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      The night was cold and still. The curtains were too thin to block out the moonlight, which stretched over the carpet in quivering dabs and strange shapes from where it managed to worm its way through the forest’s boughs.

      A sliver of the light fell over the sleeping girl’s face, making her squirm to avoid it. She rolled over and opened her eyes. The dolls and stuffed animals spread about the room watched her with plastic eyes, their comforting influence dissipated in the cold blue light of night-time.

      The girl sat up and pushed her hair out of her face. She thought she’d heard the voices through her dreams; they were becoming clearer, though, almost clear enough to understand.

      “Hello?” She kept her voice quiet so she wouldn’t disturb her parents as they slept in their room down the hallway. “Is that you, little friends?”

      There, so faint that she almost could have imagined it, was the soft scratching noise that accompanied the voice. The girl slid her feet off the bed, shivering in the cold air but too entranced to search for her dressing gown. Her toes dug into the carpet as she circled her bed, trying to find the source of the noise. It seemed to come from all around her, below her feet and above her head. The curtains fluttered as the wind picked up, and the old house groaned under the weight of its years.

      “Hello, little friends?” she repeated.

      The voices answered her, urging her to come to them. She closed her eyes and stretched out her hands, rotating in a slow circle, listening to the sounds. They seemed to fade and strengthen, depending on the direction she faced. She stopped turning when they were at their loudest, and took a hesitant step forward. The voices rose in volume and urgency as she moved closer, and the girl could feel her fingers shaking as she reached for her invisible companions.

      They had never been so clear before. The voices were slowly merging, their echoes and mutters colliding into a single voice. As the girl’s fingers tapped against her bedroom wall, she finally understood them.

      “Yes,” she said, breathless, her heart fluttering like a frantic trapped bird. “Yes, I’ll help you, little friends.”
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      I waved at the Gillespies' car as it crawled down their driveway, weaving between thickets of trees, then started its journey to the couples' retreat two states away.

      Their house stood at my back. It was an old mansion, three stories tall and built mostly of sandstone blocks. The porch had been beautiful once, but the hardwood boards below my sneakers had lost their shine and were developing cracks, and the white paint on the doorway pillars was peeling.

      The Gillespies had entrusted the house to my care for the month while they “built on their foundation,” as Mrs Gillespie had put it. But judging by the way the couple actively avoided touching each other, I suspected the foundation had washed away years ago, and the retreat was a final effort to keep their marriage from being submerged entirely.

      Their house seemed to echo that sentiment. It was a magnificent building—way beyond what I could ever hope to afford with my part-time retail job and a useless English degree—but the years hadn't done it any favours. The floorboards creaked under my feet as I passed the threshold and looked around the lounge room. It was clean, at least, but the furniture had a shabby past-its-prime look, and the off-white walls were edging towards a dingy grey.

      I dropped the house key on the coffee table as I passed it, along with a slip of paper with Mrs Gillespie's mobile printed in a neat, feminine script. Beyond the lounge room was the dining room. A twelve-seater dark-wood table took pride of place below an actual chandelier.

      “Wow.” I gazed at the crystal beauty as it sparkled in the dim light, hinting at a history of glamorous dinner parties and decadent lifestyles.

      I ran my hand through my messy hair, trying to pull out some of the knots. I hadn't washed it the night before, and it felt greasy between my fingers. Settle in first, shower later.

      Mrs Gillespie had told me my room was the last door on the left at the end of the second-floor hallway, so I grabbed my travel case and pulled it up the curved stairway. The hallway stretched the length of the house, with four doors on each side, and I was winded by the time I pushed open the last door. I found myself in a neat room with a large window overlooking the woods behind the property.

      My suitcase was heavy, loaded with clothes, books, and my laptop, and I heaved it onto the bed to unpack. There might not have been a chandelier in my room, but it did have sconces set into the wall and patterned wallpaper that looked as though it belonged in the 1920s. For all I knew, that might have been when the house was last renovated.

      As I hung my T-shirts and jeans in the dark-wood dresser, I couldn't stop marvelling at how clean it was. The room had a stuffy feeling that had made me assume every surface would be covered with dust and cobwebs, but Mrs Gillespie must have been thorough in her sprucing. Despite this, it felt closed in and musty, and as soon as I'd finished hanging up the clothes, I unlocked and opened the windows to let in fresh air.

      A slope, spotted with clumps of rocks and spindly weeds, ran down behind the building to meet the pine woods fifty meters away. The trees had to be old; some of them looked so large I would have had no chance of touching my hands if I tried to embrace them. Their tips stretched above my window, possibly even above the roof of the house, and patchy bushes and vines filled in the spaces around their trunks.

      I leaned on the windowsill, closing my eyes and inhaling deeply to savour the smell. The air felt so much clearer and crisper here, away from the smog of the city, and I began to pick up faint animal noises from the woods.

      A shiver ran down my spine and I grinned to myself. As much as the Gillespies needed their couples' retreat, I thought I might have needed the housesitting job even more. I hadn't fully settled in, and already I felt lighter, as though the stress from the last eight months of studying and working was loosening its hold.

      I twirled away from the window and ran back to my travel case, suddenly eager to finish unpacking and explore the house. I kicked my spare shoes under the bed, left the toiletries on my bedside table for when I found the bathroom, then unceremoniously dumped the laptop and books onto the desk standing opposite the bed.

      “Good enough.” I grinned and shoved the travel case inside the wardrobe, then left my room, itching to see the rest of the house. I tried the first door down the hallway, but to my disappointment, it was locked.

      Maybe Mrs Gillespie didn't want me getting nosy and only gave me access to some parts of the house. The thought was like a bucket of cold water dropped over me; I loved old buildings, and part of the thrill of the trip had been the opportunity to explore and enjoy the sprawling gothic mansion. Not actually seeing much of it would have been devastating.

      I tried the next door down the hallway, expecting it to also be locked, but I was thrilled when it opened without protest. Beyond the door was another bedroom, smaller than and not quite as clean as mine. I grinned to myself as I looked through it. Unlike my room with its off-white walls and pale-blue bedspread, this new room was decorated all in shades of maroon. Golden leafy designs adorned the wallpaper, which was peeling in many places, exposing a darker wallpaper behind it. The bedspread looked decades old and held a stack of limp blood-red pillows.

      “Gorgeous,” I murmured to myself, then darted back into the hallway to look into the next room. It was the same size as the last, but had no furniture at all—just a rug rolled into a coil in the corner and a broom leaning against the wall.

      The door opposite that room opened into a bathroom that was old-fashioned but large, with a clawed tub. A wide mirror hung above the sink, and the relatively modern shower had probably been installed within the last decade.

      The final room was clearly the master bedroom, probably where the Gillespies slept. The queen-sized bed had been hastily made, and the wardrobe doors stood open, showing it was still half-full. Guess I'm not the only one who packs in a hurry. I didn't want to snoop around their personal things too much, so I left the room without touching anything.

      The end of the hallway split into two: to the right was the staircase to the ground floor, and to the left was a staircase going up to the third level. I hesitated, savouring the possibilities of what the top floor might hold, but I knew it made more sense to familiarise myself with the functional parts of the house first. I reluctantly took the stairs down, vowing to explore the upstairs rooms to my heart's content after I’d showered and sorted out dinner.

      The lowest level had a strange arrangement, with doors in odd places and clashing aesthetics. I went from the living room to the dining room, then into the kitchen, which was disconcertingly modern compared to the rest of the house. A magnet held a piece of paper to the fridge's silver door; “Please help yourself.” I opened the doors and found bacon, vegetables, eggs, milk, and a packet of meat. At least I wasn't going to starve before I could get to the shops in the town half an hour away.

      I hadn't realised how remote the Gillespies' house was until I'd arrived. I'd caught a taxi from the train station in the town, and by the time we'd driven past farmland, uphill through the narrow, winding roads hedged on both sides by woods, and eventually pulled up at the brooding stone building, the fare had grown to nearly twice what I'd expected. That meant I didn't have the budget to go into town as often as I'd planned, and I would have to do my shopping in large, infrequent batches.

      Not that I minded too much, though. I found the isolation exhilarating. I felt as though I could do anything—anything!—and no one would know or care. There was no cranky Mrs Bobinsky upstairs to complain to the landlord if I watched a movie, and no one to care how loud I played my music.

      “I could do anything,” I said in wonder as I strolled through the kitchen. “I could spend the entire month naked, and no one would know or care.”

      I jogged back into the dining room and followed its other door into what I guessed was a library. The walls were covered in shelves, though they held only about a dozen books grouped together on one shelf.

      “What a shame,” I muttered as I read the names on the books' spines. They were depressingly dull: a few investment guides, a smattering of self-help books with tritely optimistic titles, an encyclopedia, a dictionary, and four novels—all thrillers by the same author. Good thing I brought my own books.

      Past the library was a study, which seemed to be Mr Gillespie's domain. Neat stacks of papers sat on the desk, and the walls were hung with large photos of nature scenes. I didn't look any further—partly because I didn't want to intrude on what was probably his personal area, and partly because I had no interest in his job.

      Beyond that was a hallway that seemed to lead back to the staircase, then the laundry and a large, empty area that I could only imagine was meant to be a ballroom. I went back to the hallway and looked up and down its length, marvelling at the house’s size. It felt more like a small hotel than a home, and I tried to imagine the Gillespies living there, only passing each other infrequently in the sprawling building. It held far more space than two people could possibly have needed.
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      My toothbrush clattered as I dropped it into the small blue cup perched at the edge of the sink. I used my hands to scoop the running water into my mouth. Even the tap water tasted different than it did in the city; it was crisper and less sanitised. I closed my eyes, imagining I was drinking from a stream.

      My face had become pasty and pale, I noticed as I blinked at my reflection in the mirror. I would have to sit in the sun a few times while I had the chance. My freshly washed hair was beginning to frizz as it dried, and my white pyjamas looked too bright against the dull-grey bathroom walls.

      “Who paints a bathroom grey?” I asked my reflection. The entire house seemed shrouded by a feeling of gloom, as though the long years had muted and drained its colours. It didn't help that all of the lights were dim, either by design or because of a lack of cleaning, and shadows encroached on the rooms with a cold persistence. I didn't mind too much, though; I found something pretty about the house's dark aura. In the same way funeral flowers can be beautiful.

      “That's enough morbidity for tonight,” my reflection told me. “Bedtime.”

      I glanced at the stairwell to my left as I exited the bathroom. The wooden steps leading upwards disappeared into shadow after the first meter, teasing me with possibilities. I hadn't visited the upstairs rooms yet; figuring out how to start the stoves to cook dinner had taken a frustrating forty minutes. Then I'd gotten distracted reading one of the books I'd brought. By the time I closed it, it was well into the night, and I could hear owls calling to each other outside the window.

      We’ll explore tomorrow.

      My room felt welcoming, maybe because of the dozen novels I'd stacked on the desk and beside my bed. I took a final look out the window. The pines’ silhouettes stood proudly against the sky as the half-moon cast a thin white light across their tips.

      “Goodnight,” I whispered, half to myself and half to the house, then I turned out the light and crawled into bed.
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        * * *

      

      A rasping, scratching noise permeated my dreams, where I walked long hallways without doors. Turning around corner after corner, like a rat in a maze, I chased the sound but never gained on it.

      I turned a final corner and saw the hall had led me into a graveyard. Bleached-white headstones stuck out of the raw dirt like crooked teeth, and when I tried to back away, I found my escape blocked by a cold stone wall.

      I woke with a jolt.

      The dream hadn't quite been a nightmare, but it had been disquieting, and my heart was racing. I rubbed my hair out of my face and fumbled to turn on the bedside lamp. It took me a moment to realise part of my dream hadn’t ended with my waking: a soft scraping sound was barely audible over my ragged breathing. I held still, listening as hard as I could. It sounded like nails clawing at wood.

      The cold night air made me shiver as I stumbled out of bed and pulled on my sneakers. I grabbed my jacket out of the wardrobe and tugged it over my pyjamas before slinking into the hallway.

      The walkway to my left ended in a large window overlooking the woods. The moon cast just enough light for me to see without searching for a switch, so I walked through the house slowly and carefully, searching for the source of the noise. Now that I was listening, a multitude of other sounds crept into my awareness: deep creaking from below my feet; occasional rattling from the floor above my head; then a moaning, grinding sound from inside the wall, where the plumbing became active.

      I'd heard it said that some old houses breathed, and the Gillespies' building certainly did. The house felt like a living creature, resting in the middle of the countryside, whiling away its years in hibernation. The windows were its eyes, the shingles plated its back. That would make me… what?

      “A parasite.” I snorted in laughter. The sound echoed strangely in the empty hallway. My hand landed on the glass doorknob of the room beside mine, and I gave it a twist just in case. As it had during the day, the lock stayed resistant.

      I took the stairwell down to the first floor. The wooden steps whined under my feet as the plumbing farther back in the building gave a final rattle then quieted. The house looked completely different at night. What was dim and dingy during the day became almost luminous under the effects of the moon and stars. The wallpaper seemed more vivid, the wood seemed a richer colour, and the secrets hidden in the darkness felt a thousand times more alluring—especially when the shadows writhed across the floor and bloomed out of every corner.

      I let myself out the front door without thinking about what I was doing. The desire to see the outside of the building—the whole of the house, I thought, the true house—had been growing without me even realising it. Standing on the lawn, I was able to look at its three-story facade. Its black windows watched over the driveway like dark eyes.

      Icy dew from the grass stuck on my ankles and the hem of my pyjama pants as I walked through it. Like the inside of the building, the outside hadn’t been maintained well, and the grass grew thin and too tall. Tiny insects, shocked out of their sleep, flicked away from me as I walked through their homes. A solitary owl called from behind me.

      I rounded the corner of the building to have a closer look at the woods. Their branches moved in the breeze, a mess of shadows that could hide innumerable monsters. I looked to my right, away from the woods, and gazed at the side of the house.

      My window was easy to find, located nearly at the end of the building, on the second level. I'd left the bedside light on, and the square of glass glowed like a beacon. The window next to it belonged to the locked room. It was different from the others; while every other window in the house sat flush against the wall, that one extended out in a bay shape. I tried to picture it from the inside: there was probably a seat below the window, so that whoever stayed in the room could sit there with an unmatched view of the outside world.

      It seemed bizarre that the door was locked. Every other room I'd tried, including the Gillespies' personal bedroom, had been left open. What’s in there?

      I started to lose track of time as I gazed at the window, mesmerised by its possibilities. Everything was so perfectly still that when the curtains fluttered, I actually jumped.

      It's just the breeze catching them. I watched the pale shapes hidden behind the glass swirl and sway for a moment before falling still again. The shock had jolted me out of my sleepy daze. I became acutely aware of how cold the wind was and folded my arms across my chest, shuffling on the spot to try to increase the circulation to my numbing feet.

      The owl above my head hooted its displeasure at my presence, and I took that as my cue to go back to sleep. You may rule the world by day, but the creatures of the night demand their privacy.
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      A frying egg popped and spat hot oil at my exposed forearm. I glowered at it and used my spatula to squash the yolk, spilling its golden contents out like blood. “That'll teach you.”

      Between my midnight excursion and the persistent, gruelling dreams of being followed by a scratching noise, I doubted I'd gotten as much as three hours’ rest.

      Still, it was my second day of solitude, and it had been a welcome change to wake up without hearing the thunder of the tenants in the room above mine as they used their treadmill. If you're going to jog, at least do it outside, I'd thought on some of my worse mornings. Otherwise, you're no better than a mouse on a wheel.

      I flipped my mangled egg onto the plate next to the bacon and sat down beneath the chandelier. The sun was doing a half-hearted job of lighting the house that morning, and I'd had to turn on the lights in order to see clearly. As I ate, I toyed with the idea of going back to bed and sleeping through the rest of the day, but one thought kept me up: I would be able to search the upstairs rooms. The familiar tingle of excited curiosity cheered me, and I finished my breakfast quickly.

      As soon as the dishes were dried and put away, I took the stairs to the first floor then turned the corner. I climbed the second flight more slowly, taking my time to savour the exploration. Partway up the narrow stairwell, the wallpaper changed from the sickly grey shade to a dark maroon with intricate gold designs a little reminiscent of the paper in my own room. I reached the landing and found myself in a hallway not very different from the one downstairs. The main change was the lights—or, rather, the lack of them. The only illumination for the hallway came from the square window at the end.

      Good thing I didn't try to explore up here last night, I thought as I ran my hand across the patchy, peeling wallpaper. I would have been as good as blind.

      The wooden floor had a carpet runner down its length. The fabric was scuffed, and the dirty grey base showed through in many patches. Small puffs of dust appeared around my feet as I stepped on it.

      An aura of neglect hung over the entire upper level. Dead beetles lay curled in the grime that had accumulated around the skirting. Cobwebs lined the ceiling, though their arachnid occupants seemed to have moved on or died a long time before. As I approached the first door, I noticed even the handle had collected a layer of dust.

      It's like the rooms up here haven't been seen in decades.

      I brushed the sticky dust off the doorknob and twisted it. The hinges whined and stuck partway through opening, and I had to put my shoulder against the door and give it a good shove to get into the room.

      My breath caught in my throat as I gazed at a sea of off-white fabric. The room was filled with furniture, all of it covered with dust cloths. I glanced behind myself, feeling as though Mrs Gillespie might pop out of the hallway at any moment and reprimand me for snooping. She didn’t, so I took a hesitant step into the room and pulled the nearest cloth off its ward, revealing a grand piano made of black wood, with yellowing ivory keys. I reached out and pushed a key down, and a single haunting note filled the room.

      “This is gorgeous,” I said to the empty room as I ran my hand across the wood. “Why's it hidden all the way up here?” I dropped the cloth back into place and moved on to look at the next hidden treasure.

      Beautiful antique furniture filled the room. I found wardrobes, mahogany tables and chairs, two slate-grey mannequins, and pouffe seats and armchairs.

      My eyebrows rose as I pulled the cloth off a stack of oil paintings near the back of the room. They'd been sat upright, leaning against the wall so that I could pull each towards myself to see the one behind it. Most of them depicted people: army colonels with dense grey moustaches; families dressed in Victorian garb; a woman with dozens of strings holding hundreds of pearls hung about her neck; a young, doe-eyed girl who stared out of the canvas imploringly; and a man with a frown set about his eyes as he leaned forward on his desk, reading a letter. The final painting showed an elderly woman, her dark hair streaked grey, her rich maroon dress heavily shadowed. The brightest part of the painting was the large blue teardrop-shaped crystal hung from a necklace, which her right hand caressed as her dark eyes stared out of the painting and transfixed me.

      I laid the paintings back into place and rearranged their cloth. I thought about the downstairs rooms and how bare many of them felt. I wondered why such rich—and probably expensive—furniture was hidden in the attic.

      The next room was very similar: nearly fifty objects sat about the floor, hidden under dust covers. I set to work exploring them, uncovering drawer sets, a large box of silver cutlery and crystal glassware, tall-framed mirrors, and boxes upon boxes of moth-damaged blankets and hand-made crochet. By the time I was done, swirls of dust filled the room, catching the sickly light coming through the window, and it was a little after lunchtime.

      My back ached, and I leaned against the wallpaper to give it a rest, rubbing dirty hands on my jeans. I tried to picture the downstairs rooms filled with the deep mahoganies and rich curtains. The grey walls wouldn't look so stark and awful… and that crazy chandelier wouldn't seem so out of place, either.

      Had the Gillespies moved the furniture up here, or had they simply never moved it down after buying the house? I hadn't had long to talk to Mrs Gillespie before they'd gotten into their car and left, but I'd had the impression she'd only lived in the house for a few years. She'd said she missed the city.

      I went back into the hallway and paused there, glancing to the left and to the right. I could keep exploring the rooms—there were another two to my left and three on the opposite wall—or I could go downstairs and refuel with some lunch.

      The dust was all over my clothes and in my hair, but my desire to look through more of the mysterious upstairs rooms was insatiable. Just one more, and then I'll take a break.

      I opened the door to my left and felt a rush of disappointment when I saw it was empty. I'd been hoping to uncover more of the gorgeous furniture, but the only thing in the room was a dead mouse, coiled on its back with its tiny paws held up towards the ceiling.

      My feet kicked up more dust as I walked inside and looked about the bare walls. I’d been stupid to expect every room to be filled with stored furniture—what I'd already seen was probably enough to comfortably fill most of the house—and I supposed it was a little relaxing to not be cloistered amongst the ghost-white dust cloths. I held my arms out to the side, stretched my back, then walked to the window to admire the view.

      No wonder the light is so bad, I thought as I gazed at the rolling cover of clouds poised above the treetops. Being on the highest floor gave me a slightly better view of the forest. It seemed to stretch on for quite a way. Even though the ground dipped and obscured my view, I guessed it had to continue until it reached the mountains, where fog had gathered several kilometres away.

      A door slammed beneath my feet.

      I shrieked and leaped backwards as I felt the floor’s reverberations through my shoes. My left sneaker landed on something lumpy and brittle, which made a faint crunching noise. I scuttled away from it and saw I'd stepped on the dead mouse, squishing it quite a bit flatter than it had been.

      My heart thundered. I pressed both hands against my chest, trying to silence my heartbeat while I listened for more sounds from the floor below. Is someone in the house? Is it a break-in?

      Silence. My fingers shook as they pressed into my blouse. I looked towards the door, which I’d left open a crack, and felt irrational paranoia rush through me. There's someone in the hallway.

      A hundred thoughts ran through my head. Can I climb out the window? Should I call the police? But they became increasingly irrational as fear overrode my ability to think. If I tried to climb out the window, I would undoubtedly fall to my death three floors below, and I’d left my mobile on the dining table.

