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      Jack Ripley would hear no talk of ghosts.

      “Please,” he told the realtor, shaking his head. “Let's not go there. My girls are impressionable.”

      The realtor, a portly woman, blonde, with altogether too much pink lipstick on and a caffeinated jitteriness, had been going on about the house's history and its reputation among locals. Perhaps she felt the need to disclose the fact that the gorgeous, newly-restored Georgian Colonial had a sordid reputation for transparency's sake, or because there was some law requiring her to do so.

      It didn't matter. Jack was already too in love with the house to look back.

      “Anyhow, even if this place is Amityville, it'll beat the heck out of our old apartment in Cleveland, yeah?” He grinned at his wife, Darcy, who followed close behind.

      The realtor turned and smiled sheepishly, paying special attention to his two daughters, and apologized. “I'm sorry about that. It's just the local talk, you understand. People have always regarded this house as... haunted. Not that there's anything to it.” She motioned towards the kitchen. “As you can see, this is simply a lovely house in need of a family.” She cleared her throat, and after pointing out the kitchen's generous counter space, paused at the threshold to the adjacent living room. “So, you've come all the way from Cleveland?” She whistled obnoxiously. “That's quite a long way. What brings you to Maine?”

      The answer to that wasn't exactly simple. Jack could have explained to the woman that years and years of hard work had finally seen him gain the financial footing necessary to afford a house in Cutler, Maine. He could have told her that his decade-long tenure as a secretary in a small Ohio hospital, working sixty hour weeks, had provided his family with just enough to get by until Jack's true passion, writing novels, became viable and opened new doors. Had he wanted to boast, he'd have name-dropped his smash-hit science fiction novel, which was currently sitting atop the New York Times Bestseller List, and which early reviewers were already calling “The Next Star Wars”. Instead, he gave his shoulders a toss and replied, “Just looking for something a little different.”

      Darcy combed a hand through her shoulder-length auburn hair. “Jack and I honeymooned in Kennebunkport. I loved it so much that I asked him if we could move out here someday. I wanted a house by the sea. Fifteen years later and he's just now getting around to buying it for me.”

      “Better late than never!” Jack leaned against the counter and pointed to his daughters. “Amy, Abigail, what do you think? Pretty nice house, no? You wouldn't have to share rooms here like at the old apartment. Better yet, no more field mice or sagging floors.” He tapped the stone flooring with the heel of his loafer. “This place is holding up really well for a house of its age.”

      The realtor picked up the conversation from there. “Oh, yes, the renovations were extensive. The house has great bones. They really don't build them this way anymore. It sounds cliché, but houses of this kind are made to last. The company that built it, Waterford and Sons, was known in the area for their excellent work. They'd planned to build a few more houses here along Winthrop Road, however the Great Depression saw them go bankrupt and the project was abandoned. This house was the only one they completed.”

      Boasting five bedrooms, two full bathrooms, a spacious living room, dining room, kitchen and, perhaps most impressively, the edge of Cutler Harbor jutting into their back yard, the Winthrop House seemed like a damn good fit. Everything Jack had ever wanted in a house was represented there. They had space, a bit of isolation and the beach within arm's reach. Winthrop Road was a stubby thing whose only landmark was the old house, and which terminated abruptly within a nest of towering spruces. The abode's closest neighbor was a shuttered convenience store just over two miles away. A mile from that, situated on the very cusp of town, was a boat shop, Gillman's.

      Jack wandered through the first story, tapping walls, floorboards and envisioning what the interior might look like fully furnished. Polishing the lenses of his glasses with the hem of his merino sweater, he scanned the expansive dining room and smirked. Gone were their days of eating meals around a flimsy card table; Jack could afford a proper and spacious dining room, and with it, a respectable table with more chairs than their family of four could possibly fill. Pacing into the living room, he imagined a surround sound system, a massive flatscreen, a comfortable sectional...

      The realtor drew near, hands held behind her back. “Was there anything else you were interested in seeing, Mr. Ripley?”

      Jack nodded. “Let's take a look at that view out back one more time.” He meant, of course, the beautiful oceanfront view from the back yard. Leading Darcy and the girls by the hands, he and the realtor stepped though the back door and into the yard. A warm breeze bore the scent of sea foam like a gift, weaving between the scattered firs. Kicking off his shoes, Jack made a beeline for the shore and invited the others to do the same. “Well, let's have a proper walk around this beach, huh? We've got to take it for a test drive, after all.”

      Abigail, the youngest at six years old, was all too happy to follow her father. Tossing her sandals away, she tore after him and buried her tiny feet in the sand. Pointing to the water, she narrowed her gaze. “Dad, is that where Spongebob lives?”

      Jack smirked. “Could be.”

