason took a deep breath. They all did the same, riveted to the sight of Mason in the middle of that circle, the candles glowing all around him. All of them, Ian suspected, thinking about what they, too, really, truly wanted.


  “I wish,” Mason said. His voice sounded funny, tight and deep. “I want—”


  They waited, Claire grabbing Ian’s hand tight. What did someone like Mason want, really want? What would he be willing to say in front of Claire, Ian, and Matthew—summer friends at best?


  “I want my father to die. He beats me, and my mom. He’s a drunk and a monster. And I wish he was dead.”


  Claire gasped, covered her mouth. Ian and Matthew exchanged a wide-eyed look. And the air all around them felt leaden. They waited. What would happen now, as the candles flickered in the draft?


  Then Mason started to laugh, like really crack up. He doubled over with it, then looked over, pointing at the three of them, who had huddled together.


  “You guys,” he said. “You should see your faces. Oh my God.”


  “Mason,” said Claire, her voice as stern as any mom’s.


  More laughter from Mason, tears streaming. “Are you serious?” he managed between peals of laughter. “The Dark Man? You think that shit’s for real?”


  “You asshole,” said Matthew, pissed, embarrassed.


  Then there was a loud bang upstairs; a harsh gust of wind blew down the stairs and extinguished all the candles with a woosh. After a stunned delay, the four of them ran screaming in terror up the stairs, grabbing for each other, Ian helping Claire, Matthew leading the way. They ran through the house, footfalls rattling the walls, yells ghostly, echoing in the dark, all of them just lucky not to fall through the holes in the floor.


  Outside the ruined structure they kept running—through the clearing, into the trees, until they couldn’t run anymore, sides stitching, breathless. Then, silently, they kept walking toward Merle House.


  “I’m sorry,” Mason called finally, trailing behind. “I was just messing with you guys.”


  “It wasn’t funny, Mason,” yelled Claire, turning around to face him. “You scared the shit out of us.”


  “Well,” said Matthew, coming to a stop. “It was a little funny.”


  “Yeah,” said Ian, grinning. The charge, the terror, had passed. He was nauseated from exertion, and they could see the roof of Merle House up ahead. There was still time, so maybe Penny hadn’t set off the alarm. “It was a little funny.”


  “You guys are idiots,” said Claire. “I’m going home.”


  When she had left them, the three of them started laughing, continuing on toward home.


  “Do you really wish your father was dead?” asked Matthew.


  “Yeah,” said Mason. “I really do.”


  Matthew nodded but didn’t say anything else. And the laughter died again. When they got to the porch, Penny was waiting, hands on ample hips. She wore her dark hair short and dressed in simple clothes—usually some kind of pencil skirt or pleated pant with a white top, a uniform of sorts without quite being that.


  “Mason and Ian, your mothers are worried about you. Please come inside and call them. Where’s Claire?”


  “She went home,” said Matthew.


  Ian could tell Penny didn’t like this answer by the way she pushed up her glasses, locking Matthew in a frown. “Gentlemen don’t let ladies walk home unescorted. I shouldn’t have to tell you boys that.”


  “Sorry, Penny,” said Matthew. “She was mad at us, stormed off.”


  “Hmm,” said the older woman. “I’m sure she had good reason.”


  The boys all nodded obediently. She did. They were assholes.


  “Matthew, please call her parents and tell them she’s on her way, to be on the lookout and to call if she’s not home soon.”


  They all scuttled inside to obey, taking turns on the phone in the kitchen. When it was Matthew’s turn, he took the cordless phone into the hallway, his voice lowered to a whisper when it seemed like he reached Claire.


  I’m sorry, Ian heard him say. Don’t be mad.


  There was an unfamiliar intimacy to Matthew’s tone; maybe there was something going on between Matthew and Claire. Ian felt a tight knot of jealousy, but he pressed it back.


  “What was that place?” Ian asked Mason later, as they all sat at the kitchen table eating the hamburgers and macaroni and cheese Penny had waiting for them.


  “I think it was a school,” said Mason. “Like a reform school or something. Some kids I know go there to get high. They put all that crap down there, the candles, drew the circle on the ground to call the Dark Man.”


  It sounded like a lie. But Matthew and Ian had had enough of Mason for one night. Mason ate and ate, like he hadn’t had a decent meal in a week—two hamburgers, three helpings of mac and cheese. And maybe he hadn’t; the kid was rail thin. He always raved about Penny’s meals, which to Ian and Matthew were pretty standard fare. Ian was relieved when he left after dinner.


  “It was pretty funny, right?” Mason asked at the door, eager, Ian could tell, to ignite the laughter again.


  “Yeah,” said Matthew, back to being a dick. “It was fucking hilarious.”


  He shut the door while Mason was still standing there.

  
  


  Mason didn’t show up the next morning; Ian, Claire, and Matthew headed to the lake. It was an easy, sunny, lazy day that ended when the fireflies began to appear in the gloaming. If anyone had asked Ian what they’d done, he wouldn’t have been able to say. Swam, lay on the towel he brought, watched Claire run and jump and swim. They’d found a nest of baby birds, mouths gaping. Looked for frogs. Climbed a tree. Ate sandwiches Penny had packed for them. Everything. Nothing. That was summer.