      I took a halting step towards the door. Icy sweat built under my arms and across the back of my neck. I didn't dare breathe as I took a hand away from my heart and nudged open the door. Half certain that I was about to die, I leaned forward to look into the hall.

      It was deserted.

      “Get a grip, Elle.”

      I moved the lower half of my body into the hall, too. The hairs on my arms prickled as I faced the stairwell. What if someone knew the Gillespies were leaving, and came to steal what they could while the house is empty? Would they bring a knife? A gun? An image flashed through my mind; I saw myself running down the hallway, trying to escape the hulking intruder as he grabbed my ankle, tumbling me to the dust-coated carpet. He brought his butcher's knife down to sink it into my chest again and again and again…

      “Get a grip,” I repeated. I wrapped my arms about my torso, and my mouth was too dry to form the words properly.

      I could stay on the upper level until he leaves. I could hide under a dust cloth and pretend I don’t exist while he loots the house. Except that I'd screamed when the door had slammed. That wasn't a noise that could be passed off as the house breathing. If he'd heard me, he knew I was there—and he would either flee, or come looking for me.

      I turned to the nearest room to my right, where the furniture was covered in yards of off-white cloth. With a final glance at the stairwell, I ducked into the room and pulled the coverings off until I found what I'd been searching for: a crate filled with heavy bronze candlesticks. I picked one up then, holding it like a bat, crept back into the hallway and towards the stairs.

      The floor groaned under my weight, and I cursed at it. If the stranger downstairs was listening for me, he would have more than ample warning that I was coming.

      Don't be a coward. The Gillespies left you here to mind their house—now mind it!

      I took the stairs slowly, my watering eyes fixed on the poorly illuminated landing below, craning my head forward and hoping to see any threat before it had a chance to maul me. My body was alive with adrenaline, and I was becoming dizzy from the excess oxygen my lungs were dragging in to prepare for flight-or-fight.

      The landing stayed empty. When I reached it, I looked around the corner. My eyes scanned the shadows that clustered about the edges of the hall, but it was empty.

      “I know you're there.” My voice escaped as a pathetic whine. I swallowed and tried to put more force into it as I took the first step down the hallway. “I have a gun, but I won't shoot if you show yourself.”

      I counted to ten, but the only noise was my ragged breathing and racing, overworked heart. There was nothing for it; I took a second step down the hallway, then a third, my eyes flickering over the closed doors, my ears straining to hear any sounds.

      The first door to my left was the Gillespies' bedroom. I hesitated, wondering if I should peek in cautiously, but I knew I’d lost any element of surprise a long time ago, so I gripped the doorknob, twisted quickly, then kicked open the door with more force than I probably should have. It banged against the wall then sprang back, threatening to close my view of the room, but I extended my spare hand to keep it open. The room looked empty; the closet door still stood open, as I'd left it before, and the bed had a base that extended to the floor, eliminating any hiding space beneath the mattress.

      I backed out of the room and took two more hesitant steps towards the bathroom. “Don't make me hurt you!” My voice was too loud that time, echoing through the hallway and bouncing back at me. I yanked open the bathroom door and stepped into the room, candlestick held high. I caught sight of movement from the corner of my eye and brought the heavy bronze stick down, slashing blindly, but it only hit the shower curtain, which had fluttered in the breeze caused by the opening door.

      Back in the hallway, I burst through the second door to the left, the empty storage room. The broom still stood against the wall, looking forlorn.

      The next door belonged to the locked room. Tingles ran through my spine as I gripped the doorknob and twisted. Premonition, or maybe superstition coupled with the fear roaring through me, told me to expect the door would open, and I felt a little surprised and disappointed when it didn't.

      The last room was my bedroom, and I broke into it with the same burst of energy I'd used to tackle the bathroom, waving my stick at the shadows. It looked exactly the way I'd left it; my books were stacked on the desk and my bed was half-heartedly made. I quirked up the quilt to look between the bedframe and the floor and checked in the closet, but my room was empty.

      I wandered back into the hallway, letting the candlestick sag down by my side as I rubbed my dusty sleeve across the sweat that drenched my face.

      The noise had definitely come from this floor; it had been too loud and too close to have been on the ground level, and the stairs creaked so badly that I would have heard someone trying to sneak down them.

      I looked at the ceiling—yellowish splotches stained the paint around the edges where water had seeped in—and tried to work out where the noise had come from. It had sounded as though it was directly under my feet, and I'd been in the second-to-last room, which was…

      Above the locked room.

      “Of course,” I said bitterly. I walked down the hallway to stand in front of the door and tried the handle a final time. It still stuck.

      I got onto my hands and knees, dropping the candlestick, and looked through the crack between the door and the floor. The light was very poor; I remembered the window had curtains over it. Coupled with the cloudy sky, they gave the room a level of light similar to twilight. Even so, I could make out a number of shadowy shapes; the room definitely had furniture in it. I crouched there, straining to see, trying to make out any sort of motion among the swimming shadows.

      Then creaks, loud and persistent, rose from the floor below my hands. I pulled back with a jerk and listened as the floor moaned. The noise moved away from me, towards the opposite side of the hall.

      I grabbed for my candlestick, fumbled, and dropped it. The brass made a hard metallic thunk as it hit the wooden floor.

      “Damn, damn, damn it all,” I said under my breath, and clambered to my feet, clutching the candlestick against my chest. My heart felt ready to explode.

      I took the steps quickly, almost recklessly, against my common sense. Once I was on the ground floor, I turned and scrambled towards the room below the hallway, which turned out to be the library.

      The bare shelves seemed much starker and more hostile than they had the day before. The room was U-shaped, with the middle protrusion filled with bookcases. I edged around the perimeter, keeping my back to the shelves as I held up my weapon and checked around the stiff dingy-blue couches and the curtains.

      It was empty. I felt lost, so I went back out the way I'd come, into the dining room. I checked the kitchen and the hollowed-out ballroom on the way past then ended up in the living room. I grabbed my mobile and the slip of paper off the coffee table then hurried to the front door and the safety of the outside.

      I didn't start breathing properly until I'd put two dozen paces between myself and the front porch. I stopped under one of the elm trees that flanked the driveway and scanned the front of the building with my eyes. There didn’t seem to be any sign of a break-in. Not that there would have been—I’d left the front door unlocked. The only motion I could see came from the bushes and trees that moved lazily in the breeze.

      I flopped down in the tall grass and dropped my candlestick. I took a moment to close my eyes and breathe in the oxygen, which tasted sweet and fresh compared to the dusty upstairs rooms. Then I held up the slip of paper Mrs Gillespie had given me and punched the number into my mobile.

      “Yes?” a cool voice answered after the fourth ring.

      “Hi, uh, Mrs Gillespie,” I stuttered, feeling incredibly under-qualified to explain the situation adequately. “I, uh, think someone broke into the house.”

      “What, Elle?” she barked. “What happened?”

      “I was in the top floor when I heard a door slam,” I said. “I, uh, went downstairs but couldn't see anyone.”

      “Is there a car outside the house?” she asked.

      I scanned the front lawn as though a car might have materialised in the minute I’d been talking to Mrs Gillespie. It hadn’t.

      “No, sorry.” I cringed and pressed my palm into my forehead. Why am I apologising for the lack of cars? My brain had shut down under the coldly critical tone coming from the other end of the phone call.

      “Don't worry about that then.” Mrs Gillespie sounded suddenly tired. “It would take most of the day to walk up and down our driveway. If anyone was trying to rob us, they’d bring a car.”

      “But I heard—”

      “There's a door in the house that doesn't close properly. It keeps drifting open and slamming in the wind. I've been telling Mark to fix it for years, but… ugh.” She stopped herself as if making a conscious effort not to criticise her husband. “Well, it's not fixed yet.”

      “Oh.” I was starting to feel stupid. “There… there were some creaking noises, too…”

      “It's an old house, honey.” Mrs Gillespie sighed. “The creaks are part of its nature. Unless you saw something or heard someone speaking, I think you're safe.”

      The stupid feeling was increasing, but with it came a boiling anger. If there's a door that keeps slamming, wouldn't you tell me about it before leaving me alone in your house for a month? I could have had a heart attack, you stupid—

      “Is there anything else?” Mrs Gillespie’s polite tone carried an undercurrent of irritation.

      I searched the rooms! I risked life and limb to protect your damn house! “No, sorry for disturbing you. Have a nice, um, retreat.”

      She hung up without saying goodbye. I threw down my phone and let myself fall backwards, then vented my anger and stress with a strangled scream of frustration. I wished I could teleport back to my apartment, even with its weird smells and obnoxious neighbours… anything to avoid setting foot in the Gillespie house again.

      I did the next best thing: I pocketed my mobile, threw the candlestick towards the front porch, and set out on a walk to burn off some of my agitation.

      The clouds gave the yard a bleak ethereal look. I stopped at the top of the drop off, just as I had the night before, and looked down at the woods. The incline, dotted with boulders and waist-high weeds, looked strangely inviting, as though I could step onto it, and it would carry me in a smooth rush down to the embrace of the light-dappled trees.

      I turned back to the house and again saw the bay window, the only thing protruding out from the otherwise-smooth side of the house. The curtains were moving gently from the breeze, but I couldn't see beyond them. I wished I'd asked Mrs Gillespie what was in there when she was on the phone.

      A spotty grove of anaemic trees poked out from behind the house. I hadn't seen the complete yard yet, so I started walking towards the outcropping. Past the building’s back corner were two small sheds, and beyond those were a series of raised garden beds.

      I walked between the knee-high wooden boxes. Many of them still had stakes poking out of the ground, and layers of straw covered some, but clearly, nothing edible had grown in them in a long time. Still tethered to the stakes, shrivelled and brittle tomato stalks had been left to die. Even the weeds that had stubbornly grown through the straw looked as though they were one hot day away from death.

      It was far more depressing than the inside of the house. I reached the end of the rows and turned back to gaze at them. Someone must have spent hundreds to build the gardens. I couldn't imagine how someone could just… forget them like that.

      Beyond the garden was a stretch of grass, then the trees rose out of the gully to border the edge of the property. Some sort of building was hidden behind the first cluster of trees; I could see a dark-grey stone pillar and what looked like a roof. Gravel crunched under my feet as I approached the structure to get a better look. The trees were stockier and grew more closely together than those in the forest, and I had to push through meters of the dense, scratchy branches before I reached my goal. Past the trees was a tall, dark wrought-iron fence. A little beyond that were rows of gravestones.

      I jumped away from the fence and became tangled in the trees again. I struggled, earning myself a series of scratches across my arms, but I managed to get out, back on the house-side of the organic divider. I stuffed my shaking hands into my jacket pockets as I looked from the looming house to the tree-hidden burial site.

      The house is big, I thought. Maybe it wasn't always a private home. It could have been a school or a retirement building at one time.

      That made sense. I mentally counted off the number of bedrooms on the top two floors. The building was large enough to be a small hotel, even.

      I turned back to the graveyard, my initial shock waning in the face of morbid fascination. Instead of trying to press through the dense trees again, I followed the edge of the wood, occasionally catching glimpses of iron between the branches. About twenty paces along the trees thinned, and I was able to reach the fence without much struggle.

      The gate stretched at least three feet above the top of my head, and elaborate ironwork swirls and patterns wove down its length. I looked through the bars at the graveyard; beyond the gravestones, a mausoleum rose like a miniature black cathedral, its tar-darkened doors fastened shut with a wooden plank.

      The tombstones stood about it in no apparent order. I counted at least a dozen, but more could have been hidden behind the mausoleum. They were all old. Some were cracked; others were nearly toppling over as the ground under them bulged. Two had the entire top halves snapped off, though I couldn't see where the tips were.

      “Wow…” I whispered, wishing I’d brought a camera.

      The gate was old. Rust ran down it in dark streaks, but it wasn't bolted. I pushed against the left side and was rewarded when it moved inwards with a drawn-out screech.

      Dirt, leaves, and grime had built up around the base of the gate, and it jammed after moving a foot. The gap was just wide enough for me to fit through, so, casting one final glance at the back of the house, I slipped into the graveyard.

      It felt surreal, as though the air inside the gated grounds was heavier. I watched my feet as I stepped between the graves. Unlike the rest of the property, the spaces around the tombstones seemed impervious to weeds. The dry earth cracked in places, and a few errant patches of grass poked out of it, but there were no other plants or greenery.

      I looked at the name etched on the nearest stone and stopped short. Phillipa Gillespie, it read, its lines faded almost to obscurity.

      Is this the Gillespies' relative? The year of death was nearly two hundred years old. Maybe they inherited, rather than bought, the house.

      The second gravestone had the surname Tonkin, but the one after that belonged to another Gillespie. I moved through the graveyard quickly, checking name after name. I found twelve Gillespies and four Tonkins in total.

      A private graveyard, then. I turned towards the house. The highest parts of its roof were barely visible over the tops of the trees. They must have lived in there over quite a few generations.

      As I walked through the gravestones a second time, I noticed something strange. The birthdates were varied; some were as old as 1795, and the most recent was 1882. All of the death years were the same, though: 1884.

      I stalked through the graves, looking for some discrepancy, but there was none. The days and months differed, but every person in that graveyard had passed in the same year.

      “What the hell happened here?”

      A glint from the direction of the mausoleum caught my eye—a plaque was attached to the door. I approached it and leaned on the thick, rotting wooden plank barring the doorway as I rubbed at the tarnished bronze with my blouse sleeve. It was difficult to read in the poor light, but after some squinting, I was able to make out the inscription.

      

      
        
        Here lies Jonathan Gillespie

        1840 - 1884

        May the Lord have mercy on us all

      

      

      

      “Mercy…” I frowned at the script. “Why would they need mercy when he's the one that died?”

      My skin prickled with unease, and I removed my hand from the wooden barricade, suddenly uncomfortable with touching the tomb. The clouds had grown thicker, darkening the sky. Still, I didn't think the poor light was entirely down to the weather. I must have been in the graveyard for close to an hour, and the sun would soon be skirting over the mountain's edge.

      I didn’t regret leaving the tombstone-laden field, and I was careful to close the gate behind myself so that it wouldn't drift open during the night. Whatever was within those wrought-iron constraints was better off staying there.

      A cold wind snapped at me as I hurried around the outside of the house, barely sparing a glance at the locked room's window. I didn’t stop until my foot hit the candlestick that had become lost in the long grass around the porch. I cursed, massaging my stubbed toe, then picked up the bronze rod and continued into the house.

      Turning on the lights didn't do much to chase out the shadows, but at least I could see my way into the kitchen. I hadn't paid much attention to my body while I was in the graveyard, but the sight of the fridge made me realise I was starving: I'd missed lunch thanks to the slamming door.

      Despite Mrs Gillespie’s reassurances, I didn't want to return to the upper level, especially with the light dimming, so I left the candlestick on the table. I was pleased to see it matched the chandelier nicely.

      “Dinner,” I coached myself as I plundered the fridge and pantry, “then a shower, then reading, then bed. Don't let the house get to you. This is fine.”

      I found a red tapered candle in one of the drawers while I was looking for skewers, so I lit it and stuck it in the candlestick. Its floral scent eased my anxieties as I watched the candle burn and ate my dinner in silence.
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      The slamming door woke me from disturbing dreams. I sat upright with a muffled shriek, and something heavy fell into my lap. I looked down and saw the book I'd been reading. I must have fallen asleep between pages. My bedside table lamp was turned on but did little to dispel the room’s shadows.

      Pressing one hand over my thundering heart, I kept still and listened to the house. It was breathing again; a pipe rattled somewhere behind me then fell silent. The floor groaned as though weary of bearing its weight. More disturbingly, the scratching noise was back: it scraped, ground, and rasped through the walls around me, setting the hairs on my arms to stand up. The rogue door, at least, had returned to being silent.

      It sounded so much louder than the first time, I thought as I made a conscious effort to slow my breathing. I guess because it's on this floor. It really sounded like it was coming from just behind me, though.

      I felt too jumpy to stay in bed, so I got up, wrapping my dressing gown about myself to protect against the icy night air, and pulled my slippers on. The floorboards groaned under my feet as I approached the room’s door and opened it.

      Moonlight fell through the window at the end of the hallway, and I drew near to it like a moth to a lamp. The window overlooked the dead gardens, which had become a maze of shadows and dark stakes in the night-time. Beyond them, I could see the crop of trees that hid the graveyard. I stood there for a while, leaning on the sill and watching the light and darkness play across the ground in response to the trees' swaying. I half-closed my eyes, and I might have believed I was seeing people walk through the woods.

      “Enough of this.” I rubbed at my arms. “Either go back to bed, or do something productive.”

      The scratching sound was still echoing in my ears, so I made for the stairwell. It was a risky climb down in the dark, but I made it to the ground floor without breaking my neck. I followed the now-familiar path to the kitchen and turned on lights as I went. A quick search through the pantry turned up cocoa powder and sugar, so I put a saucepan of milk on the stove to heat.

      I'd intended to drink the hot chocolate while I read, but when I sat at the table with my book cradled in my spare hand, I found I couldn't focus on the words. I slammed it shut with a sigh.

      The candlestick, with its half-burnt candle, caught my eye.

      Why not? I lit the wick and held the bronze pole in front of myself with my right hand, carrying the drink in my left, and strode into the dining room. Let's explore the house in the dark. We’ll make it a proper gothic adventure.

      The building felt completely different at night, and I looked on it with fresh eyes as the flickering light illuminated a small golden circle around me. Through the dining room, through the suffocatingly empty ballroom, and into the library, I took the chance to appreciate the building afresh.

      Something stood out to me as I drifted from room to room. It had been a quiet awareness in the back of my mind since I'd first arrived, but it wasn't until that night, while I was surrounded by smothering darkness, with the only sounds being produced by my footsteps and the house's breathing, that it struck me as strange. The house was neglected, and although the furniture was clean and modern and the living areas were clutter free, there was a peculiar absence of evidence that a family lived there.

      I hadn't seen a single photo of the Gillespies, not even in the master bedroom. There were no knick-knacks or trinkets, no paintings on the walls, and no furniture that looked as though it were loved. Every single object in the house served a practical purpose, like a hotel room before the guests had unpacked their luggage.

      “What does that say about the Gillespies?” I stopped in front of an empty stretch of wallpaper partway down the hall. It was exactly the sort of place that a painting—like one of the gorgeous oil portraits upstairs—would fill perfectly. In fact, as I leaned closer, I thought I could see a square of the wall slightly darker than the rest, as if a painting had hung there for many years before being taken down.

      Clearly, the Gillespies didn't have the world's happiest marriage. They were both business people, driven and hard-working, and simultaneously pulling in different directions. What were their evenings like? Did Mr Gillespie retire to his meticulously clean study while Mrs Gillespie walked the empty hallways, cleaned out her wardrobe, or worked tirelessly to eliminate any hints that feeling, breathing human beings inhabited the house?

      It felt both cruel and crazy that such a rich, soulful building, with its multitudes of rooms and an attic full of decadent furniture, should be dehumanised like that. Maybe it's a deliberate choice by Mrs Gillespie. Maybe the house was too human.

      I wandered into the library and took my time strolling through the U-shaped room, admiring the bookcases. They seemed to be from the original furnishings; they were a rich, dark wood that shone prettily in my candlelight. They stretched to the roof, offering hundreds of shelves waiting to be filled… or maybe to have their books returned.

      A shimmer of movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned too quickly, and the candle flickered and nearly went out. I froze, waiting as the flame regained its strength, scanning the area that had caught my attention. It was the corner of the inside part of the U-shape. To my left was a straight line to the door that led into the hallway. If I went ten paces to my right, I could turn left again to face the second door.

      That suddenly struck me as strange. Why was there an indent in the room that was ten paces wide? What was in that inside section?

      I put my half-empty cup of cocoa on the floor, walked around the bend in the library, then exited through the second door to get back to the hallway. I walked the distance between the two library doors, expecting to find a storage closet between them, but it was an empty stretch of wall. Even when I ran my hand across the paint, I couldn't detect any sort of ridge or indent that would suggest a hidden door.

      Back in the library, I scowled at the shelves. There had to be something behind them; there was no point in taking so much room out of the library unless it served a purpose. But if a room was hidden behind those walls, it didn’t seem to have a door.

      I put my candle on the ground beside the cocoa then went to one of the shelves and tried to pull it out. It was fixed in place, either by bolts or cement. I went to each shelf in turn, tugging them so fiercely that I was frightened of pulling a chunk out of the wall, but the only thing my efforts got me was a splinter in my palm. I sucked at it furiously as I regarded the blocked-off area.

      “What the hell's wrong with this house?” I asked it. “Locked rooms, and now rooms without doors at all?”

      I made to turn away, but a hint of movement attracted my attention again. It had come from the same corner where I thought I’d seen it before. I picked up the candle and moved in to get a better look.

      A narrow gap, a centimetre at most, existed between the two shelves that overlapped across the corner. I raised my candle to it and stared into the black depths. There, so close that I could have touched it if the bookcases hadn't been in place, a wide, manic eye stared back.

      My mouth opened involuntarily as my body locked up in shock. I dropped the candlestick and heard the metal ring as it hit the wood floor. The blackness that had been pressing upon me all night overwhelmed me, pouring around my body and threatening to drown me in its icy embrace; then I started stumbling through the black, hands stretched out ahead of me, desperately seeking the exit before the thing in the darkness caught me. My hand hit a wall, and I stumbled then began rubbing my palms across it, searching for the light switch as I became convinced I could hear footsteps creeping through the room, gaining on me, nearly on top of me-

      Then I found the switch, and light filled the room. I turned, hands raised to protect myself, but I was alone. The candlestick lay on the floor, still wobbling its way to stillness, its molten tip leaving a splattering of bright-red wax on the floor. The shelves all stood in place; the room inside remained closed.