      Darcy and the realtor approached with Amy in tow. Fourteen years old and deep into something of a rebellious phase, Amy wasn't much interested in running around the beach. She kicked a clod of dirt from the edge of the lawn with her sneaker and straightened the collar of her black T-shirt as the warm sun bore down on her. “The water's pretty, I guess. But what's that smell?” She crinkled her nose, picking up on a vaguely fishy undercurrent.

      “Oh, well,” began the realtor, “that's just the smell of the ocean. The brine, the sea life... You'll get used to it.”

      Jack bent down beside Abigail, digging up a couple of small seashells with the girl and rinsing them off in the surf. “OK, you've got me,” he said, stealing a glance at the realtor. “This is a fine house. I wonder, though, how much it's going to cost.” He stood up, looking across the water at the far-off silhouette of a lobstering vessel. “A handsome old house like this one, on a prime piece of real estate... what are we looking at?”

      The realtor grinned widely. “I'm very happy to hear you like it. It would make a phenomenal family home, and I think you'll find the price to be very reasonable.”

      Jack ambled up from the shore and stood beside Darcy, draping an arm around her shoulder. “Oh? Try me.” This was the third house the family had been shown that day, and the previous two had cost in the ballpark of half-a-million dollars. They'd been newer constructions, closer to town, and had been decked out in all kinds of exclusive amenities. One had even come with a small yacht and dock thrown in. Though money was no object to him, he knew what a house in this area would cost and fully anticipated a savage blow to his pocketbook.

      That was why he burst out laughing when the realtor announced the Winthrop House to be on sale for a sum in the mid-five-figures.

      “The asking price for this property is sixty-five thousand,” she said.

      “You've got to be kidding me.” Jack glanced back at the house. “There's no way this place is going for less than a hundred grand. It's not possible. What, is it sitting on a mountain of Radon or something?”

      Having expected this reaction, the realtor smoothed out the front of her blouse and laughed. “It's no mistake. This house is bank-owned, and the property has not been easy to move... probably due to the reputation I hinted at earlier.” Her hands shot up quickly. “Not that I believe any of it, of course.”

      Years spent skirting the poverty line had turned Jack into a frugal spender, and he knew a good deal when he saw one.

      And the Winthrop House was an incredible deal.

      Darcy pursed her lips and mulled over the news, stunned into silence. That she adored the oceanfront home was clear from the very moment they'd set foot in it. The way she looked at each room with awe, the way she squeezed his arm now and then as a new feature piqued her interest, told him everything he needed to know.

      “All right,” said Jack, burying his hands in his pockets and planting a playful kiss on his wife's cheek. “Fifteen years ago I told you I'd buy you a house by the sea. Today I'm going to make good on that promise.”

      The decision was made.

      Happy tears were shed, congratulations offered and excitement brought to a fever pitch. Even Amy, uninterested though she'd acted during the tour, proved happy with the house and asked if she could pick out her own room.

      It was only Abigail, still standing on the shore with a sandy conch in her hand, that sat out the revelry. She was staring across the water, her vacant gaze caught up in the yawning, blue expanse of the harbor.

      “Hey, sweetie,” said Jack, walking up beside her and picking her up by the waist. He held her up to his chest and kissed her on the noggin. “What're you looking at out there? Still searching for Spongebob?”

      The child, eyes glassy and brow furrowed as if in concern, simply shook her head.
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      “So, let me get this straight,” began Jack, wiping the sweat from his brow. The old T-shirt he wore was drenched along the front and back with perspiration so that, except for the lack of a stained, orange safety vest, he looked every bit as disheveled as the garbageman he was chatting with. “You people want me to haul my garbage cans how far?”

      The garbageman-- or more accurately, garbagekid-- looked to Jack with a sheepish grin. He looked just out of high school, lanky and fresh-faced, with a pair of jean shorts that barely fit him. Tugging on the waistband and temporarily hiding the checkered print of his boxers underneath, he took a deep breath and repeated what he'd said two times already. “Sir, I'm sorry for the inconvenience, but my guys... they don't like coming all the way up to the house to collect the garbage. See, it's kind of out of the way, adds a lot of time to our route--”

      Growing irate, Jack stuck his hands in his pockets and glowered. “Right, I heard you the first two times. But this is the thing; why in the hell should I have to do that? What are my tax dollars going towards if you guys aren't willing to drive up to my house and collect my trash like normal? What's the big problem here?”

      The kid was fishing for some excuse, but before he could answer his eyes betrayed him. The youth stole a fearful glance at the Winthrop House, and actually shivered despite the ninety-degree heat. “It's just...” He trailed off before he'd really started, knowing that he couldn't give an explanation that would make Jack happy.