  Ian didn’t tell the other two about the nightmares he’d had all night about the woods, about the Dark Man and Claire. How, in his dreams, it had been him in that circle, saying what he wanted, and what the Dark Man had asked of him. Just a nightmare. Stupid. Already faded to nothing. Almost.


  It wasn’t until they’d gotten home to Merle House and seen the police car parked there that they’d even thought about Mason and what had happened the night before, the things he’d said.
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The sun streamed through the clouds, and the day had a kind of golden glow. There was a crispness in the air and, in spite of the long night, Ian felt light, hopeful, as he sat on the porch of Astrid and Chaz’s house and watched the sun come up over the mountains, a mist lazing through the trees.


  It’s a new day, Liz used to say every morning. The possibilities are endless.


  Maybe she was right.


  Josh had left, unsettled or disbelieving—or a little of both—by the story of the Dark Man.


  “So you tell him what you want. But first you have to do something for him?” Josh had asked. They’d left the master bedroom to return to the kitchen.


  “Or you might get the thing you want first, and then later he asks for what he wants in return.”


  Josh tore into another energy bar.


  “And how precisely is this communicated? Does he say it? Does he have a voice?”


  It was a good question. An investigator’s question. But Ian didn’t have a good answer, had to think about it.


  “You know about the Dark Man because you’re told by someone else,” he said. “So if you go to him, or he comes to you, then on some level you’ve already made the agreement.”


  Josh seemed very young and tired, like a little boy who needed to be tucked in.


  “Liz thought that all hauntings, even possessions, are internal events,” said Josh. He sounded almost petulant. Mommy said that monsters weren’t real.


  “That’s true,” Ian agreed. “She believed that there was nothing truly evil in the universe, just a balanced blend of light and darkness. That true haunting, possession, supernatural phenomena in general, were psycho-spiritual events, possibly an energy imbalance. That each event was very personal, most often not seeable by anyone else but the haunted. For her, cleansing, even exorcism, was about healing dark or disturbed energies. It was about untangling, releasing.”


  “And for you?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “So you saw him?” Josh pressed. “That night with your friends?”


  “No,” he said. “But I felt him. Or something.”


  “And what about last night? Did you see him?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Or maybe you were just dreaming.”


  “It didn’t feel like a dream. The Dark Man—he seems real. Not part of me. Outside of me.”


  “But every disturbed person thinks that,” said Josh.


  There was that look, the one he was sure he had worn when he talked to Mason, or sometimes when he talked to some of their clients—deep concern for the unstable person before him, confusion, wondering if the darkness was real or imagined.


  “True enough,” said Ian.


  He rose, a little embarrassed and ready to finish the job. He never finished the story, and Josh did not press for the ending. Probably he didn’t want to know. Most likely he would quit now. When people could no longer hide behind intellectual reasoning, or lean on standard scientific explanations, they became very afraid. They got angry, turned away, and refused to see.


  “Did you tell him what you wanted?” Josh was staring wide eyed at Ian.


  “He already knew.”


  Josh sat upright, seemed comforted by that. “Because he is you, right?”


  “Maybe.” If the brain, the mind, is the seat of the divine, the place where the ethereal and the spiritual, reality and fantasy, mingle, then yes, maybe in a sense Ian was the Dark Man, or he was some nether part of Ian. But he didn’t say that.


  “And what did he ask of you?” Josh wanted to know.


  Ian smiled. “You can’t ever tell.”


  “Or what?”


  “Or he becomes a destroyer.”


  “A destroyer.”


  Josh didn’t say anything else. Harry Houdini had a saying that came back to Ian now and again: For those who believe, no explanation is necessary. For those who don’t, none will suffice. He had Josh pegged as a believer; but maybe he was just someone with a lot of questions.


  “Go home and get some rest, okay?” said Ian. “We’ll talk later.”


  “You sure?” said Josh.


  “I’m going to do a standard ritual with the sage, the singing bowls, and the talismans, and tell them it’s done, that the house is clean.”


  “Is it?”


  “I think so.”


  Josh looked around guiltily, torn maybe between knowing he should stay and wanting to leave. “Grab a beer later and talk more?”


  “Definitely,” said Ian.


  He hit the bowl with the mallet and the sound rang out, bright and clear. It resonated, echoing, then went quiet.


  “Are you going to do it? What he wants? Are you going to do it?”


  “Get some rest, kid,” said Ian. “We’ll talk more later.”


  They wouldn’t. Ian was never going to see Josh again. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did. Finally, when he realized Ian had said all he was going to say, the kid left.