      My idea to explore the house with only the candle suddenly seemed ludicrous. I ran from the library, turning on every switch I passed, lighting up the house like a Christmas tree. Back in my bedroom, I grabbed my mobile off the bedside table and dialled Mrs Gillespie's number. It rang twice before her smooth voice answered.

      “Thank goodness,” I blurted, “There's someone in the house.”

      “—right now, so please leave a message.” The recording finished its greeting then gave a long, angry-sounding beep. I gaped for a moment, at a loss of what to say, then hung up.

      It's after three in the morning, I reminded myself as I stalked back down the stairs. It's not unreasonable to set your phone to voicemail at night.

      I stood in the hallway, faced with a horrible choice. I couldn’t leave the house at night. The dirt roads leading to the town weren't exactly clear in normal daylight; if I tried to navigate them in the dark, even with a torch, I was more likely to wander into the woods and starve to death than make it back to civilisation.

      I could call the police, but would they be able to help? There was a room with no door. What do you expect them to do? Break down the wall?

      Yes, a little, desperate voice in my head said. That sounds like a dandy idea.

      And yet, I could only imagine what Mrs Gillespie would have to say when she heard about it. What were my other alternatives? I could go back to bed and sleep with the candlestick clasped in one hand… or I could confront whoever or whatever was inside the impossible room.

      I hated, hated, hated the choice I knew I needed to make, but there was no way I was going to fall asleep, and I couldn't justify calling the police until I was certain about what I'd seen.

      The kitchen draws held many knick-knacks, including potato peelers, zesters, blenders… and a torch. I took the thin metal tube out and slowly, cautiously returned to the library.

      Everything looked exactly how I’d left it. The candlestick lay on the floor; its wax had dried into a little blood-red puddle. I kicked the stick aside, and it rattled as it rolled along the floor.

      “Hello?” I called. Just like that morning, when I’d thought the slamming door had been an intruder, I got no reply. I edged towards the bookcases, turned on the torch, and angled it into the gap between the two shelves. “Hello?”

      I couldn't see anything, but then, I was still standing farther away than I had been before. I crept closer to the shelves, inch by inch, my heart ready to burst from the pressure, until my nose was just barely touching the wood. I raised my torch higher—and saw it.

      There was a wall behind the gap in the shelves. On it was a stain that could be mistaken for an eye when seen for a split-second in flickering candlelight.

      I thought I might collapse from relief. I sagged away from the shelves, then jumped as the scratching sound started up again.

      “Damnit,” I hissed as I accidentally kicked the candlestick a second time. “What sort of infestation does this place have? Rats?”

      I picked up the candle and the stick, and cast a frustrated glance at the puddle of cold wax that would need scraping off the hardwood. Tomorrow, I decided, and left the library.

      The kitchen clock showed it was nearly four in the morning. I trudged back upstairs to my room, but I could still hear the scrabbling sound. It felt as though it were trying to burrow into my head, to bury itself in a vulnerable part of my brain, and the idea of trying to sleep while encased in that noise made me feel sick. But exhaustion was dragging at me, and after sleeping so badly the night before, I knew I wouldn't do well if I tried to stay awake.

      I settled on a compromise and dragged my pillow and blanket downstairs. The lounge room was quiet, so I bundled up on one of the couches, hugging the pillow and watching the roving shadows until I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.
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      It took three rings for the phone to pull me back to awareness. My pillow flopped onto the floor as I fumbled to pull the mobile out of where I’d forgotten it in my back pocket. I'd become tangled in the blanket overnight and had to kick it off before I could sit up.

      “Yeah?” I mumbled as I pressed the phone to my ear.

      “You tried to call me last night?” a crisp, cold voice replied.

      I squinted against the light coming through the living room window and rubbed a palm against my eyes. “Uhh…”

      The voice sighed, and I realised Mrs Gillespie must have gotten a missed-call notification.

      “Oh, uh, Mrs Gillespie. Sorry, I didn't mean to disturb you.”

      “You didn't,” she said curtly, and I could tell she was waiting for an explanation.

      I opened my mouth to tell her about the eye I’d thought I'd seen between the bookcases, but the words died on my tongue. She would think I was being idiotic, of course. I could already tell her patience with me was nearly gone; talking to her about my late-night rovings and hallucinations would do away with it completely, so I seized on the only other explanation I had. “Yeah, there's heaps of scratching noises in the walls. I couldn't sleep.”

      “Damnit,” she spat, almost too quietly for me to hear. “Fine, that will mean the rats are back. You'll need to take care of them yourself. They'll do too much damage if you leave them until I get home. There are rat traps and poison in the storage shed behind the house. Leave them around the kitchen, the laundry, the library, the empty bedrooms on the second floor, and the basement.”

      My mind was sluggish from sleep. I rubbed at my face, trying to wake myself up and keep track of the instructions. “Right, okay, kitchen, laundry, library… wait, you have a basement?”

      The sigh was back, searing me with its irritation. “Yes, of course there's a basement. The door is in the hallway, opposite the conference room.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “There aren’t any lights down there, so take a torch.”

      “Sure.” My mind fluttered to the other lightless section of the house: the third floor, with its half-explored rooms. I couldn't stop myself from saying, “Hey, there's some pretty old stuff upstairs. What happened with that?”

      “You've been up there, have you? Those were the house's original furnishing. The previous owner put them into storage when he renovated the building. When we moved in, we decided to keep the modern aesthetic.”

      “That's such a shame,” I blurted before I could stop myself. “It's so beautiful—”

      “It's old-fashioned,” Mrs Gillespie snapped. “Look, I have to go now. We have a class starting in a minute. Just put out the traps and poison, okay?”

      “Sure. Have fun at your class.”

      Like the day before, she hung up without saying goodbye. I pursed my lips at the phone then put it to one side and stretched. I felt sore from hunching up on the couch, but at least the scratching noise had stopped.

      “Jeeze, imagine not wanting those gorgeous paintings or chairs,” I grumbled as I slouched into the kitchen and put on the kettle. “Why stay in a house like this if you don't like the way it's supposed to look?”

      I'd had no idea there was a basement. I must have missed the door in the hallway when I'd explored the lower level.

      After breakfast, I changed out of my nightclothes and into jeans and sturdy boots. Then I went outside to find the shed. It turned out to be the first of the two shabby buildings between the house and the vegetable gardens. I got onto my tiptoes to peer through the window, careful not to touch the spider-infested sill. Inside, a jumble of pots, boxes, bags of dirt, and garden tools were piled haphazardly on shelves and the floor.

      The door was unlocked but fastened with a rusted bolt, and it opened without too much trouble. I couldn’t see any light switch, so the only illumination came from outside and was tinted turquoise by the old window. The smell of organics and dirt filled my nose as I picked my way through the cluttered room.

      The rat poisons were in the back, taking up two of the four shelves. “Damn…” I looked at the collection of what must have been nearly a hundred traps and a dozen boxes of poison. “Just how bad is this rat problem?”

      There was too much to carry in my hands, so I picked a plastic pot off the ground, knocked it against the shelf to get the dirt and spiders out of it, then filled it with a dozen of the traps. I also took one of the poison boxes then hurried back outside.

      Once again, I found myself glancing at the bay window on the second floor as I passed it. The curtains were still, undisturbed by the breeze, and the room’s depths were as impenetrable as ever. I looked farther up, above the roof of the house, where the sky was still covered in clouds. The day before had simply been gloomy, but now the clouds were roiling, frothing, and painting the sky a dark grey that threatened rain.

      Back in the house, I tried to remember where Mrs Gillespie had wanted the traps left. In the kitchen… the laundry… did she want some put in the library, too? Ugh, I should have written it down.

      I ended up leaving a couple of traps and a plate of poison in half the downstairs rooms. When I got to the library, I saw the puddle of red wax on the floor and cringed. The previous night felt as though it had happened a long time in the past, and I suddenly felt incredibly embarrassed for mistaking a stain behind the bookcases for an eye.

      When I'd finished setting the traps and poison in the room's corners, I got down on my knees and used a kitchen knife to scrape the wax off the floor. I was lucky the wooden boards were polished; most of the wax popped off in chunks, and by the time I'd finished scraping up the final pieces, it was hard to tell anything had been spilt there at all.

      I looked in my plastic pot—I still had four traps left. “That'll do for the basement, I guess.”

      No wonder I didn't notice the door before, I thought when I finally found it. It's like a wooden chameleon. The door, halfway along the hallway that ran down the length of the house, was set between two cupboards and painted the same colour as the rest of the wall. Even the handle, a grey-cream plastic, was hard to see.

      I juggled my pot and poison box under my left arm then turned the handle and let myself into the stairwell. There weren’t any lights, like Mrs Gillespie had said, so I pulled my mobile out of my pocket and swiped it on to turn the screen into a makeshift flashlight.

      I'd thought the upstairs rooms were dark, but that had been nothing compared to the smothering blackness of that stairwell. I walked slowly, measuring my steps, eyes fixed on the floorboards so I wouldn’t trip.

      While the edges of the steps were a dark tar-painted colour, the centres were worn to a dark sandy shade. Just how often did people need to come down here?

      I counted the stairs as I climbed. Five… ten… twenty…

      At last, after thirty-two steps, the floor levelled out. There was no luxurious dark wood there, only dirt-covered bricks. I scuffed my shoes at the grime, a little disgusted, then raised the mobile to see the rest of the room.

      I'd expected a storage area like the upstairs rooms, possibly filled with boxes and antiques and furniture covered with drop cloths. There was nothing like that in the basement. To my left was a low, wide table, and on top of the table were four stacks of woven mats. The mats were square and about two feet wide. I counted them quickly; there were twenty of them, but I couldn't guess what they’d been used for.

      Opposite me, at the other end of the room, was another smaller table. A box and a candlestick sans candle sat on it, and behind it was a chair. Beyond the chair, something large and cloth-covered was fixed to the wall.

      The rest of the room was empty.

      I paced along the basement’s length, phone held out in front of me to ward off the darkness, and stared at the expanse in wonder. It was at least as big as the ballroom, and every surface was covered with thick grime.

      I walked around the table to look at the cloth-covered item on the wall. The blanket thrown over it was dirty and had its fair share of cobwebs, though the spiders seemed long gone. I pulled at the corner of the cloth then recoiled as it slid to the ground, revealing its terrible ward to my light.

      A giant metal skull, distorted and leering, gazed down upon the room with empty eyes. At least as tall as a human and built out of dark wrought iron, probably the same iron as what surrounded the cemetery, the metal bones seemed designed as a mockery of what a skull should have looked like. My first thought was that it might have been intended as art, but I couldn’t imagine any person who might have wanted such a grotesque abomination in their home. Its position behind the desk, fastened to the wall so that its sightless eyes could watch over the room, made me think it was supposed to serve a purpose.

      I thought of the steps, worn down from countless feet. What was this room?

      My eyes settled on the wooden box sitting on the desk. It was a little larger than my hand, and two metal clasps held it closed. Logic told me to leave it be; the smart, safe thing to do would be to lay the traps and get out of the basement—but curiosity pressed me to open it and see what was inside.

      It was a short battle. I put down my mousetrap pot and poison box then flicked up the box’s metal clasps. They were rusty and stiff from disuse, but still, they opened. I raised the lid, my heart beating hard from a mixture of fear and anticipation, but my anxiety had been unwarranted. The box was empty except for a slip of paper.

      I didn’t want to touch the paper, so I lowered my light to read it better. It was written in a neat, precise cursive in what looked like red ink:

      

      
        
        The Book of the Others now lies

        With Jonathan Gillespie

        May the Lord have mercy on us all

      

      

      

      “The Book of the Others…” I repeated. “Huh, sounds like a fun read.”

      I snorted at my own stupid joke, and the sound echoed through the room. Curiosity still niggled at me. What was in the Book of the Others, and why was it kept in the basement? However, the leering skull behind my back and the dark, chilly room were making me jittery. I dropped the box's lid closed and hurried to place my traps and poison in the room's corners, then I jogged for the exit and ran up the stairs.

      Getting out of the oppressive darkness, even into the house's regular dingy light, was a relief. I closed the door behind myself and went to return the empty flower pot and half-full box of poison to the shed.

      The clouds seemed to be darkening. I felt a spit of rain land on my exposed arm and quickened my pace. The shed's door creaked when opened, and I dropped the pot back onto its pile in the corner, replaced the poison box on the shelf, and bolted the door behind myself.

      I hesitated then, glancing past the garden beds towards the little cemetery hidden by the trees. Jonathan Gillespie's final resting place…

      I could return to the house, make a hot drink, put together some lunch, and spend the afternoon trying to purge my mind of the metal skull and empty room below my feet with a good book… or I could try to sate my curiosity about Jonathan Gillespie and why his family had felt they needed to beg for mercy from the Lord.

      My mind was made up in a snap. I jogged past the dead, cold garden beds and across the patchy grass until I reached the thicket of trees hiding the wrought-iron fence. Just like the day before, I skirted the edge, looking for the gap that led to the gate. When I found it, I pressed the ancient iron barrier open as far as it would go and slipped into the cemetery beyond.

      The stones stood just as I'd left them: worn, cold, and chipped, a last testament to a family that had died within a year of each other. I walked carefully, reluctant to step on any ground that covered a coffin. The air tasted cold and crisp on my tongue.

      Jonathan Gillespie's mausoleum stood in front of me, its slate-grey door arched like the entrance to a cathedral. A church for one.

      A wooden bar stretched across the front of the door, its edges embedded in metal brackets. It was old, eroded by rain and wind, but had been made out of thick, heavy wood.

      I didn't want to damage any of Mrs Gillespie's house, no matter how little she nurtured it, so I took as much care as I could when I set to wiggling the bar out of its brackets. The decayed edges stuck in their holders, so it was harder than I'd expected. I ended up crouching beside one end, putting my shoulder under the wood, and pushing up with all of my strength. The bar groaned, there was a splintering noise, and then it scraped upwards, finally coming loose.

      I repeated the motion with the other side and was rewarded when the entire bar finally slid free. I pulled it out of its holder and carefully lowered it to the ground. It was heavier than it looked, and it hit the dirt with a hard thud.

      My chest was heaving from the exertion, but I was too excited to rest. I put both hands on the icy stone doors and pushed. They gave a little under my hands—not much, a centimetre at most—then ground to a halt. I put my head down and pushed harder, straining every muscle in my arms and back, but the doors wouldn't move so much as a millimetre.

      It's locked. I sagged back, resting my hands on my knees as I panted. Something cold stung at the back of my neck; I reached a hand around to feel it was water. The rain had started.

      If it's locked, then where's the keyhole? The doors were a smooth barrier with no handle or fingerholds. It's not… locked from the inside, is it?

      More cold prickles hit my back and arms. The sky above me groaned as thunder rolled through the dense black clouds, and a faint patter in the distance, quickly growing louder, told me it had started raining in earnest on the forest.

      “Damn.” I bent to lift the wooden bar.

      It felt even heavier to get off the ground. I lifted one end first, bracing it on my shoulder and pushing it against the door as the stings of icy water hit me more frequently. I got the first end into place, half inside the bracket, then lifted the other end. My back ached under its weight, but I got it up, pushed it against the door above the bracket, then began to lower it into place.

      The doors burst forward with a horrific crack. It wasn't enough to break the seal on the inside, but I felt the cold stone hit my shoulder. I staggered, trying to regain my footing, my ears ringing from the booming sound—but the force had been enough to knock the wooden bar out of my hands. It hit me, throwing me off balance. I fell to the ground. The wood landed on top of me, its edge slamming into my skull just below my hairline.

      I lay on the ground, staring at the swirling sky as fat drops of water landed on my face. How strange, I thought as shadows crept in at the edges of my vision. It didn't even hurt that much.
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      I was back inside the house, but it wasn't the house I knew. The walls were cleaner and seemed to be a lighter shade of off-white, and the modern furniture had been replaced with stiff wooden chairs and tables.

      A girl knelt on the ground in front of me. She couldn't have been more than fifteen or sixteen, but her sallow skin clung tightly to her bones. A thick black dress covered her from her neck to her ankles, and the sleeves extended to her wrists. It had no shape, no frills, bunching fabric, or ornaments. The best word I could find to describe it was stark.

      She was scrubbing at the floor with bright-pink hands. I walked around her to see her face, and a mixture of pity and revulsion ran through me. Her eyes were sunken, heavy-lidded, and dark. Her limp black hair had been done into a plait that draped over her shoulder, nearly touching the wet wooden floor. Her jaw was a little too thick to make her pretty.

      Heavy footsteps reached my ears. The girl must have heard them, too, because her scrubbing became faster, almost frantic, and her eyes widened in fear.

      A tall, lean man walked into the room. He stood above the girl for a moment, watching as she scraped the brush's bristles over the wood, then he said, “Let me see.”

      She drew back obediently, resting on her knees and fixing her gaze on the ground. I saw then that she hadn't been cleaning aimlessly; a dark stain was visible on the wood.

      “Rise,” he said, and she did, letting the brush hang limply by her side. He walked forward to stand in front of her then gripped her chin in his long fingers. He pulled her face up, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Genevieve, what did I ask you to do?”

      “Clean the floor, sir.” Her voice was thick and barely above a whisper.

      “Is it clean, child?”

      “Not yet, sir.”

      He leaned closer, his eyes boring into hers. “I expect it to be clean by bedtime tonight. You don't want to be punished, do you, child?”

      “No sir.” Her voice had a definite tremor.

      He released her chin, and she returned her gaze to the ground with evident relief. “Count your blessings, Genevieve. You may take a break now as we commune.”

      As though on cue, a tall grandfather clock at the back of the room chimed, loud and booming, almost like a church's bell. Genevieve dropped her scrub brush and hurried into the hallway. I followed her and found her standing beside a door I didn't recognise.

      Footsteps thundered through the house, and one by one, the rest of the family joined Genevieve—five thin women, three teenage boys, a greasy man, four frightened-looking children, an older, haggard man…

      I walked past them, examining equally pale faces and equally dead-looking eyes. The oldest teenage boy’s face held a murderously angry look, and he was gripping his left hand. I glanced down and recoiled at what I saw—he was missing three fingers. While the first two stubs looked old and healed, the third stub was raw, red, and barely scabbed over. I reflexively glanced back at the stain the girl had been cleaning. Surely not…?

      The clock finished chiming, and the gathered family stood stock-still, lined up in a queue. I counted twenty-one of them in all.

      The tall man strode into the hallway, his eyes skimming over those gathered before him, apparently checking that they were all accounted for. Then he took a key out of his pocket and unlocked the door.

      “May the Lord have mercy on you all,” he said as they filed into a stairwell.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. Pain burned across my skull, my limbs felt ice cold, and rocks and sticks dug into my back. I tried to rise into a sitting position, but something heavy was holding me down. I opened my eyes a fraction, groaning as the pain flared, and saw the mausoleum's heavy plank was lying across my chest.

      My body felt sluggish and reluctant to obey my commands. Sharp little pricks were touching all over my exposed skin. I thought they might be pins and needles, but then I realised they were huge, icy raindrops.

      I groaned again then put my hands against the plank and began to worm my way out. Soon I was able to pull my feet out from under it and crawl to my hands and knees. Everything hurt, so I sat for a moment, waiting for my head to stop spinning and for the aching to recede. Lightning flashed over my head, and I squinted. For a second, it illuminated the roof of the house standing over me.

      I climbed to my feet. I had no idea how long I'd been out, but the ground had become thoroughly soaked by the heavy rain. I stumbled one step at a time across the patchy grass, through the gardens that not even the rain could save, and up the four porch steps.

      The house was still and cool. Shivering, I stood in the hallway, dripping rainwater and mud while I tried to get my mind to think through what I needed to do. All I wanted was to lie down on the comfy couch where my blanket and pillow still lay and ease the headache with sleep—but my soaked clothes would ruin the leather, and Mrs Gillespie would never forgive me for that.

      Grumbling, I continued up the stairs and down the hall then let myself into the bathroom.

      My clothes were already soaked, not to mention caked with dirt and little bits of nature, so I didn't bother undressing before stepping into the hot shower. I let the flow of water wash the clothes clean, then peeled them off bit by bit and threw them into the sink to dry. I took my time showering. The hot water lessened the headache and eased the muscle pain a little, so I enjoyed it until I was too hot to stay any longer, then climbed out and wiped the steam off the mirror.

      A red mark started not far above my right eye and extended to my hairline. That has to be where the wood hit me. I reached up and pressed at it, hissing as a flare of pain shot through my skull.

      Farther down my body, another mark ran across my lower ribs, where the beam had landed after knocking me out. I didn't think anything was broken, but I guessed it would bruise fantastically.

      I wrapped a towel about my body, left the wet clothes in the sink, and shuffled to my room, where I changed into my nightclothes and dressing gown. By the time I got downstairs again, I was functional enough to pay attention to the terrifically fierce force of nature battering the house. The storm had whipped itself into a frenzy; I stopped by one of the windows and twitched the curtain back to see the rain was being driven nearly horizontal, and the barely visible trees in the distance were thrashing like waves.

      The storm continued all through dinner, but by the time I had made a mug of hot tea and retrieved the book I was reading, the downpour had settled to a thick drizzle. I sat on the couch, the blanket bundled around me, while I tried to fall into the world of Margot, my novel's heroine. It wasn't easy; she was trying to solve a mystery, but I found I couldn't focus on it while I had such a bleak, infuriating mystery of my own.

      That dream I'd experienced when I was unconscious had felt incredibly real—so real, in fact, that I was finding it hard to convince myself it hadn’t actually happened. That family, wordlessly obeying the thin man… What power did he have over them? Why did they put up with his apparent brutality?