      Since moving in, Jack had noticed a certain skittishness in visitors to the house. The mailman came around daily, but the minute he'd dropped the mail in the mailbox, he was racing back to his truck. In fact, the way he dashed and crouched about the property while dropping off the mail, he looked as though he were attempting to complete an invisible obstacle course. Jack had stopped him once, asked him why he was so eager to flee the house, but hadn't gotten a straightforward reply. Instead, the postman had asked him whether he and his family had considered getting a P.O. Box in town, and even offered to help him get a discount.

      “Let me guess,” said Jack, hitching a thumb out towards the abode. “You're scared of the house?”

      The young man, his shorts drooping again, tried to deny it. It was simple posturing, however. “It's not like that,” he said, standing up straight and trying his damnedest not to look at the house. It was painfully clear that it was indeed like that.

      The garbagemen, the mailmen; no one around here seemed to care for the beautiful property.

      And it was beginning to piss him off.

      Jack laughed callously, teasing out the inside of his lip with his tongue. “I'm leaving my trash cans right here, outside my house. I'm not going to take them on a tour of the neighborhood, understand? Do your job or I'm going to write some letters to your supervisors.” When the youth didn't reply, Jack took his leave, waving lazily. “See you next Tuesday.”
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      A swig of Heineken helped the burnt pizza crust go down a little easier. Folding up his paper plate and tossing it into the waste bin, Jack sat back down at the table and palmed his half-empty bottle. Abigail was poking at a grey lump of sausage on her slice, her gaze occasionally wandering in the direction of the living room, where the television could be heard to sputter a jumble of cartoony noises. “I don't really like this pizza,” she admitted, pushing her plate away.

      Amy gnawed disinterestedly at her piece. Her white earbuds sat in her ears, and every few bites she'd bob her head to a song that no one else could hear.

      “I probably shouldn't have left it in the oven so long. Sorry, honey,” said Darcy, clearing Abigail's plate and walking into the kitchen to toss it out. She returned with a glass of ice water and dropped into her chair with a sigh. “What are your plans for tonight?” she asked Jack.

      Staring down the neck of the beer bottle, he chuckled. “Well, first I plan to finish this beer. After that, who knows? The world is my oyster.”

      Darcy brought a napkin to her lips. “No, I mean, do you plan to work on your book tonight?”

      The very suggestion rankled him like the tonguing of a canker sore. The book. Between all of the unpacking they'd done in the past two weeks, the rearranging of furniture, his explorations of the property and more, the book had gotten lost in the fold. His agent had sent him an email just that morning, inquiring after the progress of what the publisher hoped would become a sequel to his meteoric hit, A Memory of Violence. The space opera novel, written over six months, had put him on the top of the bestseller lists virtually overnight and had been enormously received. There was talk of its being optioned for film, and by year's end translations in Italian, Spanish, German and Japanese would be available worldwide. A Memory Of Violence had paid for this new house and everything in it, had rescued them from living out the rest of their days in a Cleveland hostel. He should have been raring to go on his next book, should have been champing at the bit for another hefty advance.

      Trouble was, Jack didn't feel like writing another space opera.

      Hell, he didn't feel like writing. Period.

      He'd given his hit novel an open ending, so a sequel wasn't entirely out of the question. Eager to keep the momentum going however, the publisher had been pressuring him from day one for a follow-up. So far he'd succeeded only in drafting a couple of notes. He knew what direction he'd take the thing once he sat down to write it, had the barest notion of a villain and story arc, but had avoided any serious work on the project. The thing was simply too stressful. The praise that'd been heaped upon him in recent months was a double-edged sword. He loved the limelight, but the weight of reader expectations was stifling. It was easier to simply put it off until inspiration struck or his personal life calmed down. Whichever came first.

      “Nah,” he said after a time, polishing off the remainder of his beer. “I'll probably start on it tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to relax.” He hesitated. “Tomorrow, for sure. I just need to get my head back into the story.” Eager to change the subject, he leaned over and gingerly plucked one of the earbuds from Amy's ears. “Whoops! Look at that. It just popped out! Say, now that you can hear us, how about you join our dinner-time discussions, darling?”

      Amy rolled her eyes and shoved the earbuds into her pocket, looking to her father expectantly. “What?” she asked around a mouthful of crust.

      “How do you like having your own room?” asked Jack, balancing his chin on his palm. His glasses slid down the bridge of his rosy nose. “Beats the heck out of the apartment, doesn't it?”

      Amy gulped her food down and took a sip from a can of soda. “Yeah, it's neato. I like not sharing my floorspace with the little princess over there.” She nodded at Abigail, who met her with a narrow gaze and an outstretched tongue.

      “When I was your age,” began Jack, “I shared a room with not one, but two of my brothers. You know what that was like? Miserable! My parents couldn't afford a bigger house, so they just stacked all three of us kids into that little place like sardines.”