  Ian finished the cleanse, walking through the house with the singing bowl as the sun rose. In the bedroom, he hid a piece of rose quartz behind the long drapes. Rose quartz calms and reassures. In the studio he left a tiny brass statue of Ganesha, the god of overcoming obstacles, in one of the grooves of the big wooden mandala that hung on the wall. In the nursery, he left a piece of moonstone under the cushion of the glider there. Moonstone promoted fertility. In the home office, he left a three-legged toad of good fortune to bring prosperity. He walked through with the sage, one final time. And said a prayer, the same one over and over: Darkness, release this house and this family. Light, bring your cleansing energy, dispelling negativity and welcoming renewal. It was one of Liz’s mantras.

  
  


  When he was done, he brought a vitamin water out to the porch. Shortly thereafter, Astrid and Chaz glided up in their white Tesla. Chaz wore a slight scowl as he climbed out, dressed in all black, and Astrid had violet circles under her eyes, looking a little fragile. Chaz gave him a curt nod and entered the house without a word.


  Astrid came to sit beside him on the porch. She, in contrast to her husband, was dressed all in white, some kind of genie pant and cashmere shawl. She wrapped her arms around her middle, pressed her legs together as if she was cold or trying to make herself very small.


  “I’m sorry about Chaz,” she said. “He thinks this whole thing is crazy.”


  “I get it,” said Ian. “I’ll get out of your hair. Oh, and sorry, I had a bit of an accident with the smudge stick in your master bedroom; some of the embers burned through the duvet. Just let me know how much it is to replace it, and I’ll take it off your final bill.”


  “Sure,” she said, nodding. “So it went well?”


  “The house is clear, Astrid. You can be at peace here, live your best life, and grow your family.”


  She smiled, offered him an uncertain nod.


  “I watched you last night a couple of times,” she said. “On our security cameras.”


  “Oh?”


  “You saw him, didn’t you?”


  The color was gone from her pretty face, and it scared Ian. He reached across the wicker table for her and took her hand. “Did you make a deal with him, Astrid?”


  She shook her head, glanced uneasily at the door to check for Chaz, then back to Ian. “I knew better. I’ve heard of him before. When I was a kid, a couple of girls stabbed another girl. They said he made them do it so that they could go live in his mansion.”


  Since he was a kid, the story had grown and spread. It was all over the internet now, pictures of the Dark Man—most of it hoaxes and fiction. He scrolled through every now and then, remembering that night in the woods.


  “I knew he’d give me what I wanted. But that the price would be too high. That it would hurt someone else, maybe. And I didn’t want that. But he wouldn’t leave. Just kept lurking in the corners, in my nightmares.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  She made her eyes big. “I never imagined you’d believe that. I thought I was losing my mind. I was terrified people would think I was crazy.”


  “How did you get my number, Astrid?”


  “My friend Elenie,” she said. “When I was at my lowest, my most frightened with this, I went to a party at her place. She’s a Reiki healer, and she could sense my energy was off. I confided in her, and she gave me your number.”


  How long had he tried? Ian wondered. How many connections had the Dark Man made to get to Ian?


  “He’s gone now,” said Ian.


  “How?” asked Astrid.


  Ian didn’t answer, just looked down at her small hand still in his.


  “Ian,” she said. “You didn’t make a deal with him, did you?”


  “No,” he said. “Of course not. This is what we do. We cleanse spaces, ask negative forces to leave, free trapped memories and dark energies. The only thing you have to concern yourself with now is being happy, growing your business and your family. Astrid, you’re free.”


  Astrid started to cry. “Thank you, Ian. Thank you so much. I feel it. I do.”


  She followed him around as he gathered up his equipment and showed her the talismans he’d left around the house—she loved that bit. Then she showed him out. Chaz had shut himself in his office and didn’t come out to say goodbye. What a dick. He didn’t deserve someone like Astrid. Maybe she’d figure that out at some point.


  Ian was backing out when she tapped on the window. He rolled it down.


  “I hope he gives you what you asked for,” she whispered. “And that the price isn’t too terribly high.”


  He thought about denying it. But what was the point?


  “Me too,” he said. She turned and disappeared into the house.

  
  


  Back in the house he used to share with Liz, he dropped his bags and got himself a beer from the fridge because there was nothing else in there. The house was a wreck; Liz would be so mad. She took such good care of this place, always cleaning, decorating, improving. She was a homemaker, a creator of happy spaces and bright energy. Their house had been no exception. He’d get it all ready for her. He’d get it cleaned up, just the way she liked it.


  When he sat down at his computer to check his email, he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find a communication from Matthew Merle. Subject line: Hey, buddy, it’s been a minute. Matthew was nothing if not direct. I need a favor. Think you could work some of your magic here at Merle House? Btw, I’m broke. So can I get a bro discount? Free food and lodging until the job is done? And a chance to finish up some old business. Let me know what you think. ASAP.


  He answered right away, because it was best, he knew, to take care of things quickly. Not delay.


  I’ll be there tomorrow.


  He’d clean up here and get some rest. In the morning, he’d head back to Merle House—and to Havenwood. He was aware of nothing so much as an overriding sense of relief, as if finally, after all his gyrations and running around, running away, he was finally going home, where he belonged.


  

  
The story continues in part three of Lisa Unger’s HOUSE OF CROWS, Circling the Drain.
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