      I still hadn’t come up with an answer by the time I’d drained the last of my tea. I considered getting up to make another cup, but I was too tired and cozy in my temporary bed to bother, so I lay back and watched the rain create strange patterns on the window.
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      I walked down the stairs with the others, following the tall man's candle. The stairwell led into the basement, terrifically dark and coldly hostile. I heard a scratching noise under the stairs. Rats?

      The man continued towards the table at the back of the room. His followers—I was sure they were followers of some weird backwards cult—each stopped to take one of the mats from the table. They then fanned out along the walls to create a circle, placed their mats on the floor, and sat down.

      Unseen, I walked between them, curiously watching the mixed looks of resignation and anxiety on their faces. Once they were all seated, their leader opened the box on the table.

      “You're Jonathan Gillespie, aren't you?” I asked him. He neither heard me nor replied. Instead, he took the book out of the box, opened it and began reading.

      “We were begat of darkness, and to darkness, we must return. The Others who live in the shadows have many gifts to bestow; court their favour, and we will be rewarded handsomely. We will be given freedom and see the limits of this mortal world melt away. We will be given life and be awake to witness the passing of the millennium. But spurn the Others of the shadows, and you shall feel the sting of their wrath, and you shall know suffering like none other before your spark is extinguished and you are claimed by your grave.”

      He closed the book with a crisp snap. “May the Lord have mercy on you all,” he growled, then blew out the candle, plunging the room into complete darkness. Somehow, I could still see. I glanced up at the ceiling, which doubled as the floor of the room above, where even the thin spaces between the floorboards were filled with plaster.

      The family sat shivering in the cold. The youngest children fought their impulses to squirm, and the older family members stared ahead with dead, sightless eyes.

      In the dark, insects and rats began to make their appearance. They scuttled between the frozen bodies, obviously familiar with this silent, still circle. Several of the family members closed their eyes as cockroaches crept across their legs.

      At the table, Jonathan's cold grey eyes scanned the room, and I was suddenly struck with the idea that he could see in the dark. The twisted metal skull hovered behind him, a reflection of Jonathan’s unwavering surveillance.

      A rat ran past my feet, and I jumped backwards. The room had felt ominous when I'd left the rat traps and poison there that morning—had it really only been half a day ago?—but right then, it felt filled with pure malevolent energy.

      The minutes stretched on. How long does Jonathan expect them to stay down here? How long do I have to stay down here? The atmosphere was making me want to gag.

      A rat was sneaking up on Genevieve. She had her eyes scrunched closed against the darkness, but she must have been able to hear the rat, because she flinched when it moved closer.

      The rat, no doubt emboldened by the knowledge that the warm beings in its domain wouldn't move, leapt onto Genevieve's leg. Droplets of sweat developed on her cheeks as she recoiled and bit her lip to smother her heavy breathing. The rat climbed her black dress, pausing every few steps to explore and sniff, while tears appeared in the corner of Genevieve's eyes.

      I moved closer, wanting to knock the rodent off her, but powerless to do so. The rat reached her neck; its whiskers breezed over her exposed skin. I glanced at Jonathan. His scowling eyes were fixed on the child; the fingers of his right hand were spread, resting on the table as though he were preparing to stand.

      Genevieve finally shrieked. The rat had bitten her; drops of bright-red blood beaded on her neck as she slapped away the mangy beast. Her eyes finally opened, and terror flashed over her face.

      Jonathan stood and walked towards her with slow, ponderous steps. The other family members moved their heads to follow his motion, blind in the darkness but listening to the drama that was unfolding.

      Genevieve's breathing was shallow and ragged by the time Jonathan stopped in front of her.

      “Daughter,” he said, and she recoiled at the word, “you've broken the stillness. A punishment is in order.”

      “May the Lord have mercy on me,” she blurted.

      “Don't punish her,” I begged, standing as close to Jonathan as I dared. “She's only a child! She couldn't help herself!”

      Jonathan stared down at his daughter, tortuously drawing out the silence. “You will spend the night here,” he said at last. “Maybe some time in our communion place will teach you to respect it.”

      Relief flooded Genevieve's face, but dread quickly replaced it. Clearly, the punishment was better than what she had feared—but was also worse than she'd hoped.

      “You understand why I do this,” Jonathan said. He reached out and gripped Genevieve’s chin, turning her head up to face him. His voice was softer, almost, but not quite, caring. “Embrace the darkness, and it will give you strength. Embrace it, and it will give you a life many times longer than what you would otherwise bear. But the darkness is not easy to carry; we must practice and show it respect, so that it will grant us these gifts when it deems us ready. You understand?”

      Genevieve was shaking like a leaf. “Yes, Father.”

      Jonathan released his daughter’s chin and addressed the rest of the room. “We will return upstairs.”

      There were several relieved exhalations, and the others rose, picking up their mats.

      “Mathilde, you will take over Genevieve's cleaning duties tonight.” Jonathan plucked the candle off his table, lit it with a deft stroke, then led the family towards the stairs. Genevieve stayed behind, huddled on her mat as the candlelight faded from sight and the footsteps receded. At last, the door at the top of the stairs clicked closed, leaving the shivering girl alone in the dark.
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      “No!” I spat, jerking upright. Pain seared across my temple again, and I pressed my palm to it, waiting for it to ease. Confused and disoriented, I took a moment to realise I was still in my makeshift bed in the living room. I groaned, pulled myself to my feet, and wrapped the blanket about my body.

      I must have been asleep for hours; night had coated the house in darkness, and I groped for the light switch. I stumbled out of the living room, where the wooden floor was cool on my bare feet, and into the hallway.

      I had to let the girl out. She was trapped, frightened, and surrounded by the rats and insects, and her father planned to leave her there all night. I could help her, though. I had to help her.

      The door was so well concealed that I nearly ran past it. It was so different in my dreams; the wooden entry had been tall and dark then, filled with power and importance.

      I opened the door and looked into the black stairwell. “Genevieve?”

      Idiot, I thought as my voice echoed back at me from the void. It was a dream. Genevieve isn't real.

      It had felt real, though, so much more real than anything else that had happened to me that day, so I hurried into the kitchen and retrieved the candlestick from the table, lit its blood-red candle, and returned to the unholy basement.

      The room was almost exactly the way I'd left it at the end of my dream. Only the cloth thrown over the iron skull and the empty floor were different. No Genevieve.

      “Of course,” I muttered, more than a little angry at myself for being so impulsive. It was only a dream. Genevieve is probably your brain trying to send you a subconscious message to stop reading horror, or something.

      Even so, I found it hard to convince myself that Genevieve didn’t need my help. I turned, preparing to climb the stairs again, and glanced upwards. The cracks in the ceiling were filled in with plaster.

      One hand on the bannister and my right foot on the first stair, I was rooted to the spot. That little detail—the plastered ceiling—had been in my dream. Jonathan had filled in every last gap so that no light could find its way into his homage to darkness. But how could that be in a dream if I’d never noticed it before?

      My mouth opened a fraction, and I frowned, trying to reconcile the knowledge. Maybe I'd subconsciously noticed the ceiling, and my brain had slipped it into the nightmare. And yet, it wasn't something I would have noticed unless I was looking for it. Then why…?

      The door snapped closed.

      I jumped and stared at the place that had once been my escape. A gust of wind followed the door's motion and caught my dressing gown, chilling me. My candle’s flame died with a quiet hiss.

      I swore then started running. Am I trapped? Does the door lock itself?

      Pain shot into my foot from where I stubbed my toe, but I didn’t slow down. I imagined myself as Genevieve, trapped in the lightless, heatless basement, fighting off overly bold rats and clicking insects, waiting for a rescue that would come months too late.

      Terror made it hard to think as I reached the landing and felt blindly for the door—which had no handle.

      “Damn, damn, damn,” I panted, exhaling the word with every breath. I scrabbled around the edge of the door, my fingernails trying to find purchase, ignoring the stings of splinters. I thought I heard a skittering sound behind me.

      Genevieve's face rose in my mind—her wide, terrified eyes pleaded with her father as he left her in the room, dread painted across her face as she watched her family climb the stairs. I felt her eyes on me, observing me, her companion in her cruel jail.

      “No.” I backed up until I felt the wall behind me. Then I started running, angling my shoulder at the door, and hit it as hard as I could.

      I burst through it, splinters of wood shooting into the hallway in my wake. My knees gave out, and I collapsed to the ground, panting and clutching at an anxiety-induced stitch. For a moment, I didn't move. I knelt there on the wooden floor, savouring the sight of the poorly lit hallway and rooms, feeling the burn on my shoulder. Guess that’ll be another bruise.

      When I turned back to the door, I saw I hadn't broken it completely, as I'd assumed. I’d merely cracked the wood around the crude lock.

      “Jeeze,” I muttered, gaining my feet and dusting off my dressing gown. I felt wobbly, and my headache was back, throbbing at my skull. The room had made me jittery and anxious, and I didn't like the way the black stairwell was left exposed, so I shoved the door closed then backed away from it. “You're sick, Jonathan Gillespie.”

      It felt good to be able to say it, to express that hatred and revulsion that his family had been incapable of verbalising. I stumbled to the kitchen, his kitchen, and put the kettle on. I glanced down and saw I still had the candlestick clutched in my hand, though the candle had broken in half during my escape. I dropped it on the table.

      A glance at the clock showed it was a little after midnight. I didn't feel tired, so I jogged up the stairs to fetch my laptop, and I had it plugged in at the dining table before the kettle had finished boiling.

      I typed Jonathan Gillespie’s name into a search engine. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I was disappointed, all the same. The first page of search results brought up nothing but social media profiles, an article about a Canadian lawyer, and a steamy romance novella whose hero was unfortunate enough to share Jonathan's name.

      I didn't hold much hope for it, but I clicked through to the second page. The first few results were more of the same, but the fourth link took me to a blog run by someone named Steve Gillespie. The blog seemed to be full of discussions on outback poetry, classic movies, and half-baked philosophical thoughts. Judging by his profile picture, Steve was well into the latter part of his life, and the blog hadn't been updated in nearly five years. I did a search for Jonathan, and found a post called “Some Ramblings for Posterity” that seemed to be talking about the same Jonathan who had once owned the house.

      Steve's writing style was slow and confusing, and he took frequent detours to wax lyrical about his childhood. I skimmed the massive post, trying to pick out the parts that seemed relevant and reading between the lines when Steve wasn't clear.

      Steve was apparently Jonathan's grandson. While he'd never met Jonathan, his mother had told him enough stories to fill in the details. He described growing up in a beautiful house, but it wasn't until he mentioned a graveyard hidden in the woods out the back that I realised he was probably talking about the very building I was staying in.

      According to Steve's mother, Jonathan Gillespie had once been a cult leader in the North Coast. He'd amassed a following of nearly a hundred, though a reasonable number of those were his multiple wives and many children. When his followers had tried to rebel against him in 1871, they had fallen to a “great calamity”.

      “What sort of calamity?” I scrolled on, but Steve either didn't know or didn't think it important enough to elaborate on. Instead, he speared off into a cute side story about the pet dog he'd owned that would fetch his shoes, but only in mismatched pairs.

      I kept reading, and soon the story picked up again. After the “calamity”, Jonathan and his remaining family—three wives, his sister and her husband, his two brothers, and their many children—had packed up and left. He'd led them over the mountains, where he’d lost a number of the children to the harsh conditions, and eventually arrived at an unoccupied stretch of land a few hours’ walk from a small town.

      There, his family spent months building a house to Jonathan’s exact specifications. Steve noted that Jonathan Gillespie had been incredibly particular about how the house was built, but didn't say why.

      “C'mon, Steve,” I begged, scrolling past another anecdote about the time he'd misheard his mother and purchased a bunch of flowers instead of the bag of flour he'd been sent to the store for. “C'mon, don't leave me hanging like this.”

      Steve claimed Jonathan had ruled his family with an iron fist, which, if my dreams had been even slightly accurate, was true. Each day, they would “commune” for an hour. While Steve didn't elaborate on what this communing was, I guessed it was the bizarre scene I'd witnessed in the basement.

      There was a mention of Jonathan watching from his window, which had the best view in the house, while his family worked the gardens. Steve then finished his story by saying Jonathan had gotten his just deserves for his cruelty; he'd been the first to fall to the mysterious illness that had “wiped out nearly all of the Gillespies and Tonkins.” I remembered the smattering of gravestones with the name Tonkins. They probably belonged to Gillespie's sister, her husband, and their children.

      Obviously, at least some of the Gillespies had survived—otherwise, Steve wouldn't have existed to tell his story—but the frustrating narrator hadn't said how many.

      I thought of Mr Gillespie, obviously a great-grandchild or great-great-grandchild of Jonathan. I wondered how much he knew about his family history. I was tempted to call and ask, but I'd never spoken much with Mr Gillespie beyond hello and goodbye. Mrs Gillespie had organised all the arrangements for my stay, and even if she knew anything about her husband's ancestors, I doubted she was willing to talk about it.

      I spent another forty minutes looking through other search results in case Jonathan had another descendant who was a little more coherent about his history, but I gave up when I reached page twenty-seven, which was full of gibberish results.

      The clock read two thirty in the morning, but I was still too energised to sleep. I made another cup of tea and fished leftovers out of the fridge for a midnight snack while I processed what I knew. The Gillespie house had been built nearly two hundred years before by a cult leader. He'd created it to serve a specific purpose, which I had yet to discover. Steve Gillespie had implied that his grandfather had somehow been involved in the deaths of his followers and a number of his family before moving, but I couldn't guess to what degree Jonathan had caused those deaths.

      Steve's brief mention about Jonathan watching his family through his window had given me pause. While he hadn't elaborated on where it was in the house, my thoughts were instantly drawn to the bay window of the locked room on the second floor. Because it jutted out of the wall, it had the best view in the house. On the other hand, it only overlooked the gully that led to the forest, whereas the gardens were behind the property, out of view of even the bay window.

      Except…

      I thought of the raised beds behind the building. They were old and definitely dead, sure, but they were nowhere near as old as the house was.

      What if the garden was originally around the side of the house, where there’s more sunlight? That would put the garden right under the bay window. I pictured Jonathan standing in the gap between the curtains, his cold grey eyes watching his wives and children toiling in the dirt below… a pair of clippers gripped in his fist, perhaps, ready to punish anyone who showed signs of disobedience.

      I snapped my laptop closed and picked up my cup of tea, eager for the comfort of the warm drink. The rain was still coming down, tapping along the windows and thundering over the roof.

      Sometime between falling asleep on the couch and forcing my way out of the basement, I'd come to cautiously accept my dreams as more than complete fiction. They had a sense of realness and coherency that my regular dreams never even got close to, and they were showing me things that were being confirmed by reality.

      What scared me most was that I didn't know where the dreams were coming from. Is it the house? I'd thought on more than one occasion that it had felt alive. Or is it something residing in the house?

      And why me? Did I have some latent psychic ability I'd never known about? Were there ghosts within those walls trying to communicate with me? I’d never really given much thought to spirits or the afterlife, but after what I’d been through over the last three days, I was finding it hard not to believe in them.

      I thought about Genevieve, with her thick jaw and sallow skin, and remembered the terror that had flashed over her face when she'd been locked in the basement. He did let her out, didn't he?

      Thunder crashed. I pulled the blanket around myself more tightly and drained the last of my tea.

      Something was wrong in the house, and I had the feeling it all stemmed from the locked room on the second floor. I stood up to put my cup in the sink and nearly dropped it as a door slammed above my head.

      “Damnit!” I snapped reflexively, pressing my free hand to my heart. No wonder Mrs Gillespie needed marriage counselling if her husband refused to fix that abominable door.

      I put down my cup and adjusted the blanket around my shoulders. It was late—or rather, early—and I was letting my imagination run away on me. I probably just needed a few hours' sleep, and maybe a couple of painkillers for my aching ribs and throbbing head, and I would be fine.

      The floorboards above my head groaned. I hesitated, listening to them, trying to remind myself that it was just the house breathing…

      Except it wasn't. They weren't random creaks; they were footsteps in the hallway above me.

      It was a good thing I'd put down my mug; otherwise, I would have dropped it. Panic flared through me while my brain tried to reason against it. There can't be anyone there. You would have heard them come in.

      The footsteps kept moving, starting to the left and travelling directly over my head.

      There's no one there. The house breathes; that's all.

      They'd changed direction and were heading down the hallway, towards the back of the house.

      You're safe. You're safe. You're safe. I ran for the stairwell, clutching the blanket in one hand and the candlestick in the other. The stairs tended to creak, so I kept my feet light and stayed to the edge of the steps, minimising the noise the best I could.

      The landing was empty and dark. I glanced up the stairs behind me, the one that went to the third floor of the building, but there was no noise coming from there, so I faced the hallway in front of me and began advancing down it.

      The doors were all still open from when I’d searched them the night before. I glanced into each room as I passed but saw no sign of an intruder. I eventually reached my own room and looked inside. It was exactly the way I'd left it. My pile of novels, which I'd barely made a dent in, still sat on the table. My cupboard door was open from when I'd gotten my dressing gown, and the bed looked bare without the blanket that I was currently clutching around my shoulders.

      Then the scratching started again. I held still, listening hard, and realised it was coming from the wall behind my bed. I moved close and pressed my ear against the cool wallpaper.

      The more I listened, the less I was convinced that rats were the cause.

      I pulled back and jogged into the hallway again, my heart thundering in my ears, trying to drown out the dreadful scratching sound. The noise was coming from the room next to mine—the room with the locked door. The room that belonged to Jonathan Gillespie.

      Even though I knew what the result would be, I couldn't stop myself from trying to turn the handle. Still locked.

      Why?

      I ran down the stairs, hardly thinking about what I was doing, and dropped the candlestick in the hallway before pelting out the door and into the rain. It was achingly cold and soaked through the blanket before I'd even rounded the corner. Visibility was poor, and I couldn't hear much over the roar of the drops assaulting the house and the muddy, slushy ground, but I kept marching down the side of the house until I stood below the bay window. I pulled out my phone, grateful that it was waterproof, and turned on the flashlight function. The room was a long way above me, but the phone’s light was just enough to let me make out the window.

      The curtains fluttered in the breeze for a second before falling still. Dread pooled in my chest like molten lead as the implication hit me. There is no breeze… not in the hallway, not outside. The rain was heavy, but the wind had settled, letting the drops fall directly down. I watched the window with a dry mouth. Is someone living in there?

      Impossible. I'd been in the house for three days. Even if someone had food and water in the room, they couldn't go to the bathroom without my knowing. Right?

      The dreams… what if there was a spirit in the house, trying to show me something or teach me something? Or what if Jonathan Gillespie's ghost was still trying to rule over the home that had once been his?

      I needed to open the door—to see what was in the only locked room in the house. How, though?

      I could call Mrs Gillespie to ask where the key was… and, most likely, endure her scorn before being told that I shouldn’t pry where I wasn’t wanted. Or I could force my way in. I'd already broken the basement's door; Mrs Gillespie wasn’t likely to get that much angrier if I broke a second one.

      That settled it. I jogged towards the sheds at the back of the house, shoved open the spider-infested door and shone my phone's light at the clutter on the ground and shelves. Sure enough, in the corner, among shovels, pruners, and tree saws, was a rusty crowbar. I kicked the clutter out of my way and grabbed the bar, shook it to detach it from the cobwebs, then ran back into the rain.

      This is crazy. I skittered through the front door, dropped my soaked blanket on the ground, and took the stairs two at a time. But sometimes crazy circumstances warrant crazy actions.

      I didn't stop moving until I reached the locked door, where I stumbled to a halt, bent over, and braced my hands on my knees to drag in a few rough breaths. A stitch had developed in my left side, and my throat was dry from the stress and the running.

      I listened hard, but everything was still and silent again. Even the scratching sounds had stopped; all I could hear was rain drumming on the roof. I knelt, pressed my cheek against the wooden floor, and shined the light from my phone under the door.

      Just as I had on my first day in the house, I could see faint outlines of objects I couldn't make out, but there was no sign of motion and no hint of what might have been inside.

      “We're really doing this, huh?” I picked up the crowbar and fit its angled edge between the door and the doorframe. For a second, I hesitated, wondering if I should leave the task until morning and maybe call Mrs Gillespie to see what her excuse was, but the tension had built so strongly in my chest that I thought I would explode if I didn't get an answer right then. “I guess we are.”

      I heaved on the crowbar. The wood creaked, then I was rewarded with a faint cracking noise. I pushed harder, the stitch stabbed at me again, and my headache flared. Then the wood gave out under the pressure with a splitting crack, and the door finally swung open.
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      I stood in the doorway, blinking and gasping, trying to orient myself and make sense of what I was seeing.

      Plenty of scenarios had flashed through my mind in the days and moments before I’d opened the door, but none of them came even remotely close to reality.

      My optimistic side had hoped for an empty storage room, like the one to its left; locked, maybe, because the window didn't close properly and the Gillespies were trying to stop the breeze.

      My pessimistic side had pictured an evil lair filled with replicas of the wrought-iron symbol in the basement or corpses stacked along the walls while the room’s occupant laughed at my foolishness for walking into his trap.

      What I saw was worlds away from either idea.

      I turned the light on as I walked through the doorway and gazed about the room. To my left was a small bed—too small for an adult—with a pink floral comforter. A child's rocking chair sat beside it, a stuffed bear posed in its cushioned seat. To the right was a wardrobe set into the wall, much like the one in my room, except this one had posters of horses taped to it. A deluxe dollhouse—so big and complex that a younger version of myself would have cried from jealousy—was propped below the bay window.

      I hadn't been able to see from the outside, but the window's curtains were actually pink with frilled edges. The windowsill was painted white, matching the other accents in the room that set off the pastel-peach walls.

      A stack of boxes, all open, sat in the middle of the room. I caught glimpses of a diary, a photobook, and a collection of picture frames inside.