      Brushing a dark lock of hair from her brow, Amy's gaze widened in feigned surprise. “Yeah, and I'll bet it smelled like a pigsty.”

      Jack nodded. “Actually, it did. Your uncle Will tends to fart in his sleep.”

      Abigail loosed a shrill laugh and then bolted from the table, crossing into the living room and stationing herself in front of the television.

      It was incredible just how much the house had come together in the space of a few weeks. The dining room table they were sitting at had been shipped from Bangor along with a number of other pieces. The kitchen had been filled in with brand new stainless steel appliances and a new sectional now sat in the center of the living room. With every day that passed it looked and felt more like a proper home. In all the years they'd lived back in the cramped Ohio apartment they'd never really felt welcome or safe. The noise of other tenants, the omnipresent din of car alarms or partying college-aged kids, had kept them from ever forming an attachment to the space.

      Despite her posturing, Amy seemed to be enjoying her tenancy at Winthrop House. Earlier in the day, after having dragged her feet through some chores, she'd joined Abigail on the shore and had collected a handful of pretty shells and rocks. While outside they'd also spied a family of grey seals breaking the waters of the harbor in an undulating mass. Her usual sarcasm wasn't going anywhere, but Jack could tell that she was happier now than she had been for a long time.

      The girls had almost two months left to enjoy their Summer; two months before they'd have to worry about starting out at new schools. Jack hoped they would both be able to make some new friends in the area. They weren't so far from town that playdates or sleepovers were untenable, and maybe their new schools would offer interesting extracurriculars for them to take part in.

      Amy excused herself from the table, pushing in her chair and crumpling her paper plate.

      “Good talk, cupcake,” muttered Jack, cocking his head to the side. “You be sure to come chat with your old man again sometime. When your busy schedule allows it, of course.”

      Darcy stifled a laugh as Amy trudged up the stairs to her room. “Don't give her a hard time, Jack. She's still getting used to the house. She'll come around.”

      Jack had prepped a witty reply, but was interrupted by a loud banging noise issuing from the kitchen. He and Darcy both started, sitting up in their chairs and craning their necks to get a look at the cause of the disturbance. It'd sounded like one of the cabinet doors being forcefully slammed shut. Jack half-expected to find Abigail crouching before one of the cabinets with a wicked smile on her face, but the sounds of her stirring on the sofa suggested otherwise.

      Jack stepped into the kitchen. There was a chill in the air; a draft, probably. One by one he studied the hardwood cabinets. That's weird, he thought. From top to bottom every cabinet door was shut. The back door to the house, too, was locked and secure. Scratching at his ear, Jack wandered deeper in. Had something fallen against the house? A tree branch, an animal? The column of chill air in the kitchen seemed to shift along with him, hugging his flesh and drawing up the hairs on his arms till they were taut from root to tip.

      Nothing out of place caught his eye, however.

      Darcy entered the kitchen behind him. “Find anything?”

      Slowly, Jack shook his head. “Nope. Not a thing.”

      She walked over to the nearest cabinet and eased it open, the hinges giving with a light squeal. “Maybe Amy dropped something upstairs.”

      Somehow, he doubted that. The sound had definitely come from the kitchen. Still, with no culprit to be seen and all of the cabinets sitting unmolested, he was at a loss. He was about to shrug off the whole incident when he recalled the blathering of the realtor that'd first shown them the place. The woman had gone on about the house's history as a local haunt, Cutler's very own “Shunned House”. The mailmen and garbagemen, too, had been frightened of the place and had made quite a stink about coming near it.

      Approaching the fridge, Jack removed a fresh beer and wrenched off the bottle cap. “I guess it was just our resident ghost saying hello, huh?”

      Darcy laughed, but he thought he detected more in her voice than amusement. Her slight shoulders twitched as if in discomfort, and her thin brows were raised. “It's kind of cold in here, don't you think?”

      “Probably a draft,” he offered. Leading her out of the kitchen and killing the lights, the two of them sat down on the sofa with Abigail and watched some television.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The Macbook's glow illuminated the entire room. Amy queued up a song by Cat Power and put it on repeat while rifling through her desk for her favorite journal. The desk was a throwback to her days in the old apartment, one of the few fixtures her parents hadn't replaced yet. Made of particle board and rather chipped-up, the wobbly piece of furniture housed her most important belongings.

      The desk served as a perch for her laptop, a birthday gift from her father and the only thing in a long time that he'd actually gotten right. In the stubborn, sliding tray where a keyboard might usually go she kept an assortment of pens. Gel pens were her favorite, but a couple of elegant ballpoints were thrown into the mix, along with a fancy calligraphy set she hadn't yet mustered up the courage or will to use. Her stack of journals was housed in the desk drawer, about ten or twelve volumes high, and were arranged in order of preference. The book she sought, her very favorite, was on top.