      “Wow…” I remembered that this was supposed to have been Jonathan Gillespie's room, and I broke into laughter.

      It was such a relief, so much sweeter and less menacing than what I'd feared, that I let myself fall to the ground and racked in gasping breaths between bouts of chuckling. After a few minutes, I calmed down—and looked at the room with fresh eyes.

      I'd found out its terrible secret, which wasn't that terrible to begin with, but that didn't explain why it had been locked. I scooted over to the box holding picture frames and pulled out a few.

      They showed Mr and Mrs Gillespie, looking a little younger, posed with a girl with shoulder-length straw-coloured hair. She had a huge gap-toothed smile, and I guessed she wasn’t older than six or seven.

      I pulled out more photos, and they were all variations of the same. The Gillespies with their daughter at an amusement park. Mrs Gillespie pushing the toddler on a swing. A Christmas photo that was marked from five years previously.

      If this was the Gillespies' daughter, where was she now?

      The Christmas photo looked like the most recent. The child was holding up a miniature toy horse, beaming at the camera while Mrs Gillespie sat on the ground just behind, wearing longer hair and holding a glass of wine. The date set it at five years before, but the girl couldn't have been older than seven. That would make her a young teenager now.

      Where is she? Boarding school? Mr and Mrs Gillespie seemed the sort of people who might send their daughter to one. I knew I was pushing the limits of what was appropriate, but I was too curious to stop. The second box held stacks of newspaper clippings, and I pulled out a handful. The headline on the top sheet—from January five years ago, not long after the Christmas photo—made my heart drop: LOCAL GIRL MISSING.

      I skimmed it quickly. The Gillespies’ child, Hanna, had been reported missing on the morning of January the eighteenth. It was a suspected kidnapping, and the police were asking for information.

      More of the story unfolded through the clippings—there were at least thirty of them, stacked in chronological order. Police had searched the house and found no signs of a forced entry, and all the footprints in the damp ground had matched the Gillespie family's shoes. However, a set of footprints belonging to Hanna had led towards the forest, though no one was sure how old they were.

      Nearly a hundred police officers and volunteers had spent three days scouring the woods. No signs of Hanna were found, and the search was eventually scaled back then called off completely. Mrs Gillespie believed her daughter had been kidnapped, rather than lost. She made repeated requests for information in the media. Two weeks after her daughter had disappeared, she offered five hundred thousand dollars to anyone with information that led to her daughter's discovery. Despite hundreds of leads, Hanna wasn't found.

      The last clipping was from four months before the Gillespies left me in charge of their home. It was the four-year anniversary of Hanna's disappearance, but Mrs Gillespie still hadn’t given up. The reward was still on offer, she said. She implored the police to pull the file out of storage and reassess it, and she pleaded with the public to come forward with information. The article quoted her as saying she couldn't rest until her child had been found. A photo was included, showing what Hanna might look like at age eleven.

      I carefully put the clippings back in the box in the same order I’d found them, then I looked around the room again. My stomach turned leaden as I realised what it was: a shrine to the Gillespies' lost child. Of course the door had been locked; the room was private, special. They hadn't wanted intruders poking through their missing daughter's possessions… which was exactly what I'd done. I stood up, feeling ashamed and a little sick. The room held the Gillespies’ private grief, probably the reason their marriage was failing, and a virtual stranger had beaten down the door and riffled through their daughter’s memorabilia. I intended to back out of the room, close the door and never open it again, but something stopped me.

      Did the Gillespies know the room had once belonged to Jonathan Gillespie? Surely not. They would have chosen the room for their daughter because of the beautiful bay window that overlooked the gully. They couldn't have known their child's room had once housed such an evil man… no, not a man—a monster.

      I looked back at the photo frames, at Hanna's infectiously free smile, and my skin crawled. She'd been a descendant of Jonathan Gillespie, a cult leader who believed there was power in darkness and death, and she'd lived in his room.

      The police seemed to think Hanna had woken up early on the morning of her disappearance, gone for a walk, and become lost in the woods. But I had a horrible, sinking idea that Jonathan had somehow been involved.

      “That's crazy,” I told myself, my eyes darting about the peach-and-white room. “He’s been dead for nearly two hundred years. You’ve lost your marbles, Elle.”

      And yet, I couldn't summon the willpower to leave. Instead, I knelt back in front of the second box, which held a collection of Hanna's toys. A leather-bound book was hidden just below a pack of horse stickers.

      “I shouldn't be doing this,” I said as I gently extracted the diary. “This is so, so wrong.”

      The police had probably already been through the room five times over, I reasoned as I opened the diary to the first pages. As much as I felt as though I was violating the Gillespies' privacy, I certainly wasn’t the first person to do so.

      The diary was filled with a child's scrawl. Hanna had been a reasonable speller, but she hadn’t bothered trying to keep the words within the faint lines scored on the paper. Her sentences rolled across the surface in whichever direction they decided to go. It made reading difficult, but I got the gist of the first entry: she'd been given the diary as a present when they moved into their new house.

      New house… this house?

      She wrote about choosing the room with the big window and lining her toy horses on the sill so they could look outside while she slept.

      I flipped through the pages, picking up on bits of trivia while I looked for anything that could correlate with my suspicions. A few months after moving in, Mr Gillespie had hired contractors to build garden beds out the back. Hanna had helped him plant seeds and had watered them every morning. A few entries after that, she'd stumbled on the cemetery, but her parents wouldn't let her go in. Her parents had plans to repaint the entire house and buy more comfortable furniture—but it looked as though Hanna's room was the only one that had been spruced up.

      Then I saw something that made me pause. Hanna had written about “little voices” talking to her through the walls. She thought they were fairies that were hiding from her. According to Hanna, they didn't speak English, but they would sometimes reply when she spoke to them.

      I turned the page, eager for more information, and found it was empty. I flipped farther, searching for more of the winding scrawl, but there was nothing else in the diary. Frustrated, I turned back to the last page and checked the date: January 16th, just two days before she was reported missing.

      It felt as if a bucket of cold water had been poured over my head. Guilt for looking through the lost girl's possessions drew over me, and I reverently put the diary back in the box then scooted backwards until I could rest my shoulders against the wall.

      I didn't like the idea of voices talking to the girl. Had she told her parents? Had Mrs Gillespie replied, just as she'd told me, that it was “only the house breathing”?

      As I struggled with the new knowledge and fought to put the puzzle pieces together, I barely noticed as my eyelids, weighted down by missed sleep, fell closed.
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      “I’m going to do it.” Genevieve's heavy eyes were wide as she crouched beside a bed. I stepped forward to get a better view and saw a sleepy figure stirring in the sheets.

      One of the other girls, slightly older than Genevieve but with the same thick black hair, propped herself up and rubbed at squinted eyes. “Wha…?”

      “I’m doing it tonight.” Genevieve’s voice was hoarse with excitement and fear. “What we talked about. Remember?”

      That got the other girl’s attention. She sat bolt upright, and her face turned pale. “But you… how?”

      The room, which I recognised it as the same corner room I slept in, had two beds. The one opposite—Genevieve's, I guessed—was neatly made and hadn't been slept in, even though Genevieve was wearing a long white nightdress.

      “I'll follow him to his crypt,” she replied, speaking quickly. “He's been going there every night for the past week and doesn't come out for hours, remember? I think he’s trying to get the darkness to convert him. He'll go there again tonight, I'm sure of it, and I'll follow and lock him in.”

      The other girl looked terrified. “If he catches you, he'll kill you.”

      “He's killing us anyway,” Genevieve snapped back. “Just far more slowly.”

      The sisters were silent. I listened to the house as it creaked and breathed.

      “You don’t think Mother will let him out?” the older one asked at last.

      “She won’t be able to if I hide the key.”

      “Do you want me to come?” Even I could pick out the reluctance in her voice.

      “No, I'm doing it alone. I just… I wanted someone to know, in case I don’t come back.”

      “Yes.” The older girl stroked Genevieve's face, brushing her hair out of it. “Good luck.”

      As Genevieve stood up and walked towards the door, I finally saw her face properly. I'd thought she wasn't very pretty before, with her sallow skin, thick jaw, and heavy lids, but in that moment, I thought she was breathtaking. Her cheeks were tinged pink from excitement, and her eyes, though still heavy-lidded, burned with a blistering determination. No matter how meek she appeared in her father's presence, she had an intensity inside of her that took my breath away.
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      I jerked awake. Light hit my eyes, making me squint and blink while I tried to collect myself. I was still in Hanna’s room, I realised, surrounded by the missing girl's toys, clothes, and decorations.

      “Jeeze,” I muttered, awkwardly clambering to my feet. I felt disoriented, as though I'd fallen through a portal into a different world.

      The rain was a steady drizzle, leaving trails on the window. I couldn't tell how much time had passed or whether I'd fallen asleep completely or just dozed, but my neck was sore from where my head had lolled.

      I suddenly felt very uncomfortable in the room—ashamed, even. I stood, backed out of the door, and closed it behind myself, cringing at the sight of the splintered wood around the lock. That was two doors I'd broken in the Gillespie house, and one of them without good reason. I felt horrible.

      To the right was the window at the end of the hall that overlooked the gardens. I approached it, leaned on the sill, then gazed over the lawn at the shrubby bushes that hid Jonathan Gillespie's graveyard. Was this where Genevieve had stood that night to watch her father make his way towards his mausoleum, waiting for her chance to lock him in?

      What was he even doing down there? I thought back to the day before, when something had shoved from the locked inside of the mausoleum, bowing the doors out and knocking the wooden plank on top of me. I couldn't even guess at what sort of force was necessary to do that to solid granite doors. Much more than was human, I suspected.

      I realised I'd never put the plank back in place. Was there a reason it was locked on each side? I'd assumed the wooden barricade was there to protect the mausoleum from vandals, but what if it was meant to protect the house from whatever was inside the crypt? I shivered, feeling sick. What should I do? Should I call someone? Who would possibly believe me?

      I took the stairs down and checked the kitchen clock. It was nearly midday. I'd been up almost all of the night, except for when I'd nodded off in Hanna's room, and felt ghastly for it.

      As I turned on the kettle and prepared a simple lazy sandwich made from frozen bread, pickles, and cheese, I couldn't stop myself from thinking of Genevieve. I wasn't sure how I felt about her anymore. She'd been planning to kill her father. That should have made me hate her, but… all of my hatred was already directed at Jonathan Gillespie. If anything, I admired Genevieve for what she'd done… whether she'd succeeded or not.

      I desperately wanted her to have won. As I ate my sandwich, I realised there was something I could do to find out the answer: sleep. The last three times I’d closed my eyes, I’d seen a slice of Genevieve’s story, and I had the feeling the same would happen next time I lay down for a nap, too.

      The couch looked very appealing at that moment; I felt wrung dry from tiredness, but at the same time, I wasn’t prepared to fall back into Jonathan Gillespie’s world. I was terrified of what I might see if Genevieve had failed.

      Instead of sleeping, I took my time washing the plate then climbed the stairs and took a shower.

      The bruises looked worse, if anything, but they felt a little less tender. I dressed then stood in the middle of the hallway, scanning the rooms, trying to think of a job that would keep me awake.

      Almost without deciding to, I found myself climbing the stairs to the third floor. It had been dim the last time I'd been up there, thanks to the lack of electric lighting, but now, with the storm blocking out almost all natural light, it was nearly impossible to see. I moved slowly and carefully as I walked through the rooms and reverently brushed my hands over the covered furniture.

      This furniture hadn't existed during my dreams, I realised. The Gillespie house in Jonathan's time had been furnished spartanly, with neat but uncomfortable wooden chairs and basic tables. The ornate furniture and crystal glassware must have come later.

      The paintings at the back of the room attracted my attention. I pulled off their cloth and began flipping through them again, admiring the scenery paintings, but paying especially careful attention to the portraits.

      If I wasn't mistaken—and I was certain I wasn't—the subjects were descendants of the Gillespie line. I saw a few heavy-lidded eyes, pale skin, and a lot of dark hair. They looked healthy, at least, and I felt relieved for it.

      I pushed the paintings back into place as my mind went to the little cemetery at the back of the property. Every gravestone had been placed there in the same year.

      What does that mean?

      I clambered down the two flights of stairs and out the front door. It was still drizzling. I took a deep breath, jumped down the porch’s steps, and jogged around the side of the house. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing up at the bay window as I passed. The curtains really looked grey from the outside, but that was probably thanks to the poor lighting. At least they were still.

      I kept up the pace as I ran past the dilapidated shed, the dead vegetable gardens where Hanna had probably nurtured the now-dead tomato plants, and towards the thicket of trees beyond.

      Mud had splashed up to my knees and my clothes were drenched by the time I pushed the high iron gate open and walked into the cemetery. The gravestones stood like sentinels guarding the mausoleum. I dragged in a deep breath, and began to walk reverently through the family's final resting places.

      The deaths had all occurred between March 1884 and November 1884. Some of the graves housed middle-aged men and women, but many belonged to the children and teenagers.

      I went through the graveyard twice, reading each name aloud, before I was satisfied: Genevieve hadn't been buried there.

      What happened to her, then? I shivered against the rain, silently praying there wasn't an unmarked grave on the property that held her mutilated body. I wanted her to have lived.

      The plank still lay at the foot of the mausoleum. I stepped up to it, feeling as though I should put it back in place, but I was reluctant to repeat my experience from the previous day. I walked over the plank instead and pressed my ear to the mausoleum's doors. The wet stone was icy-cold against my cheek.

      This is ridiculous, I thought as I listened to the granite. What are you hoping for?

      But my heart gave a horrified flutter when I heard a quiet, muffled shuffling noise—footsteps moving closer, dragging on the floor in a way that set my teeth on edge. Fear flared up in my chest, and I didn't dare move as whatever was in the tomb came closer to me, close enough to touch if the door hadn't been in place—

      I jerked back as something large pounded on the door. The stone shuddered under the impact, sending vibrations through where my fingers touched it. I stumbled away from it, tripping over the heavy wooden beam as the thing inside the tomb pounded on the door, demanding to be let out…

      I ran.

      My feet skidded in the mud as I hauled myself through the cemetery, no longer concerned about whether I was stepping on graves. The booming chased me through the gate and across the yard. My stitch flared up, and I couldn't drag air in fast enough to feed my stressed muscles. My throat felt raw, and I realised I’d been screaming.

      My legs were shaking and weak. They slipped out from under me as I tried to run up the front porch's stairs, and I caught myself on one of the stone pillars. As I hung there, gripping the granite with aching fingers and trying to see through terror-blinded eyes, the booming finally ceased.

      I dropped to my knees and fought to keep myself collected. There was something in the mausoleum—something that shouldn’t have been alive. And it wanted out.

      I thanked my lucky stars that the doors had been locked, not just barred by the wood. Then I prayed that whatever was inside the tomb had no way of unlocking them.

      My legs were shaking less, so I pulled myself up, staggered through the house’s front door, and pressed it closed behind me. The lock was a useless, flimsy thing that a good kick could have probably broken, but I turned it anyway, and it gave me a very small amount of relief. At least if the thing in the tomb got out, it couldn't enter the house silently.

      I sat on the floor for a long time, counting my breaths, waiting for the stitch to subside, and wishing I could call a taxi to take me away from the house that very moment. Instead, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my phone, and dialled Mrs Gillespie's number. The call went to voicemail.

      My brain felt empty as I tried to mumble an explanation. “There's—um—there's a problem. It's…well… I… call me back. Please.”

      I ended the call with a flick of my thumb then leaned back against the door, resting my head against the cool wood and closing my eyes. Flashing lights danced against the black of my eyelids, as though I'd been staring into a fire, and I was vaguely aware that if I needed to call the police or even an ambulance, it would be over an hour before they reached me. A lot of things could happen in an hour.

      Can’t stay here for the rest of your life. I set to the job of collecting my aching legs under myself and staggering up the stairs. Mud was smeared halfway up my legs, and dirt clung underneath my fingernails. Another shower was in order, but between the shower earlier that afternoon and spending so long in the rain, I felt like a drowning rat as I stood under the hot stream of water.

      What happened out there?

      There was something in the crypt; that much was clear. It was strong enough to bow solid granite doors and aware enough to sense me when I approached it. My mind tried, and failed, to connect those two snippets of fact to any sort of logic. My instincts had their own opinion about what lay sleepless in the stone tomb: Jonathan Gillespie.

      It’s been two hundred years since Jonathan walked on earth, Elle.

      I was simply too tired to think any further. Whatever was in the tomb hadn’t followed me to the house, so I pushed aside that thought as I cobbled together a dinner. There were hardly any food left; I would need to get into town if I wanted to stay more than another day.

      Once I’d finished and washed up, I walked through the house to turn the lights off. It was a little after six in the evening, but it felt much later. The thick rain continued to beat on the house, and the clouds blocked the sunlight as effectively as any blanket could.

      As I turned out the lights, I checked the rat traps and poison I'd left. The ones in the kitchen, library, and laundry were untouched. I snorted in frustration and walked past the door that led to the basement. I'd placed traps down there, too, but no way in hell was I going to check them. Mrs Gillespie could do that herself when she got back.

      I climbed the stairs, running one hand along the bannister, and walked down the long hallway to my room. The air was colder on the second level, so I pulled more blankets out of the cupboard and threw them over the bed. Then, on an impulse, I grabbed one corner and began dragging the bed until I’d turned it and moved it against the opposite wall, to where I'd seen Genevieve's bed in my dreams. I crawled under the blankets, lay on my back, and waited for sleep to claim me.
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      There was a horrible ringing noise in my ears.

      Genevieve lay on her side in the small wooden bed, her heavy eyes wide as she clutched her pillow against her chest. I turned and saw her sister sitting up in bed, her knees tucked under her chin. The girl’s limp black hair made a curtain around her face as she rocked backwards and forwards.

      “It's been five days,” Genevieve whispered. Her lips were pale, and the fierce resolve I'd seen in her before had drained away, leaving a scared child in its place. “Why won't he die?”

      The sister didn't answer, and that's when I realised my ears weren’t ringing—someone was screaming. I walked to the window and gazed out into the pitch-black night as the three of us listened to Jonathan Gillespie shriek in horror and fury, trapped in the tomb he'd built himself, the tomb Genevieve had locked him in, the tomb where he should have died.
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      I woke to find the terrible screaming noise still echoing through the house. For a moment, I thought Jonathan had woken again to wail his fury at the night sky, but I stopped to draw breath and realised the sound had been coming from my own mouth.

      The echoes died away as I lay in bed and listened to the house's breathing. It seemed louder than it had been before, as though the house had run a marathon and was dragging in deep, long breaths, rather than the gentle whispers it normally did. Every pipe in the building was alive; every strained wooden brace groaned. The air felt dense, like I’d walked under a power line—and the scratching had returned. It was louder than I’d ever heard it. More insistent.

      I got up, wrapping the blanket about my chilled body, and stepped towards where the noise came from the opposite wall. I held my breath and listened as the noise seemed to take on a new timbre.

      That's not rats, I realised with a burst of horror. It's fingernails scratching at wood.

      My feet carried me closer, moving me against my will, until I stood directly in front of the wall. I inhaled deeply, closed my eyes, and pressed my ear to the peeling wallpaper. The scratching noise came through my ears and permeated my body. It was frantic. In the midst of it, I thought I could hear faint gasps.

      It was coming from Hanna's room. I stepped back from the wall and pressed my palms into my eyes while I tried to think.

      There was something in the house. I was certain of it. It might not have been alive anymore, but whatever—or whoever—it was had refused to move on. I knew what I had to do, and every atom of my body recoiled at the idea.

      I pulled my dressing gown on over my pyjamas, slipped my feet into my boots, picked the candlestick off the bedside table, and left my bedroom. The door to Hanna's room was still open a fraction, letting a sliver of natural moonlight into the hallway. I approached it slowly, keeping my breathing quiet, and pushed it open.

      The room hadn't changed since the day before, but somehow, it looked completely different. The boxes stacked in the middle of the room cast long shadows across the floor. The curtains that had been pastel pink in the daytime looked grey in the moonlight as they shifted slowly in the air current caused by the opening door. The toys in the corner watched me with their beady plastic eyes.

      The floorboards creaked under my feet as I stepped fully into the room and looked around for the source of the noise. It came from the wall to the right—the wall that divided this room from my room.

      I frowned at it. Has the noise been coming from my own room after all?

      It couldn’t have been. That meant… it’s coming from inside the wall. I stepped back to get a better look at it. The pink floral wallpaper was more modern and in better repair than what covered the rest of the house. I couldn't see any marks in it. The only unique part of the wall was the large wooden wardrobe.

      The wardrobe looked as if it might have been from the house's original furnishings. It stood taller than my head, and detailed swirls and strange shapes had been carved into its double doors. I grabbed the handles and pulled the doors open, exposing a cavernous, empty interior.

      The scratching persisted, seemingly coming from just behind the wood. I stepped into the wardrobe and pressed my ear to its back. I braced myself by placing my hands on the wood, and I jumped back immediately. A breeze, thin and icy cold, had grazed the fingers of my left hand.

      I felt along the back of the cupboard until I found it: about halfway along was a gap in the wood—not large enough to let in enough light for me to see easily in the dark, but wide enough to let a narrow burst of cold air through. I tucked the candlestick into my pocket and began following the crack. It travelled the height of the wardrobe and stopped a half inch above the base. I knelt and felt around it. The crack travelled vertically along the floor before turning upwards again to meet the top of the wooden box.

      A door?

      I tried to get a grip in the crack and pull it open, but neither side budged. It was only when I knelt again and pulled at the base that it began to shift. It was jammed in place by age and neglect, but I managed to get my fingernails under the board and drag it out with a scrape. It was hinged at the top, but the bottom swung up. Like a human-sized cat door.

      I raised it above my head to see the wall behind. The floral wallpaper continued, but a sparkle of gold off to one side caught my eye. I rested the wooden plank on my shoulder as I pulled my mobile out and shone its light at the glittering object.

      It was a tiny key sitting in a keyhole. I reached out to touch the cool metal then, unable to resist the temptation, turned it. It gave a quiet click, followed by a louder grinding noise, and the entire section of the wall pulled away from me, exposing a dark area behind it.

      I stood inside the wardrobe for a moment, stunned, then I stepped into the gap. Only about two feet wide, it continued to my right. The weak light of my phone revealed a few stone steps.

      “Wow.” The scratching hadn't been coming from behind the walls, after all; there was an entire passageway between them.

      It was the early hours of the morning, but that didn't stop me from pulling out my mobile and calling Mrs Gillespie. Just like earlier, the call went to voicemail. I didn't bother leaving a message.

      I should wait until morning and call again. She needs to know about this.

      The hallway stretched before me, tempting me, offering to solve the puzzles that had plagued me for the previous four days, but I knew it would be insanity to continue down there alone. Intending to step back into Hanna’s room, I turned towards the door, just in time to see the last crack of light disappear as the stone door ground into place.

      I swore, lunged for the doorhandle, and tried to pull it back open, but the lock clicked a second before I could find a grip. My fingers shook as I tugged at the door’s handle, but it had already sealed itself… and the key was on the other side.

      “Damn, damn, damn.” I fumbled for my phone. The thin light illuminated my narrow container as I began dialling the emergency help line.

      Or I would have dialled them, if my phone's reception hadn't dropped off. What? But I made a call just a moment ago!

      I stared at the empty corner of the screen where my reception bars should have been, but it stayed stubbornly empty.

      It had to be the room, I realised. Being so rural, the Gillespies' house had always had poor reception, but it had never gone below one bar before. Something in that cramped passageway was stopping me from making calls. Maybe the stone walls were lined with something my signal couldn't get through, or maybe it was simply too thick to penetrate. Either way, I was segregated from the outside world, my entry blocked, and only one way to go.

      I swore again, this time with feeling.

      The stairwell stretched in front of me, dripping with the darkness that permeated the rest of the building. My phone's light wasn't strong enough to penetrate more than two steps ahead. I'd thought the rest of the building was dingy, but the passageway was unnaturally black, almost as if the shadows congregated here.

      If the building were alive, this would be its major artery… and the shadows would be its blood.

      The scratching had stopped, and I wasn't sure if that was better or worse. The quiet surrounded me, smothering me and stripping away my security. Standing still in the cramped little hallway wasn’t going to help me, but taking that first stair down the passageway was one of the hardest things I’d ever done.

      Once I'd started, though, I quickly picked up the pace, my boots slapping on the stone ground and my breath deepening. The stairs were steep and narrow, making me feel poised on the edge of toppling into the black abyss, but I didn’t dare slow down.

      I glanced at the smooth ceiling and tried to work out where I was. The stairs must have been taking me under the second floor's hallway. I remembered how, two days before, I'd been startled by the sound below my feet, but hadn't been able to find anyone in the house. Was this where it had been coming from?

      I glanced back down and instantly regretted my distraction as my foot plunged into an empty space where the next step should have been. My hands shot out and grasped at the walls, which were rough and unexpectedly cold under my fingers. For a second, I thought I might be able to regain my balance and pull back, but my momentum had been too strong. I tumbled over the edge in a mess of limbs as I tried to grab onto anything that would break my fall into the inky blackness below.
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      The shovel’s blade dug into the compacted dirt as Genevieve's boot pushed down on it. She was sweating, but apparently still didn't dare to shed her heavy black dress—or maybe she didn't have anything to change into.

      Her brother with the missing fingers was opposite her, cutting into the ground with his own shovel. They were both panting, although the day was cool and overcast. I looked away from the hole they were carving, and saw they were in the cemetery. It had fewer weeds, and the gravestones were clean and new, but in other ways, it was almost identical to the burial ground I’d walked through.

      Behind us were three other family members. Genevieve's older sister, the one who shared her bedroom, had tears running down her pale cheeks. She was holding hands with a boy who looked about six and a girl who couldn't have been older than four. In front of them was a long shape wrapped in a white cloth.

      The body, waiting for its burial.

      The older boy stopped his digging for a moment, his brow creased. “Maria should be the last one, shouldn’t she? The darkness won’t claim any of us?”

      Genevieve's heavy lids fluttered as she glanced over her four remaining relatives. Her eyes were dry, but something dark lingered there. Guilt, I thought, or possibly anger. “I think so,” she said. “He needed us to believe him with our whole hearts to have any power over us. We didn’t, so the sickness shouldn’t be able to touch us.”

      “Damn him,” the older sister said, but there was no fight left in her voice. “I hope he burns in hell for this, the bastard.”

      The other two glanced at the mausoleum for barely a second then returned to digging. I walked around them to where a gravestone lay flat on the dirt. It looked bright and clean, ready to be placed as a permanent marker of Maria Gillespie's last bed.

      A boom shattered the silence. I jolted backwards and stared at the mausoleum; little bits of dirt rained off its roof after something large and fierce had pounded on the doors. The heavy wooden plank was in its brackets, providing a small measure of protection for those outside the tomb.

      Genevieve and her siblings stared at the mausoleum for a moment. When there was no more activity, they returned to their chore. I had the impression that wasn't the first time it had happened, and they had made a silent agreement not to speak about it.

      I moved away from the mausoleum to stand next to the older sister and the two children. The three watched the cloth-covered body in front of them with an odd mixture of resignation and revulsion. I watched it, too, wondering which one Maria had been, whether I would have recognised her, and what sort of fate had befallen her.

      A gust of wind picked up the corner of the cloth and pulled it back from the corpse’s face. I recognised one of the middle-aged women—Jonathan's wife, I thought—her eyes open and glassy, her jaw slack, her face as white as the sheets surrounding her. Ugly boils surrounded her jaw and nose, and cracks spread out from her mouth and eyes where the skin had split horribly. Tracks of congealed blood gathered in the splits, looking like dark-red worms crawling across her face.

      The older sister moaned and gathered the children to her, burying their faces in her dress so they wouldn't see what had become of the woman they had probably called mother. Genevieve stepped out of the grave. She glanced down at the grisly body for a moment before kicking the cloth back into place.

      “Take them inside,” she told her sister. Her voice was low and gentle as she brushed a hand over the young girl's head. “You’ve paid your respects. Paul and I will finish burying her.”
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      I gasped and moaned, rolling to my side as pain flared through my body. My head thundered, my left arm ached, and my back burned. I thought I was going to be sick, but I coiled in on myself on the cold stone ground. Gradually, the pains subsided.

      Half of me wished I could have stayed in that dream state longer; I'd been comfortable there, free from pain and fear. At least the fall didn’t put me into a coma… or worse.

      I sat up and groaned as the headache flared. My phone, which lay face-down, gave off a small amount of light; I grabbed at it before it could power off completely and leave me blind. The screen was cracked, but it was still working.

      Behind me was the drop off I'd fallen over—it must have been at least eight feet high—and a collection of white rocks and dark scraps of cloth on the ground. I was incredibly lucky not to have been hurt worse by the fall. The pain was intense, but my limbs all seemed to work, and I didn't think anything vital was broken.

      Small grey rocks jutted out of one side of the vertical wall, zig-zagging neatly to the floor. Steps, I thought, so that the owner of the passageway could climb down easily. The drop off was likely a deliberate trap. For anyone who didn’t know the stairs ended, it was all too easy to tumble over the edge and break a leg or a skull on the stone floor.

      It took me a few minutes to get to my feet. I was dizzy and aching, but I preferred to deal with the pain rather than spend more time than I had to in the tunnel. I started walking again, still using my damaged phone as a light, but I moved more cautiously, paying greater attention to the ground in front of me in case there was a second trap.

      As I moved farther through the tunnel, I thought I saw a hint of light in the distance. Twenty paces on, I was walking down a second flight of stairs, moving quickly again, desperate to reach the golden glow cutting through the dark.

      The stairs turned a corner, and I found myself facing a sliver of light barely half an inch wide going from the floor to the tunnel’s ceiling.

      A door?

      I pushed on the walls, but they didn't budge. My hands scrabbled over the smooth surface, searching for any sort of indent or crevice I could get a grip on, but the crack of light in the corner was the only thing breaking up the monotony of the rough stone. Frustrated, I put my cheek against the wall and looked through the gap.

      On the other side were… bookcases? I gasped, realising where I was, and felt my heart rate pick up. It was the hidden room with no door I'd found in the library. I was looking through the gap I'd seen the eye in.

      Nausea roiled in my stomach as I drew back. I turned in a circle, examining the area behind me. To my left was the staircase I'd just come down. To the right was another turn in the wall and a staircase leading downwards again. The wall directly in front of me bore the strange splotch of colour that had tricked me into thinking I'd seen someone in the tunnel.

      Was it a trick, though? I thought of the scratching noises that had come from the passageway, and the hairs on the back of my arms rose.

      There was no way to escape back into the library—I'd tried everything I could think of to get inside on my second night in the building—so I had no choice but to keep moving forward, following the stairwell that led me deeper under the Gillespies’ house.

      The air was icy cold on my bare arms. My footsteps were echoing off the stone floor and walls, tricking my ears into imagining a dozen invisible people were following my every movement. It became colder the lower I went, and by the time I thought I had to be equal with the basement, or perhaps even a little lower, my breaths were pluming in front of my face.

      The stairwell finally flattened into a long, straight walkway. The grey stone surrounded me, rising above my head in a curved ceiling. I held my light up to the all-consuming darkness, but I couldn't see how far it went. I wanted to stop and rest for a few moments, but the idea of staying in the one spot for too long made my skin crawl. So I kept moving, following the narrow walkway as it carried me towards goodness knew where.

      Jonathan Gillespie must have had this constructed at the same time as building the house. For what purpose, though?

      I thought back to the article I'd read about the Gillespie cult being run out of a town after a “calamity”. Perhaps Jonathan Gillespie had been afraid the townspeople would come after him, so he’d constructed an escape passage. That made sense. I'd been walking for so long that I guessed I had to be outside the house.

      In my dream, Genevieve and her remaining family had been burying a horribly mutilated corpse. Genevieve seemed to think Jonathan had caused it and that, because they’d believed Jonathan's teachings, her family had been susceptible to their leader's curse—his revenge, I supposed, for what had been done to him.

      It wasn't too hard to imagine the same disease I had seen being the reason his cult had fled from their town on the North Coast. The blog had mentioned that a group of his followers had died in a short span of time. It couldn't have been blatant murder, or Jonathan and his clan would have been arrested straight away and taken to the gallows. But a disease that had no name or cure and killed in such a grisly way would have caused enough confusion and doubt for Jonathan to usher his remaining loyal followers out of town.

      Maria's face rose in my mind, her sheet-white skin split by dozens of dark-red cracks, black blisters pockmarking her cheeks, her blank eyes staring at the sky. “Sicko,” I spat.

      My pathway, straight and smooth, led me forward for at least forty meters before it ended in a flight of stairs. I jogged up them then finally came to a short landing, where a stone door stood.

      This has to be it. With a small surge of relief, I reached for the doorknob. This will be the exit. It probably leads out somewhere in the woods past the vegetables gardens or—

      “The mausoleum,” I gasped in sudden realisation. The dread that followed was nearly enough to knock my feet out from under me.

      I'd assumed Genevieve had watched her father walk across the grassy lawn behind the building to reach the graveyard. But he hadn't. Of course he hadn't. He'd taken the hidden tunnel, his private passageway installed in his own bedroom, and she'd heard his footsteps in the floor below her as she'd lain awake in bed.

      I was in the same passageway she'd followed him down that night, relying on the darkness to hide her and the echoes of Jonathan's footfalls to mask her own steps, as she'd stalked him to his mausoleum and locked him inside.

      She’d trapped him using the very same door I was about to open.

      “No,” I moaned. The word echoed around me, as though the walls were repeating my lament. “Please, please, no.”

      I wanted to turn around, to leave the hideous tomb unopened, to protect myself from whatever was inside. Even dying alone and cold in the passageway seemed preferable to turning the dark rusted doorknob in front of me. I made to take a step backwards, and a dizzying sensation rolled though me.

      My awareness was tugged from my body, as though my soul were being split from my flesh. My stomach dropped, and I gasped, trying not to lose my balance, trying not to lose my mind, as physical and mental were torn apart.

      Then I was in Genevieve's consciousness.
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      She stood in front of the very same door I was confronting, one hand holding a candle, the other on the doorknob. Her face was only vaguely familiar. Her eyes were still dark and heavy lidded, but her black hair was streaked grey, and loosely wrinkled skin had softened her heavy-jawed face. She still wore all black, but the dress was worlds apart from the plain, ugly affair her father had clothed her in. It was made from rich satins, ruffled at the shoulders and the waist and decorated with black lace and pearls.

      I gaped at her, amazed by the change. She had to be at least eighty.

      She took a deep, slow breath, and her eyes fluttered closed as she braced herself for what was about to come. Hanging from a silk ribbon tied around her right wrist was a large shard of brilliantly blue crystal shaped like a teardrop and sharpened at one end.

      Genevieve let out the breath, opened her eyes, and turned the handle to open the door. She stepped through the opening into the inky blackness beyond, then the thick stone door slammed shut behind her. I heard her voice ring out, firm and fierce, “Hello, Father.”
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      Re-entering my body was like jumping off the top of a cliff, but instead of falling I was sucked up towards the sky. I dropped to my knees, gasping air into my lungs and fighting the need to be sick as my consciousness reconnected with each of my limbs. My brain was one of the last parts to anchor itself, and my vision swam as I blinked in the faint light of my phone.

      “What was that?” I gasped at the empty hallway. “Genevieve?”

      Silence answered me. I let my body roll over, waiting for the unnatural feeling of being disconnected from myself to fade.

      Apparently, it was much easier for Genevieve to take over my mind—I was sure that was what had been happening—when I was asleep. I felt as if I’d been hit by a train. My limbs shook as I propped myself against the wall.

      I realised that she'd been showing me those snapshots of her life for a reason. There was something she needed me to do, and I wanted to scream at just the thought of it.

      Genevieve was the only member of her family who did not have a plot of land in the graveyard. That was because she’d never been buried. She'd gone into Jonathan's crypt to face whatever was left of him… and she'd lost. I knew, with complete certainty, that her bones were lying just behind the door I sat next to, while her spirit wandered the passageway for eternity, seeking someone to complete the impossible, terrible task she’d committed to.

      She needed me to kill Jonathan Gillespie.

      I shook my head and pressed the palms of my hands against my eyelids, fighting tears. My fingers trembled as I spoke into the darkness. “Please, don’t ask me to do this. I can’t. I’m not strong enough. You have to find someone else. Please.”

      An icy hand brushed over my cheek, wiping at the tears there. I jolted back and held up my light to see the hallway, but it was empty.

      Heat spread from where I'd been touched. It seeped through my face, drawing blood to my cheeks, and ran down my shoulders. As if a bucket of hot water had been poured over me, the warmth coursed through my chest and into my stomach. From there, it poured into my legs and my arms, right down to my fingers and toes, until every cell of my body felt hot and alive.

      Liquid confidence followed the heat, and I drew in a shuddering breath. I was capable, I realised—and I was Genevieve's last hope. She believed I could finish what she'd started. She trusted me.

      More than that, I felt the urgency of the task. It had been more important than Genevieve's life and was more important than my own. Whatever happened, I had to destroy what remained of the cult leader. I had to.

      I already had the physical strength, and she'd lent me her mental fortitude. I could sense her smiling at me through the darkness, and I hazarded a smile back.

      My aches and bruises forgotten, I pushed myself to my feet and faced the door. I felt vulnerable and empty-handed, but then something invisible guided my fingers to my jean's left pocket. I found the candlestick I'd tucked there before entering the hallway. “Thanks,” I said, pulling it free and brandishing it in my left hand, resting my right on the door handle. “Ready?”

      Her silent approval urged me on, and I turned the cold knob.

      Two centuries was a long time for a door to be neglected, but it ground open under my touch, sending a high squeal of rusty metal echoing through the passageway behind me. As the gap widened, I was washed in a wave of foul, stale air. I gripped my candlestick in my left hand and raised the light in my right as I stepped over the threshold and into the mausoleum.

      I could feel the darkness. The blackness of the hallway hadn't been my imagination after all; it had been seepage of the concentrated inky shadows of the mausoleum: Jonathan's shrine to a world devoid of light.

      The door scraped shut behind me, and a dull thud told me it was sealed. I edged to my left, keeping my back to the wall, and my foot landed on something hard and brittle. I bent down to shine my light at the thing I'd stepped on and recoiled; I'd crushed the skeletal remains of a hand sticking out of a stained, decayed black silk dress.

      Genevieve.

      I'd been expecting it, but it still made me want to scream. I raised the candlestick and wiped the back of my hand across my eyes, where tears of fear and grief were gathering.

      Don't think on it, I sensed Genevieve tell me. It's not me you need to worry about.

      I nodded, tried to slow my breathing, and raised my light towards the rest of the room. That was when I became aware of a sound directly in front of me. Like bones scraping across stone, as something heavy and large moved closer.

      My heart was ready to explode. I kept my lower back pressed against the wall but leaned my torso forward, and extended my arm to shine the phone's light as far into the smothering shadows as I could.

      Jonathan Gillespie loomed out of the darkness, reaching a long, grasping hand towards my face.

      Time had decayed him unnaturally. His skin hadn't decomposed. Instead, it had toughened like leather that puckered and bulged over his bones. His eyes were milky white, but tendrils of black, as though his veins had been filled with ink, wove around the empty eyeballs as they swivelled blindly in their sockets.

      He'd either lost or torn off his clothes during his imprisonment in the tomb, and his naked body contorted and moved horribly, as though the muscles had atrophied and the bones had fused and broken in strange places. As I watched, his left hand swung backwards, the elbow bending ninety degrees in the wrong direction, before it snapped forward again to grab in my direction.

      Even worse, his skin had split just like Maria Gillespie's. Cracks grew out from his lips, his collar bone, his elbows, his stomach, and his groin. They flapped open and closed as he moved, and I thought I could see something writhing and alive inside of them.

      I screamed and dived backwards, tripping over Genevieve's corpse and landing on the ground. Jonathan’s neck twisted to turn his head in my direction, followed by his shoulders. Then his back shifted one vertebra at a time, and his body clicked into place like an elongated Rubik’s Cube. His mouth opened, and some of the alive stuff poured out.

      It was blackness in a way I'd never seen it before. It was darker than ink and flowed like liquid metal as it dribbled over his chin and ran down his body in rivulets. Each dribble of darkness sought one of the cracks in his skin, where they burrowed back inside of him like cockroaches hiding from the light.

      He was almost on top of me. I thought I heard Genevieve talking to me, but my terror was so great that a harsh ringing filled my ears—I couldn't have understood her words even if I'd heard them. I swung my candlestick at Jonathan's head. It denting the skull under the bloated, pocked skin and cut a new gash in his flesh. More of the liquid shadows poured out, and drops landed on my arm. They instantly began attacking me, squirming over my flesh, trying to dig through my skin and get inside of me.

      I screamed in pain, and Genevieve's voice suddenly became clear. The light! The light!

      My hand moved as if on its own, shining the phone at the black chewing through my skin. The tendrils squirmed and dropped off my skin, hitting the floor with heavy plops and wriggling out of the reach of my light.

      The distraction had given Jonathan the precious seconds he'd needed. He was on me before I could move, his body pressing against mine, his decayed fingers gripping at my skin and refusing to let go. I stared into his milky eyes as they rotated wildly in their sockets, as if they were trying to see me through their blindness. One of his hands found my neck. He was strong; stronger even than he had been in life, and his fingers forced my mouth open. He inclined his head towards me as though to kiss me, and his lips parted to let the living black drip into my mouth.

      Don't swallow! Genevieve screamed in my head. Fight!

      I squirmed, writhing under the monster, and freed my right hand. I brought the phone up, pushing it between our faces, shining its light directly into his open maw. Jonathan howled, and the noise was one of the worst sounds I'd ever heard. His grip slackened enough to let me get my other hand free. I cracked the candlestick across his skull a second time, denting its other side.

      He recoiled from the impact, and I tried to make a break for it. I managed to wriggle my torso out from under him before his impossibly strong arms locked onto my legs. The grip was so tight I thought he might break my bones. I shone the light at his face again, but his mouth was closed. His skin protected the blackness, and the light didn't affect him. He began to drag himself up my body, pinning me beneath his incredible weight.

      The crystal, Genevieve instructed, panic clear in her voice. Behind you!

      I threw my head back and spotted the shard of blue stone that had been tied around her wrist. It had fallen near the back of the room, just out of my reach.

      I began to wriggle, pulling myself towards it an inch at a time. Jonathan was dragging himself up my chest now, and one of his hands shot out and forced the phone from my grip. It fell and skidded out of reach, its weak light barely allowing me to see Jonathan's manic leer as his mouth opened again.

      I brought the candlestick across his jaw, but before I could pull my hand back to hit him again, his fingers had tightened around my wrist, immobilising it.

      “No,” I moaned, fighting his weight. I looked behind myself for a second and thought I saw the crystal glowing faintly amongst the shadows, then Jonathan’s spare hand gripped my chin again. I threw my free hand backwards, grasping at empty ground as Jonathan forced open my lips. My fingers seized on a hot, hard shape, and, praying it was the crystal, I drew it up and slashed at Jonathan's face.

      Light, just as alive as the darkness was, sparked where my weapon cut his cheek. Jonathan howled, his eyes rolling maniacally in their sockets, as every fissure in his body spewed out the blackness as if it had been expelled under immense pressure. It writhed across his flesh like a swarm of black worms and began burrowing back into his carcass.