      The cover of the book was a reproduction of The Scream by Edvard Munch, and the pages were made of crisp, ruled paper that smelled delightful. Her mother had bought it for her at a museum gift shop. Most of the pages were still blank, and every time she cracked the cover Amy felt compelled to fill them with words.

      She'd taken an interest in writing poetry more than a year previously, and had filled a couple of journals already with her passionate poems. Her true interest was in music; in her daydreams she wished she could join a band. Unfortunately, appreciating music and performing music were two very different things, and seeing as how she didn't have a musical bone in her body, she'd focused her attention on something she had a natural talent for: Writing.

      Selecting a light blue gel pen from the tray, she opened the notebook to its next clean page and squinted in the light of her laptop screen. Cat Power sang on breathily as Amy decided what to capture on paper. Usually her poems dealt with themes of loneliness or isolation. Just recently, she'd begun to dabble in more romantic spheres. Nibbling on the end of the pen, she swayed in time with the music and waited for inspiration to strike.

      The bedroom she'd chosen was small; the smallest of the bunch, in fact. Situated at the end of the upstairs hall, the very last of five in the stretch, her room featured a cramped closet, a narrow window facing seaward and, perhaps most importantly, the promise of privacy. Back in Ohio she'd been forced to live shoulder-to-shoulder with the rest of her family, to share a room with her messy kid sister. The breathing room that these new arrangements afforded her was more than welcome, and when she wasn't checking out the gorgeous seaside view or helping out around the house, she was holing herself up in her bedroom, enjoying the solitude. Her parents had given her carte blanche in the way of decorations, and so she'd dressed it up to her liking, hanging posters and bits of art on the wall. For the first time in her life, she had a space that was truly hers, and she was keen to use it as often as possible.

      Amy was about to touch pen to paper when a noise in the hall broke her focus. The song was winding down and the creaking of the upstairs floorboards alerted her to the presence of someone in the hallway outside her door. The steps were slow, steady, and to her dismay they didn't stop at any of the other rooms.

      That could mean only one thing. Her parents were coming up to bug her for something. She sighed, sandwiching her pen between the pages of the notebook and slouching in her seat. Her mother was probably going to scold her for staying up late. Listening as the footsteps drew nearer, Amy stared at the dark, wooden door and waited for them to stop.

      They did, some moments later, directly outside her door.

      Jabbing her finger into the keyboard, Amy paused her music and grimaced. Well? she thought, awaiting her mother's gentle knock. What is she waiting for?

      That knock never came, however. The boards outside her door groaned beneath unseen feet, but no amount of waiting produced the knock she was waiting for. Instead, the brassy doorknob could be seen to turn very slowly, as though someone on the outside were palming it with the utmost furtiveness. The light of her Macbook was reflected in the bulbous fixture, along with Amy's frown.

      It was her father. It had to be. He'd come upstairs in the hopes of frightening her and was trying to sneak inside. He was always doing crap like that. He enjoyed picking on her because of her supposed moodiness, but his juvenile antics didn't exactly do him any favors in her book. Annoyed, Amy stood up and took hold of the door knob. With a quick turn, the knob was wrested from her father's hand and she pulled it open. “Dad, I swear—”

      The glow of her laptop spilled into the entrance of the hall, serving to highlight only emptiness.

      No one was at her door.

      Letting go of the knob, she gazed down at her palm incredulously. She'd seen the thing turn, had felt someone moving it on the other side as she'd gripped it with her own hand. Peering out across the dark hall, she saw no one. Those footsteps she'd heard had terminated outside her door, she was sure of it, but a surveyance of the hall yielded only a dull light issuing from the living room, where her parents could be heard to watch a program with an uproarious laugh track.

      For a time, she waited in the doorway, dumbfounded. Could it have been her sister? She pursed her lips, mulling it over. It had to have been Abigail; there was no other explanation. But then, where had the girl gone? Amy hadn't heard any giggles or footsteps in retreat. Moreover, Abigail was usually zonked out by this time.

      Her arms tingled with gooseflesh. If not a member of her family, then who--

      While gawking into the darkness of the hall, a wave of cold passed through her, sending her back into the room in double-quick time. She shut the door and hurriedly closed her laptop, burying the room in shadow. Feeling her way to the bed, she burrowed under the covers and tried to force the matter from her mind. You're getting tired, she assured herself. Just go to sleep. You'll feel better in the morning.

      Sleep took its sweet time in turning up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the dishwasher running was music to her ears. Darcy stood back and watched as the stainless steel unit began to fill, and then returned the box of detergent to its spot beneath the sink.

      The sink at their last place had been notoriously leaky; she'd been forced to place a bucket beneath the pipes of the old basin, and would carry it out to a sewer at the curb once or twice a week, to empty it. The beautiful dishwasher she now had at her disposal was an answer to her prayers, a thing so lovely she could have wept. It was like the kind of dishwasher you'd find at a restaurant; quick and high-powered, able to wash dishes in the blink of an eye. An inexperienced but enthusiastic cook, Darcy had sometimes daydreamed about the possibility of opening her own restaurant. Pacing around the room and admiring the fixtures at her disposal, she found herself entertaining such dreams afresh. In a kitchen like this one, she'd be able to hone her skills.

      Drying her hands off on a towel, Darcy rearranged a few boxes of fruit snacks in the cupboard and cleared away some of the girls' clutter. The polished countertops were made of granite, flawless and new, and their pale, grayish color made for an excellent contrast against the hardwood cabinetry. Having always enjoyed TV cooking programs, she was thrilled to find herself with a kitchen lovely enough to rival those of her idols. Whoever had seen to the renovations had possessed great taste and a sharp eye for detail. The walls, painted an eggshell color and textured, were like the icing on a cake, serving to mesh the elements of the room.

      They'd been living there a little while, had stowed away all of their belongings and had even begun to fall into a routine, but still Darcy couldn't believe it was real. Compared to their old life, living at Winthrop House was a delight, a vacation. She couldn't wait to invite her parents out for a visit, to make some friends in town to entertain, to decorate for the holidays...

      Lunch time was fast-approaching and Darcy had settled on soup and salad. On the gorgeous stove, with more burners than she knew how to manage, she set a pot of soup to boil and then began rummaging through the fridge for salad ingredients. A box of kale, some sliced cucumber, carrot strings, dressing--

      While she had her back turned, the sound of a cabinet being eased open startled her. She turned around at once, her “mom voice” prepped and ready to scold whoever it was that'd wandered in without first announcing themselves, but then froze in place. The cool air from the refrigerator spilled out across the floor and made her calves tingle.

      One of the cabinets, the one closest to the window, was sitting open. But there was no one in the kitchen with her.

      Darcy closed the refrigerator before reaching out to toy with the cabinet door. The hinges seemed a little loose, maybe, though she couldn't really say why it had swung open of its own accord. Slowly, she closed it, expecting it to fall open again.

      Once closed, the cabinet stayed shut, though.

      Doing her best to shrug it off, Darcy finished setting the Tupperware containers full of salad ingredients on the counter. She then began portioning the contents out into small bowls. Each was drizzled with a generous glug of dressing and carried out to the dining room table, along with cutlery and napkins. The whole exercise was a bit much for an ordinary lunch, perhaps, but the allure of having a full-sized dining room and table hadn't completely worn off for her, and she was excited to make use of the space through “proper” meals as often as possible.

      She was humming a little tune as she returned to the kitchen to check on the soup, but stopped a few paces from the stove when she noticed the cabinet near the window sitting open again. Taking a deep breath, she looked around the room, making certain that no one else was downstairs with her, and then cautiously approached it. As before, a simple, forceful push was sufficient to close the thing and keep it closed. For some time she stared at it, waiting for it to fall ajar once again, but the gurgling of the soup in the pot drew her away.

      The cabinet really shouldn't have upset her, shouldn't have detracted from her love of the house in the least. Yet, somehow, it did. She knew that flaws like creaky, stubborn cabinets were simply par for the course when dealing with a house of this age, and compared to the problems they'd had with the old apartment, it should have been an easy thing for her to dismiss a single, tricky hinge. So, why did it bother her so much? Darcy bit her lower lip and adjusted the burner. The hinges are just old, she thought to herself, resuming her humming.

      While giving the soup a thorough stir, she tried to center her thoughts on the loveliness of the space, rather than on the house's minor quirks. There was so much to like in this new house. Dedicating headspace to a loose hinge seemed ludicrous. The stove she was cooking at was professional-grade, built to last. The sloshing of the dishwasher to her back bespoke new heights of luxury. The glossy finish on the new microwave, the sturdy, beautiful floor she stood on...

      It was while she attempted to steer her thoughts to more pleasant arenas that she first felt it.

      The unmistakeable weight of foreign eyes.

      Twitching like a prey animal caught in the sights of a hungry wolf, Darcy got the distinct impression that she had someone staring directly at her. She glanced back, her eyes locking onto the cabinet nearest the window. It was still closed.

      Just like that, the feeling of oppression was gone. It'd passed through the room briefly like a foul smell and then disappeared. Still, she was left flustered. Placing the pot of hot soup onto a thick trivet, she laughed to herself nervously. “Now you're just being paranoid,” she muttered.