      Stab through his skull, Genevieve urged, and I thrust my makeshift dagger upwards, towards one of the hideous eyes. It cut through the sack, and more black liquid poured over my hand and ran down my arm as Jonathan's scream rose in pitch. I pushed harder, forcing the blade through the eye socket, into where his brain would have been if he'd still been alive, and suddenly, there was light fizzling and spitting out of the crevices around his eyes and mouth. The corpse thrashed and twitched on top of me as a river of living blackness rushed out of him, drowning me in that tomb of darkness.
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      I gasped, gagged, and spat a mouthful of black gunk onto the floor. It lay there, forming a disgusting puddle, but no longer wriggled or moved.

      For a moment, I thought I was dead, but as Genevieve's courage wore off, the aches and pains of the last few days returned to me, telling me that I was very much alive.

      Jonathan's corpse lay on top of me, immobile. He was much lighter than he had been before, like a sponge after its water had been wrung out, and even though my limbs felt like putty, I was able to push him off. The corpse flopped to the ground, and I scrambled back, gasping and unable to control my shaking.

      A long time passed before I felt in control enough to pick up my phone, which had gained another large crack but was amazingly still functioning, and examine the mausoleum.

      The claustrophobic blackness had abated. The space was still dark, but my phone's light could penetrate to the opposite wall.

      Jonathan's corpse had crumpled on the floor like a ragdoll. The luminosity of his paper-white skin looked alien. The shard of crystal poked out of his eye socket, and a small trickle of black sludge dripped off its end.

      There wasn't much else to see. A raised dais stood in the centre. It had probably served as Jonathan's table while he was alive and his bed during his long years of imprisonment. At one end was a familiar shape: the Book of the Others. The rest of the slate-grey room was empty.

      “What now, Genevieve?” I waited expectantly, but the little voice in my head had gone quiet. I turned in a semi-circle to look at her skeleton, stupidly expecting it to open its jaw and tell me what to do, but no matter how alive Genevieve's spirit was, her body was long dead.

      A hint of silver around the skeleton's neck attracted my attention. I stepped up to it gingerly, muttering apologies under my breath as I pulled a necklace from under the decayed silk dress. On the end of it was a key.

      “This will work, right?”

      Again, I received no answer. I had the feeling Genevieve had lost the power to talk to me when the energy of the room, whatever had been animating that black stuff, was destroyed. Maybe she's finally been able to move on? Wish I could have said goodbye.

      I stumbled to the front of the mausoleum, where the two heavy stone doors separated me from the graveyard. After a moment of searching with my phone’s light, I found the keyhole, which the key fit without much resistance.

      I’m lucky I never put the plank back in place, I thought as I put my shoulder against the door and pushed with the last of my strength. It grated outwards slowly, laboriously, and a crack of early-morning sunlight hit my face. Guess I can thank procrastination for getting me out of here.

      I laughed; I couldn't stop myself. The combined relief of my escape, the joy at seeing real, honest natural light, and the shock of what had just happened overwhelmed me. As I squeezed through the gap in the doors and collapsed in the middle of the graveyard, I let the emotions overtake me, alternatively laughing, crying, and heaving huge, dizzying breaths of clean air.
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        * * *

      

      I propped myself up against Maria Gillespie's gravestone and dialled the number on the small scrap of paper I still had in my pocket. I half expected to go through to voicemail again, but Mrs Gillespie answered on the fourth ring, sounding exasperated. “What is it now?”

      Her curt tone didn't bother me. After meeting Jonathan Gillespie, it was almost a relief to talk to someone so incredibly harmless.

      I hadn't decided how much of that night I should tell her about. I supposed it would probably come down to how much of it I thought she would believe… and I suspected that was very little. But there was one thing I thought she should know, as soon as possible, and before I told anyone else.

      When I'd fallen off the drop off in the passageway, I'd noticed clumps of old fabric and white rocks on the ground. Once my head had cleared, I'd begun to suspect they weren't rocks at all, but something very valuable I'd crushed during my fall.

      I didn't feel like small talk, and I knew Mrs Gillespie wouldn't tolerate it even if I tried, so I got straight to the point. “I think I found your daughter.”

      Her sharp inhale told me I'd finally gotten her attention.
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        * * *

      

      The police had thought Hanna died in the vast forest behind the house. Mrs Gillespie had believed her daughter was kidnapped. Both were wrong.

      Without being able to ask either of the people involved, I could only guess at what had actually happened. After Genevieve lost her final fight against her father, her ghost—or spirit, or whatever had let her interact with the human world—had lingered in the passageway between the crypt and the house, seeking help to finish the undead monster in the mausoleum.

      Hanna had been the first to hear her, though. Without realising she was talking to a child, Genevieve had called for help. And without realising she was far too young for the task, Hanna had answered. She'd discovered the flap behind her wardrobe, found the key for it, and entered the tunnel. Of course, Jonathan Gillespie's trap had claimed her life before she’d even left the boundaries of the house.
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      Hanna’s funeral was a very quiet one. Mrs and Mr Gillespie stood by the graveside, next to the priest, and watched as the child's coffin was lowered into the ground. Two of their good friends—I think their names were Mallory—hovered a little behind them, and I stood still farther off, feeling like an intruder watching a very personal moment.

      The Gillespies' eyes were dry. I had the feeling they'd exhausted all of their grief during the years they'd spent searching for their daughter. This end, while sad, seemed also somehow very comforting to them.

      It was a gorgeous warm day, and the cemetery the Gillespies had chosen, the town's public cemetery rather than the little patch behind their house, was filled with trees, flowering bushes, and insects.

      I'd been staying at a hotel in the town while the police scoured the hidden passageways and mausoleum. Normally, I wouldn't have been able to afford the room for so long, but according to Mrs Gillespie’s solicitor, the reward Mrs Gillespie had offered for information that led to Hanna’s discovery was mine. I'd made an effort to reject it, but the solicitor had said Mrs Gillespie was adamant that I should have it.

      It was a week after my night in the mausoleum, and the police investigation was wrapping up. Because Jonathan Gillespie’s corpse couldn't be identified, he was given a pauper's grave in the town's cemetery. Genevieve had been interred with the rest of her family behind the house.

      The priest said a final few words that I couldn't catch, and Mrs Gillespie nodded curtly then turned to speak with her friends. I loitered for a couple of minutes, unsure of whether I was supposed to stay or leave quietly, but as soon as I turned to go, I heard Mrs Gillespie's voice ring out, “Just a moment, Elle.”

      I waited while she said goodbye to the Mallorys and approached me. She was wearing a navy business suit and looked incredibly out of place in the relaxed, park-like graveyard.

      “I realised this morning I hadn't thanked you properly.” Her voice was much softer than I'd ever heard it. I wondered if this was how she spoke when she wasn't feeling pressured.

      “Don't worry about it,” I said “I'm—I'm sorry about… everything.”

      She waved away my lame apology. “Don't be. It's been a long time since I last had hope that I would find my daughter alive. At least this way, I have some closure.”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled, scuffing my shoes through the grass. One question had been weighing on me, but I didn't know how to ask it without seeming rude. “So, uh, your retreat's been cut short. I guess you'll be moving back home now.”

      Mrs Gillespie laughed. It was such an unexpected sound that I startled.

      “No, no, we're not moving back there. We only stayed because… well, I suppose it was always a stupid dream, but I kept imagining I might open the front door one day and find Hanna on the other side. We moved into the house because of her, and we stayed there because of her. Now that…” She gestured towards the burial plot, and I nodded. “Now that it's over, Mark and I will be moving back to the city. It suits us much better, and I'll be able to re-join my old law firm.”

      I did a double-take. “You’re…?”

      She quirked an eyebrow at me, but a faint smile was playing about her mouth. “I'm a QC. Didn't you know that?”

      The workroom at the back of the house flashed through my mind, and I suddenly felt foolish for assuming it belonged to Mr Gillespie.

      “Sorry,” I said, but Mrs Gillespie laughed again.

      “Don't worry about it.”

      Silence lapsed over us for a moment. Mrs Gillespie's gaze had returned to the plot where her daughter lay. Her expression was soft and a little sad, and once again, I felt as if I were imposing on a personal moment. I desperately dug around for something to break the silence.

      “I guess being in law will come in handy for selling the house,” I said at last. Mrs Gillespie turned back to me, and I could see in her face that she hadn't heard me fully. “You'll be able to draft your own legal documents.”

      “Oh.” Understanding flashed over her face, and she smiled again, though she was starting to look tired. “No, we’re not selling the house. It's been passed down through the family from my great-great-grandmother, who helped build it. I never liked the place, but it's something I want to keep for when my nephews and nieces are old enough to live on their own. If they want it, anyway.”

      It was the second curve ball of the morning. I stared at Mrs Gillespie. Now that I was paying attention, I realised her streaky grey hair would have probably been midnight black at one time, and her jaw, while still feminine, had a hint of thickness to it. “You're a Gillespie? I thought Mr Gillespie—”

      Both of her eyebrows shot up at that. “My husband's name is Mr Hammond. I had a very strong career when I married Mark, and it made sense to keep my maiden name.”

      “Wow,” I muttered. Now that I knew what to look for, it was obvious that Mrs Gillespie was only a few generations away from Genevieve. They even had the same fiery look hidden in their cool eyes. I could only imagine how terrifying she was when she was defending a client in court. “I shouldn't have assumed.”

      She waved away my apology again. “Don’t mind it.”

      “So the house will be left empty?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I guess it will. I couldn't sell it, and I don't know how many people would be interested in renting such a rural property… especially with its history.” She quirked a smile at me. “Unless you want it?”

      She’d asked as a joke, I knew, but as we stared at each other in lengthening silence, we both realised what my answer would be.

      “Do you want it?” she asked, a little incredulous.

      I thought of the house—with the shadowy hallways, the beautiful woods just behind it, the way it seemed to go on forever, and how it breathed late at night—and nodded. “Could I? Would you mind? I wouldn't own it—you can keep it in the family. I could just stay there for a while and keep an eye on it. Like an extended housesitting session.”

      She looked surprised. Her eyes darted across my face, as if testing to see if I was being serious, and my pleading look must have been enough of an answer for her. “Well, okay then.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes. I'll have to run it by Mark, but I don't think he'll mind.” The gentle smile flickered over her face again. “If you really want it… yes, I think that might work out well for all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      It's been six weeks since I officially moved into the Gillespie house. I've spent a lot of my time bringing the furniture down from storage and making the building feel like a home.

      The chandelier in the dining room doesn't look out of place anymore now that the ancient, chipped mahogany table is set up below it. The library isn’t full, but at least it’s no longer empty. I found boxes upon boxes of books in storage and added my own collection to the mix.

      The garden beds out back are repaired and filled with compost and seeds. The first shoots are starting to come up. I planted a lot of tomatoes as a tribute to Hanna. Apparently, they were her favourite plant.

      The reward money has been an incredible gift. It not only let me break the lease of my old apartment early, but if I manage it carefully and supplement my food shopping with vegetables from the garden, it should keep me going for quite a few years.

      That’s more than enough time to have a good, solid shot at something that used to just be a dream: publishing my own novel. I've nearly finished a first draft, and I have a folder full of plot notes for a sequel. I have no idea if anything will come from it, but things feel right like they never have before. I'm cautiously hopeful.

      Genevieve visited my dreams for the first few nights after I moved in. She was a lot weaker than when the living blackness in the mausoleum had been feeding her energy, and she couldn't place me inside her memories anymore. Instead, she showed them to me, like a movie. She wanted me to know that, despite a horrible beginning and terrible end, she had lived a happy life.

      After the plague wiped out most of the family, Genevieve and her four siblings struggled to find their place in the world for the first few months. Her older brother, the one missing three fingers, had a good mind for business, and within four years, he owned his own company in town. He married a sweet girl, who’d come to live at Gillespie House. Steve, the man who wrote the blog I'd found, is her grandson.

      Over four decades, the Gillespies built their company into an industry, and they became one of the wealthiest families in town. Although both of her younger siblings had married, Genevieve and her older sister never did, but their burgeoning collection of nieces, nephews, and eventually grand-nieces and grand-nephews, meant the house never felt empty.

      Genevieve was eighty-six when she found an obscure book talking about the black magic her father had wielded and how tanzanite, the crystal she'd fashioned into a dagger, could be used against it. Her siblings had put the mausoleum out of mind and steered their children away from the graveyard, but Genevieve had never forgotten about how her trapped father had screamed until his vocal cords were shredded or how he had banged on the door any time she disturbed his rest.

      She hadn't told anyone of her plans, and when she didn’t come down for breakfast one morning and an exhaustive search failed, no one had thought to look in the hidden passageway that was almost completely forgotten.

      The house had stayed in the family for generations. Out of tradition, Jonathan Gillespie's room was never occupied… until, of course, Hanna had taken a liking to the bay window. Genevieve's activity had been accepted as normal house noises. When she slammed the hidden door, people complained about how drafty the house was. When she walked through the passageway, they assumed another of the house's occupants were moving about. When she scratched at the walls, they thought they had rats.

      She could finally rest, though, she told me during the last night she shared my dreams. She thanked me for what I'd done and told me she was happy I was enjoying her family's home.

      When I woke up the next morning, the house felt slightly different, as though a long-term occupant had moved out. I miss Genevieve, but I’m glad she’s finally at peace.

      I found the painting of her. It was the last one behind the stack of oil portraits I’d found in the upstairs room. Her dark hair was streaking with grey, a lot like Mrs Gillespie's, and her face had grown many wrinkles, most of them about her mouth after an abundance of smiles. It must have been painted not long before her final visit to Jonathan; the tanzanite jewel that she’d used to fight her father sparkled beautifully on her necklace. I hung her painting in the middle of the hallway, between the paintings of the rest of her family, so she can continue to watch over the rooms.

      The house is beautiful. It's all I ever wanted in a home. Mrs Gillespie seems happy to have someone to maintain the building until it's reclaimed by another of the Gillespie descendants, and I'm happy to stay as long as she will let me. I feel like a fuller, happier person here. Every morning, I wake up to a sense of excitement and anticipation, and every night, I go to sleep to the sounds of the house breathing around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to share a short story, Crawlspace, which has special significance for this novella. If it weren’t for Crawlspace, Gillespie House would never have existed.

      

      Short stories come with a unique challenge. Because they have a limited length—7,500 words, according to many publishing houses, before a short story technically becomes a novelette—good ideas often have to be scrapped to keep the story’s length manageable.

      

      While I was planning Crawlspace, I kept thinking of new scenes and themes, even though I knew I couldn’t include them. Wouldn’t it be great to have a graveyard behind the house, I’d think. Or a maze of hidden passageways inside the walls. Or a scene where the protagonist explores her home at night. Or, or, or…

      

      I tried to pare the story down to just the basics, but the excess ideas kept building on each other until they were too big to ignore. I raised a white flag and rewrote Crawlspace into what’s now Gillespie House.

      

      It took nearly two months to plan Gillespie House, and, during that time, the story evolved dramatically. It changed so much, in fact, that once I’d finished Gillespie House, I was able to go back and write Crawlspace as a short story, the way it was originally intended to be.

      

      You’ll notice a lot of similarities between the stories. The initial cause of suspense—the scratching in the walls—is the biggest recurring theme. But I hope you’ll enjoy seeing how vastly different the stories became, despite starting in the same place.

      

      Again, thank you for taking the time to experience these stories with me. You’re the reason I write, dear reader.

      

      — Darcy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CRAWLSPACE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was our first day in the new house. My parents were downstairs, fighting over how much to unpack. Dad was a borderline hoarder, but at least he was an efficient one. He believed that leaving most of our belongings in boxes would make it easier for next time we moved. We had at least a dozen cartons that were sealed nine years ago, when I was still too young to appreciate the insanity of his logic.

      Mum also had hoarderish tendencies, but she preferred to have her clutter on display, decorating the house like her personal thrift shop. I was the polar opposite—anything that wasn’t absolutely necessary for our comfort or survival could be thrown out. I didn’t even have much furniture, just a bed, a wardrobe, a desk, and a chair. My small book collection sat atop my desk, but they were the only decorations I owned. Compared to downstairs—which Mum continued to fill with trinkets, vases, miniatures, and paintings—my room was spartan. I liked it that way.

      The lack of furniture meant there was nothing to cover the door in the wall, though. It sat in the area between my bed and my desk. It was barely noticeable unless I was looking for it, but once I’d seen it, the door was hard to ignore.

      It's probably empty, I repeatedly told myself as I made the bed and hung my clothes–five shirts and three pairs of pants–in the wardrobe. It's not like there's some great big secret hidden in there.

      My unpacking took less than ten minutes. I could have gone downstairs when I finished, but I knew I would get roped into helping Dad squirrel away boxes marked “Don't Open,” or mum would ask me to help arrange dozens of her miniature horses and squirrels along the mantelpiece. I'd already done more than my share to help pack them, and the four-hour drive had exhausted me. If they want clutter in their house, they'll have to deal with the consequences, I decided and flopped onto the bed.

      My window had a view of the large oak tree that grew beside the house, and I watched its fluttering leaves brush against the glass, mesmerised, until I drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of tapping. The sunlight was hitting my face, so I rolled over to block it out and mumbled, “I'm coming. Hold on.” When the noise didn’t stop, I sat up and rubbed my palms into my eyes.

      It wasn't Mum knocking at my door, as my half-asleep brain had assumed. I glanced towards the window, where the motion of the tree leaves had lulled me to sleep. The wind had died down, and the boughs were still.

      I mussed my hair out of my face as I looked about the room. The tapping was quiet but, like a dripping tap, impossible to ignore.

      “Hello?” I called.

      Mum answered me from downstairs. “Dinner's almost ready! Come help me find the cutlery.”

      As the sound of her voice died away, silence rushed in to fill the space. The tapping had stopped, at least.

      It was probably the tree, after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want to know what I found out today?” Dad asked.

      Our real dinner table was crowded with half-unpacked cartons, so we sat our paper plates on a large packing box while we ate. Neither of my parents seemed to appreciate the irony.

      “What?” I asked, scooping up pasta with a plastic spoon.

      Dad swelled with excitement. “Apparently, this place used to be an orphanage during the Depression. They had up to sixty children here at a time.”

      Mum paused, her fork halfway to her mouth. “How did you find that out?”

      “Oh, well, I was setting up the office. The computer turned itself on–you know,” Dad blustered.

      I smothered a grin. I hadn't been the only one slacking off that afternoon.

      “The real estate agent said it was built by a lord.” Mum put down her fork and smoothed her cotton dress. I was sure she’d been born in the wrong decade. Necessity had forced her to work a part-time job most of her life, but she would have been much happier as a housewife. She even wore dresses and styled her hair as if she were living in the forties. Dad thought she was adorable.

      “It was,” Dad said, leaning forward. His enthusiasm was contagious, and both Mum and I mimicked his movement to hear him better. “When he died, he left it to a local church, and they converted it into an orphanage. It stayed that way until the eighties, when it was sold and renovated.”

      “Orphanage, huh?” I asked, glancing about the pokey kitchen. “It's not really built for it.”

      “Well, when you're desperate, you make do with what you've got,” Dad said. “There were a lot of homeless children back then, more than any of the orphanages could keep up with, so they crammed the homes to capacity and had the children work–sewing clothes or running errands or whatnot–to help pay for food.”

      The house was big, much bigger than our last place had been, but it still seemed far too small for sixty children. Though, I guess, for a parentless child during the Great Depression, you'd call yourself lucky if you had a roof over your head and enough food to keep yourself from starving.

      Mum looked uncomfortable. She'd left her fork in her half-eaten meal and was rubbing at her arms. “I'm not sure I really like that.”

      “What's not to like?” Dad asked. He had shovelled so much pasta into his mouth that I could hardly understand him. “We get to be a part of the town's history!”

      Mum seemed to be seeing the house in a new light. Her eyes darted over the stone walls and arched doorway, and her eyebrows had lowered into a frown. “I just hate to think about all those children… they must have been so lonely…”

      Dad’s whole body shook as he laughed. “Lonely? When there were sixty of them? I don't think so.”

      Mum pretended not to hear him. “That must be why the price was so low. It was even cheaper than that house half its size in Cutty Street, remember?”

      “Their loss,” Dad said, spearing more pasta onto his fork with a satisfied grin.
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        * * *

      

      The tapping woke me in the middle of the night. I lay in bed and watched the opposite wall, where moonlight filtered through the tree outside my window and left dancing, splotchy shapes on the blue wallpaper.

      The noise seemed to bore into my skull and knock directly on my brain. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing it to be quiet so I could fall asleep again.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…

      I groaned, rolled over, and pulled my pillow over my ears. It muffled the sound but didn't extinguish it.

      tk tk tk tk tk…

      If anything, the noise grew louder and more insistent, like a fly that was getting closer and closer to my head. I glared at the shadows cast on the wall, watching as they twitched and swirled, mimicking the infernal tree's movements. Maybe I could convince Dad to cut it down…

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…

      “Shut up!” I yelled, unable to tolerate the tapping anymore. I sat up in bed, feeling flushed, frustrated, and a little ashamed for yelling at a tree.

      My room was quiet.

      I held my breath, waiting for the noise to resume, but I heard nothing except beautiful, sweet silence. “Huh,” I muttered and carefully lay back down. The shadows continued to sway over the wall opposite, but I didn’t mind them as long as the noise had stopped. As I closed my eyes and let tiredness claim me, I wondered at how incredible it was that the tree had quietened at the exact moment I'd told it to.
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        * * *

      

      Mum used a hot tray of muffins to bribe me into helping her unpack the next morning, and I spent the first half of the day unwrapping, dusting off, and arranging her miniature collection. She fussed behind me, moving the animals and ball gown-wearing ceramic women into new arrangements, quirking her head to the side constantly to admire her work.