      The hairs on the back of her neck had perked up, and the longer she hesitated over the pot of soup, the more vulnerable she began to feel. Seconds ticked by. Slowly, the feeling that eyes followed her movements from somewhere in the kitchen began to plague her afresh. It'd come and gone within the space of an instant, only to return gradually, and with more firmness than before. Her gaze traced the countertops, the dark corners, discovering no sign of anyone, and yet still she felt the sharpness of a stranger's eye fixed upon her.

      You're imagining things. It's really nothing. No one is down here with you. You're paranoid.

      Hurriedly picking up the pot of soup and carrying it to the table, Darcy then darted towards the living room. She needed to call Jack and the girls down for lunch.

      It was just as she was about to walk out of the dining room that she heard, once more, the squeaking of the cabinet's hinge. A careful glance around the corner showed it sitting ajar.
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      Abigail was sitting at the foot of the stairs, flipping through a paperback. It was a book of spooky stories, most of which rhymed, and the only pictures to be found in it were the somewhat creepy illustrations at the start of each tale. Clumsily turning the pages, she grimaced as each picture entered into view. There was a really nasty one, where a frightened-looking girl had a bunch of baby spiders coming out of a boil on her cheek. She shook her head, her wavy ponytail dancing across the back of her shoulders. I don't want to read a story like that, she thought.

      From the kitchen she could hear her mother humming and rifling through the refrigerator. It was probably almost time for lunch. Stretching out against the bottom stair, she set aside her book and yawned, basking like a kitten in the weak light from the nearby window. Outside, the skies looked grey, like the bottoms of a sock that hadn't been washed in a while. She sat up and struggled to look over the windowsill at the yard outside, but quickly lost interest and returned to her book. There must be something I like in this book.

      Flipping through half the paperback, she settled on a story called “The Vanishing Hitchhiker.” The picture at the start was of a misty-looking ghost. Certainly creepy, but not nearly so upsetting as some of the others. Placing the book in her lap, Abigail leaned over the text and started reading under her breath, taking extra effort to sound out the longer words she didn't readily recognize.

      The stairs creaked behind her.

      Abigail turned and looked to the upper stairs, which were only coaxed into view by the grey light. She thought perhaps it was her dad coming downstairs for lunch. He'd been inside his office all morning, working on his new book.

      There was no one there, however.

      Thinking it strange, Abigail returned to her paperback. She hadn't even gotten through the first paragraph when there was another creak, heavier this time, from behind her. She hesitated and then turned around. “Daddy?” she mumbled. “Is that you?”

      She'd heard someone walking down the stairs very slowly, but she couldn't see them. It was strange.

      Subsequent attempts to read her book were interrupted by yet more footsteps. The steps to her back continued to creak. The footfalls were slow but even, only pausing whenever she turned around to peek.

      No matter how many times she looked, she never could see who was doing the walking, though.

      Finally, the second-to-last step creaked. She was just trying to get through another page of her book; the story of the Vanishing Hitchhiker, coincidentally, was kind of interesting. The ponderous load on the step directly behind her loomed oppressively however, and suddenly she felt uncomfortable reading at the stairs. She stood up and started running into the living room, very nearly barreling into her mother.

      “Abigail,” gasped Darcy. “What have I told you about running in the house? It's almost time for lunch. Go sit at the table. I'm going to get your father and sister.”

      Nodding, Abigail tossed her book onto the coffee table and slunk over to the dining room to have a seat.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Whether they were the sounds of her mother heading to the upper level, or the same steps she'd heard before, Abigail wasn't sure.
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      When it came to writing stories, Jack had a system in place. Ideas would come to him at the strangest of times; the idea for A Memory of Violence, for instance, had come to him in the shower one evening. Stories had drifted out of the ether and into his mind during doctor's appointments and trips to the bathroom as well. But that wasn't the important part of his process. What really mattered was what he did with these ideas once he'd taken hold of them.

      Usually, he liked to write a detailed outline. It was grueling work, jotting down the details ahead of time, but it saved him a lot of headaches later on. When the outline was done, he'd take a few days to internalize the characters and the concepts, and only then would he sit down to write the book. How long it took him to write a full-length novel depended chiefly on how much time he afforded the task. Now that he didn't have a day job interfering, he was more or less free to dedicate himself one-hundred-and-ten percent to churning out fresh words. This freedom was kind of scary, though. The sandbox was a little too big, and with every passing day it was getting easier and easier for him to shirk his writerly duties.

      He was living in a coastal paradise now. There was sun and beach to enjoy, beer to drink and success to revel in. Jack wouldn't have called himself lazy, but this newfound acclaim was wreaking havoc on his productivity. There were simply too many distractions.