      Finding out she lived in an old orphanage seemed to have shaken her; she was putting even more effort into turning this house into her domain than she had at our last place. She'd rescued her set of doilies and crocheted tablecloths from one of Dad's “Don't Open” boxes and flung them around the sitting room until it looked like a winter wonderland. Even more boggling, she'd brought out some of the Christmas decorations, including our fake wreath, holiday-themed trinkets, and bowls of plastic apples.

      “Christmas in May?” I asked sceptically as I poked at one of the glittery apples.

      Mum shrugged while she rearranged the miniatures on the fireplace mantel. “I think they look nice. Don't you want our house to be pretty?”

      I didn't tell her, but I thought it was bordering on garish. I escaped back to my near-empty room, a pair of hedge clippers clutched in one hand.

      Once I'd had a chance to think about it, I'd realised there was a simple way to stop the tapping noise without having to cut down the entire tree. I opened the window, pulled out the screen, and began snipping off all of the branches that touched or came near to the glass.

      “I'm going to the shops,” Mum called from downstairs. “Does anyone want anything?”

      “Thanks, I'm fine,” I called back at the same moment Dad hollered, “Beer!”

      As I leaned farther out the window to prune branches that were nearly out of my reach, I saw Mum's car reverse out of the driveway and turn towards the town. Just past that, on the other side of the road, an elderly couple was standing on the sidewalk. They watched Mum's car pass them, then both looked back at our house. They'd inclined their heads towards each other and seemed to be talking animatedly.

      About us?

      Mum would probably get to meet them later when she went up and down the street to introduce herself. The elderly couple didn't look happy, I realised, and I paused my cutting to watch them. The woman had her arms crossed over her chest and was shaking her head, while the man scuffed his boot on the sidewalk. They exchanged another brief word then turned and disappeared into their house.
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        * * *

      

      I found out what my mother's trip to the store had been for when I came down for dinner that night. At least two dozen fat candles had been spaced about the house, shoved wherever there was room between the miniatures. They were scented and lit, and their conflicting odours combined into a horrifically pungent smell.

      “What's this?” Dad asked as he followed me through the doorway. His moustache bristled in disgust. “Smells like a perfume salesman died in our bleeding lounge room.”

      Mum sniffed as she dished up plates of fish. Our dinner table was clear of boxes, at least—but now four fat candles were clustered on a doily in its middle. “They're aromatherapeutic,” she said. “They'll spread nice vibes through the house.”

      “This is a horrible fire hazard,” I said as I watched a flame lick dangerously close to the wallpaper.

      “Well, I'm sorry, but someone has to make this place feel like home,” Mum said. She looked offended, so Dad and I dropped the subject.

      “I'm going to visit some of our neighbours this evening,” Mum said as she placed the plates of steamed fish and greens in front of us. “Does anyone want to come with me?”

      Maybe I felt guilty for complaining about the putrid smell of her candles, or maybe it was curiosity about the odd couple I'd seen watching our house, but I found myself saying, “Sure. I'll come for one or two of them.”

      Mum looked delighted. “Well, I'm glad to see you're taking an interest in your new town, honey. Your father and I are hoping his work will let him stay here for at least a few years this time, so it would be good to make some friends.”

      “Hmm,” I said noncommittally. Dad's work had a bad habit of jumping him across the country at short notice; this was the fifth house we'd stayed at in the last three years. That degree of unpredictability meant making friends was nearly impossible, so I'd just stopped trying. I wasn't holding out much hope that our most recent move would be very different.

      I helped Mum wash up while Dad retreated to his office, ostensibly to catch up on work, even though we could clearly hear him calling out answers to his favourite trivia gameshow. It was well past dark when Mum finally took up one of the small gift baskets she'd put together and led me out the front door.

      “Which house will we start with?” she asked as we paused on the porch, looking at the twilight-shrouded rows of buildings that surrounded our house. “I'll let you pick, honey.”

      “That one.” I pointed to the brick house on the other side of the road, where the elderly couple lived.

      The woman answered the door before Mum had even finished knocking. I had the feeling she'd been watching us through one of the white-curtained windows. Her watery blue eyes skipped between my mother and me with a mixture of confusion and curiosity. “Hello?”

      “Hello!” Mum gushed, showing her the gift basket. “We're new here. We moved into the house just across the street, and we wanted to say hi.”

      The woman, who introduced herself as Ellen Holt in between Mum's enthusiastic rambling, invited us inside. The house was smaller than ours, with peeling wallpaper, and it smelt like dust and dead mice. Ellen led us into the living room, where she introduced us to her husband, Albert, and asked if we would stay for a cup of tea.

      “I'd love to.” Mum placed the gift basket on the cluttered coffee table and settled into one of the lounge chairs. “Honey, why don’t you help Mrs. Holt with the tea? Albert, I couldn't help but admire the beautiful vintage car in the driveway. Is that yours?”

      I had to hand it to her—Mum was a genius at breaking ice. Albert, a thin man with hair just as white as his wife's, seemed to light up at the mention of his Beetle and launched into a lengthy dialogue on it. Mum, who knew next to nothing about cars, smiled and nodded to encourage him.

      Ellen led me into the kitchen. I leaned against the counter awkwardly while she filled the kettle, and she shot me a quick smile as her husband’s monologue floated through the doorway. “Sorry, Albert loves to talk about his cars.”

      I chuckled, stared at my folded hands for a moment, then asked, “So, uh, how long have you lived here?”

      “Oh, we bought the house when we got married, so… nearly fifty years, I suppose.” Ellen pushed her glasses up her nose. “Where did you move from?”

      “The city. But we hadn't been living there for long. Work keeps asking Dad to relocate, so…”

      “Ah,” Ellen said, picking a small jug out of the cupboard. Its inside was coated in dust, but she didn't seem to notice as she poured milk into it. “Do you think you'll be staying here long?”

      “No idea.” I watched Ellen place four teacups on a floral tray. A cat entered the room, fixed me with its amber eyes for a moment, then rubbed itself against my legs. “I'd like to settle down somewhere, but it's more likely that we'll need to pack up again in six months or so.”

      “That's not so bad,” Ellen said, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      “Sorry?”

      The older woman paused and seemed to be on the verge of saying something more. Her cat gave a plaintive mewl as it left my legs and began rubbing its head over Ellen's shoes. “I… don't want to alarm you,” she said at last, clearly picking her words cautiously, “because there's nothing really to be alarmed about. But…”

      “Yes?”

      “But you should be careful in that house.”

      She fished a tin of cat food out from one of the cupboards and peeled its metal lid open. The cat redoubled its attentions.

      I glanced from Ellen to the living room, where Mum was still pretending to be enthralled in Albert's history of the restorative work he'd done on the Beetle. “Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

      “It's… a bit of a strange house.” Ellen tipped the cat food into a bowl and bent to place it on the ground. When she straightened again, she fixed me with a searching stare. “I lived here when it was still an orphanage, see? Albert and I used to give sweets and oranges to the children, sometimes, when they passed our house. I heard some strange stories about things happening there.”

      I leaned forward. “Such as?”

      “Well, a boy came up to me one morning while I was weeding the garden and said matter-of-factly, ‘Henry isn't in the house anymore.’ It sounded like he'd just realised it for himself. When I asked what he meant, he said, ‘I haven't seen Henry for a month. He didn't get adopted, and he didn't die. I don't think the Sisters have noticed yet.’ The lunch bell rang, and he ran off before I could ask any more questions.”

      The kettle finished boiling with a click, but neither of us paid it any attention.

      “I waited for him to come and visit me again, but he never did. In fact, I didn’t see him leave the house at all after that. I don’t know if I should have told someone, but I was young back then and didn’t want to look nosy. Albert thought the boy had probably found a nice family to take him in.”

      The cat had finished wolfing down its meal and gave my leg a final rub before leaving for the living room. Ellen kept speaking as she held an empty teapot and stared into the distance. It was as though she'd forgotten I was there, but I was too enthralled to interrupt her.

      “Then they converted it back into a home–fresh paint and new doors and all of that–and the owners began renting it out. No one seemed to stay for long, though, a year or two at the most. And it was vacant for long stretches in between, too. And then, about eight years ago, I woke up in the middle of the night to find police cars lining the street. A family's child had gone missing. I watched from the window, and all I could think was, I should have told someone about the missing orphans, then maybe this one wouldn't have gone, too.”

      She broke off suddenly, as though she realised she'd said too much, and turned back to me with a shaky smile. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to yak your ear off. It's not something you should worry about, anyway… just an old biddy's imagination getting too excited…”

      Ellen fumbled to fill the pot, pouring in hot water but forgetting about the teabag. I followed her mutely back to the living room and let my thoughts consume me as Mum made enough small talk to cover for both of us.

      Henry isn't in the house anymore…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we got home, I went straight to bed and lay on my back, watching the moonlight’s patterns on the wall opposite.

      Mum's anxiety about the house having once been an orphanage suddenly seemed much more rational. With sixty children crammed into a house during a time of hardship and suffering, it was beyond wishful thinking to imagine there hadn't been deaths.

      I tried to picture what it must have been like while Ellen's story echoed in my head. I haven't seen Henry for a month…

      If a child–a quiet, unobtrusive, and shy child–suddenly disappeared out of a hectic house with a constantly changing list of occupants, how long would it take before someone noticed?

      Was Henry the only child to disappear? What if others had gone missing, but were never remembered?

      I tossed in my bed, trying to calm my mind enough to sleep. The air felt thick, and I was having trouble breathing properly. Downstairs, Mum's mantelpiece clock chimed one in the morning. I threw off my blankets.

      I needed to know more about the house and the people who’d lived in it. My family only had one computer, and it was downstairs, in Dad's office, so I pulled my jacket on over my pyjamas and crept out of my room.

      The house felt eerily empty and quiet at night. I knew my parents were sleeping in one of the rooms down the hallway, but it was easy to imagine I was the last person on earth as I took the stairs two at a time and turned in to Dad's office.

      It was a comfy, cluttered room, and he'd set it up almost identically to the way it had been in our old house. The TV sat in one corner with a lounge opposite, and a desk and computer stood against the other wall. The main difference was the stack of boxes pressed into the space beside the lounge. Dad was probably still trying to find a place for them.

      I turned the computer and slid into the chair. As soon as the browser loaded, I typed our address into the search bar. The first few results were old real estate listings, but the third link belonged to a historical site. I opened it and started reading.

      It must have been the same page Dad had found. It talked about how the house had been constructed in 1891 by a lord who’d owned a good part of the village. When he'd died, he'd gifted it to the local church, which had set up an orphanage under the care of nuns from a nearby convent. When the Great Depression hit, the nuns, who had a policy of helping anyone who came to them, took in far more children than the house had been equipped to hold. There were photos, and I scrolled through them slowly.

      Some showed gaggles of scrawny children and teens playing in the yard. Another was of a young girl with thick brown curls, beaming so widely that it looked as if her face might split in half, holding hands with her two new adoptive parents. Another showed how mattresses were stacked in piles during the day, so that the rooms would be usable, then unpacked at night to fill every available space. Even so, it looked as though three or four children had shared each bed, lined up like sardines in a tin.

      A blurry photo depicted a nun spooning soup out of a pot that was heated over an open fire outside. So that’s how they coped with the tiny kitchen.

      The final picture showed a different bedroom. The children weren't cramped four to a bed, but each had a mattress of their own. The room looked familiar, but not until I noticed a small shadowy bump in one wall–the secret door–did I realise it was my own room. I scrolled down to read the caption.

      Children sick with scarlet fever in the infirmary. As many as one hundred children died at Hallowgate during its time as an orphanage.

      “Infirmary?”

      I recoiled from the computer as though it had burned me. Looked at the photo again, I saw that the children in the picture were clearly sick. A nun bent over one of the beds, ladling something–water, probably–into a boy’s mouth.

      I’d seen enough. I powered down the computer, turned off the lights, and slowly climbed the stairs.

      It would be easy to move to a different room, I thought as I stood in my doorway and watched the shadows play over the place where dozens of children had struggled, and failed, to stay alive. It's not like I have to stay here. I only took it because it's closest to the stairs.

      I wondered how angry Mum would be if I disturbed her by deconstructing my room and moving it in the middle of the night. Probably very.

      C'mon, it's not a big deal. You've slept here before. You can change rooms tomorrow.

      I sighed, stepped over the threshold, and closed the door behind myself.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk

      “Are you kidding me?” I gasped. I was sure I'd cut all of the branches that were close enough to hit my window. I stormed towards the tree's silhouette, pulled open the glass, and looked out.

      None of the boughs were even near touching the window. In fact, the air was still, and the tree's leaves weren’t moving except for an occasional quiver.

      What’s the noise, then?

      I closed my eyes and focussed on pinpointing the infernal tapping. It wasn't coming from outside my room, after all, but from behind me. I turned slowly until I was facing the outline of the tiny square door hidden behind the wallpaper.

      I felt as if I were in a trance as I walked towards the door. The rhythmic tapping seemed to be growing louder, closer. I knelt on the carpet so that my face was even with the door, and stretched out a hand to touch the surface.

      My fingertips tingled where I felt the tapping lightly vibrate the wall. Like a beating heart, I thought, as the intensity of the taps increased again. I drew my fingers back then brought my index knuckle forward to rap on the wall three times.

      The noise stopped instantly. I held my breath, listening as hard as I could, then I heard three very distinct raps mimicking mine.

      I scrambled away from the wall, my heart hammering as I tried to make sense of it.

      “Hello?” I called, but my only reply was silence.

      A single thought echoed in my head, drowning out logic as it consumed me: I need to get the door open. Whatever's inside there has to be let out.

      I bolted from my room and raced down the stairs. My footsteps thundered on the wood as I abandoned all attempts to stay quiet. I found a small paring knife in the kitchen drawer and clutched it in my fist as I raced back up to my room.

      By the time I knelt in front of my door again, I was panting, and a light sheen of sweat was sticking my pyjamas to my skin. I put my head near the wall and called softly several times. There was still no answer, so I pressed the blade into where the wallpaper curved to cross over the edge of the door and began cutting.

      The paper was thicker than I'd expected, and it took me several minutes to sever the wallpaper around the entire square. When I was done, I dropped the knife and dug my fingernails into the narrow gap I’d made. I pulled until my fingers ached, but the door stayed fixed in place.

      Of course. There's a keyhole. It's probably locked.

      I took up the knife again and carefully removed the paper from the bump on the inside of the frame. Behind it was a small bronze keyhole… and I thought I knew where I could find the key that fit it.

      On the day my parents had signed the lease for the house, the real estate agent showed us a jar of keys. She'd said no one was really sure which door each key belonged to or which ones were no longer needed because the locks had been changed, but she left it with us in case we ever needed one of them.

      As I went down the stairs for the third time that night, I tried to remember where the jar was. I checked in Dad's study first, then in the laundry, and I finally found the old jam jar perched in a cupboard above the fridge. Its collection jingled when I shook it, and I unscrewed it on my way back to my room. I knelt in front of the door, tipped the two-dozen keys onto the floor, and spread them out.

      They were all very old. Some were rusted, a couple were bent, and one looked partially melted. It only took a minute to find the key I needed, though. It was smaller than the others, and the bright bronze matched the keyhole. I picked it out of the pile and held it up to the light. It had a delicate, ornate carved design and was small enough that I could have covered it with one finger.

      I pushed it into the keyhole. The lock was stiff after years of disuse, but I twisted it as hard as I dared. It unlocked with a gentle click.

      The door swung open on its own when I removed the key, finally granting me access to the area beyond. My heart thundering, my palms sweaty, I bent forward to look inside. It was exactly what I'd expected, after all: an empty space that went on for several meters before ending in a solid wall.

      I rolled back onto my heels and exhaled, uncertain if I felt more relieved or disappointed. If there was no one and nothing behind the door, then the tapping must have been coming from somewhere else–maybe a pipe in the wall that wasn't secured properly or something in the rooms below that echoed into the tiny compartment my door guarded. Either way, I would change my room the next morning and not have to worry about it after that.

      I'd half-closed the door when something on the room’s back wall caught my attention. It looked like white writing on the dark-grey stone. I squinted at it but couldn't make out what it said.

      “Jeeze,” I muttered. I hesitated on the edge of the frame for a beat, then crouched down and started wriggling my torso through the opening. If I’m going to go to the trouble of opening the damn door, I may as well explore whatever mysteries it offers, no matter how mundane.

      It was a narrow crawlspace. I could reach my hands out to the side a little, but the ceiling was so low that I had to shuffle along on all fours with my stomach only just above the ground. At least it was a short passageway. I reached the end and lowered my chest farther so that I could raise my head and read the writing.

      With my body blocking most of the light from the bedroom, I had to shuffle my mass about as much as I could to get illumination.

      “Lots… lets…”

      The markings were crude, as though they'd been made by a child blinded by the dark, but once I figured out the main words, I was able to piece together the rest. I read it carefully, making sure I had it right.

      “Let's… play… hide… and… seek.”

      The door behind me slammed closed.

      I was engulfed in perfect darkness. It was the blackness of nightmares, when you feel like you're drowning hundreds of miles under the ocean's surface, and no matter how hard you kick you can't see so much as a hint of light. I screamed and jerked, and my head hit the ceiling with a crack. Sharp pain flashed across my skull. I hunched down, pressing my forehead to the icy-cold ground until the worst of the sting subsided.

      My ears were ringing–whether from the slamming door or when I'd hit my head, I wasn't sure–and I felt dizzy. I reached a hand towards the wall to the left but couldn't feel it.

      That gives me enough room to turn around, at least.

      I shuffled in a little circle, trying to get myself facing the door without getting jammed in the narrow confines of the passageway, but not even my feet bumped the walls as I made my turn. I began crawling forward, occasionally touching the ceiling above my head to make sure I was leaving enough room. Then I stretched my hand forward to feel for the door.

      One minute… two minutes…

      Panic started to build in my chest as I moved farther and farther into the blackness without finding the exit. It didn't take me this long to get inside, did it? I kept reaching my hand forward, expecting to feel solid wood but grasping only air. My limbs started trembling from having to carry my body’s weight at such an awkward angle. My chest was grazing the floor, and every time I moved forward, my back bumped the ceiling.

      It's getting lower, I realised with a stab of shock. The ceiling is getting lower.

      Panic hit me, and I tried to scream, but even though my throat vibrated, I couldn't hear my own voice. I turned again, trying to find the walls, trying to find anything I could latch on to, but my fingers found no purchase, and every movement seemed to reduce the vertical space I had.

      I rotated to face the opposite direction, desperate to find a wall. The stone felt ice cold under my burning, aching fingertips. The space had reduced so that I couldn’t crawl anymore. I had to stretch my hands forward, press my palms to the floor, then use my arms and my toes to drag my body a few inches forward.

      I tried to call for help again. Just drawing in the air to yell pressed my chest and my back against the floor and ceiling. Tears began to leak out of my eyes as I gasped. I was suffocating, my arms aching, my head pounding, my skin chilled from where it touched the unnatural stone enclosure.

      I had no more wiggle room. My head was tilted, and even by exhaling as deeply as possible, I couldn't get enough space around my body to move. I was trapped in a vice that refused to let go.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk

      I turned my head towards the noise, and my eyes finally found something other than black. A shape was coming towards me out of the darkness—a child.

      And yet… the figure was not a child.

      Its eyes were the clearest; they had no pupil or iris, but they shone at me like huge white disks in the dark. Its face was narrow, gaunt, and unnaturally wrinkled, as though its skin had aged while the flesh and bones underneath remained those of a child. There was no colour in its face—I could have been looking at a corpse.

      My mouth tried to scream, but my lungs had no room to draw in air.

      The child—the thing—dragged itself towards me. As its hand extended in my direction, I saw its nails had grown long. When the fingers hit the floor, they made the abhorrent tapping noise that had haunted my stay in the house.

      tk tk tk tk tk

      I couldn't move. I couldn't protect myself. I couldn't escape. All I could do was watch as the thing that belonged to the darkness scuttled closer.

      Henry isn’t in the house anymore…

      Then I felt them touching me—creatures had approached me from behind, unseen and silent. With their bony, bloodless hands, they grasped my legs and arms, tugging at me, squeezing my flesh, and scratching at my skin. Henry’s nails tapped on the ground twice more as he closed the distance between us, and his mouth spread into a toothless smile as he reached out two unnaturally long fingers to caress my face.
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        * * *

      

      I drew in a deep, hungry gasp of air. It was such a shock to be able to breathe that, at first, I didn’t realise where I was.

      Shadows cast in moonlight by the tree outside my window danced over the wall, painting beautiful patterns on my wallpaper. I stared at them for a moment then moaned, flipped myself over, and stared at the door.

      The keys lay scattered on the ground where I’d left them beside the jar and the knife. The door was open a little, its wallpaper edges jagged from where I’d cut it, exposing a sliver of the nightmare-black inside. The house was quiet, but I thought I could hear my father’s faint snores from down the hallway.

      I kept my eyes fixed on the doorway. It was almost possible to believe I’d fallen asleep on the floor and dreamed up the hellish tunnel with the slowly lowering ceiling and the decades-old forgotten children… but then, as I watched, unable to look away, the door closed slowly and carefully, until a faint click told me it was locked… and I heard him leave.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…

    

  


  
    
      A WORD FROM DARCY COATES:

      Thank you for reading The Haunting of Gillespie House and Crawlspace! I hope you enjoyed them.

      

      Before you go... I have a small email newsletter. Mailings are infrequent, but it's the main place where I share news about new books, and I'd love to have you join me there. You can add yourself at: www.darcycoates.com/updates

      

      Until next time, happy reading,

      --Darcy
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