      He closed out of his social media accounts and YouTube playlists as he heard someone coming up the stairs. A glance at the clock told him it was likely Darcy, announcing it time for lunch. Cycling back to his mostly-blank Word document, he cringed.

      The sum of the day's work had been a single paragraph.

      “Damn,” he said, massaging his scalp with his fingers. “It's just not flowing, I guess.”

      His desk was cluttered with file folders and crinkled printouts featuring biographies for the characters in his fictional world. It was all too overwhelming for him.

      A Memory Of Violence had been fun to write, but he didn't want to spend time on a sequel. His heart just wasn't in it, and his mind was elsewhere. He started gathering up all of the materials on his desk just as Darcy knocked and opened the door to his office.

      “Hey,” she said, closing the door behind her. “I just prepped some lunch. How's it going up here? Get some good work done?”

      Jack's weak grin told all. “Honestly? No. This book is giving me hell. I thought the words would just flow, that the outlining would be simple, but I just don't want to write this thing at the moment.” Packing the documents into a folder, he stretched in his chair and powered down his desktop. “I know they're hounding me for a sequel, but there's something else I want to write. There's this idea I've been tossing around for a little while. Wanna hear it?”

      “Sure.” Darcy ambled over and seated herself on the edge of his desk, arms crossed and a smile on her lips. She was dressed casually, in an old T-shirt of his and a pair of cotton shorts that framed her curves in perfect relief. His gaze lingered longer than was necessary and he very nearly lost his train of thought until she spoke up to get him started. “So, this million dollar idea?”

      “I want to try my hand at something different. Maybe horror. Picture this,” began Jack, outstretching his arms. “These two guys hear a woman's voice in this obscure song. It's kind of creepy, right? Subliminal. They find out it's a message, containing directions to this shack in the middle of nowhere. They follow the directions, put together the pieces of the puzzle, and end up unleashing some terrible horror in the process. What do you think?”

      Though usually Darcy was a kind and supportive sounding board for his ideas, she couldn't hold back her laughter. “Are you being serious right now? That sounds too far-fetched. They'll never go for it! I think you should just stick to what's working, hon. Write the next book in this science fiction series. Not this... horror thing.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “Man, everyone's a critic. I tell you, if I actually wrote it, it'd be dynamite!”

      “I'm sure,” replied Darcy, standing up. She walked over to the door and opened it. “Don't let the soup get cold. I'm going to go get Amy.”

      “Yeah, OK. I'll be down in a few minutes.” The door to the office was closed and Jack was left idling in his office chair, feeling a bit deflated. It's not that far-fetched a plot, he thought to himself, swiveling around.

      The office was something of a cluttered mess. Having spent the previous weeks tidying up the rest of the house, his office had been neglected. Eventually he'd get around to arranging things just the way he liked them. Having a room he could call his own was exciting, and looking around at the space he could feel its potential. However cluttered, this new office of his was leagues better than the laundry room he'd written in back at the old place. Better, too, than the office he'd been stuck in at his old job.

      Jack stood up and cracked his knuckles, grinning ear-to-ear as he pictured his old supervisors. What were they up to these days? That job of his, managing medical records in a hospital, had been brutal. He'd been cajoled into working tons of overtime back then, as the department had been constantly understaffed. He'd first landed the job after a bunch of temporary positions, and had only stuck around because the gig offered full benefits for him and his family. For almost ten years they'd worked him to the bone, and the supervisors, a couple of type-A assholes, had made an already difficult job that much harder. He winced as he recalled all of the weekends and holidays he'd spent in that office, working well past closing time.

      Now, he didn't have to answer to anyone. He was the master of his own domain, and that terrible office space he'd left behind could burn down for all he cared. If he never had to carry another “traditional” job again, it would be too soon.

      Then again, that job, however awful, had made him passionate about his writing. It had been an obstacle to surmount, a thorn in his side that had given him the kick he needed. Without it in the way, he felt aimless now. There was simply too much time to work on his books, and putting everything off was becoming easy. This next book, whatever form it took, was going to take him a while-- if it ever came out at all.

      The longer it takes, the more it's going to eat away at you...

      Jack opened the office closet and put the red folder teeming with notes back into a cardboard box. He'd tried and failed to get the motor started on this new book and would attempt it again another day. Maybe some sun and fresh air after lunch would be enough to recharge his creative batteries. He considered going for a swim, or taking a long walk with the girls.

      Just then, Jack felt a hand upon his shoulder. He might've been startled if not for the familiar, soothing quality of the touch. “Darcy, you spooked me. I didn't hear you come back in, babe.”

      He wheeled around.

      Like a a pane of shattering glass, the calm in his mind began to spiderweb at once and a cool sweat threatened his brow. Blinking rapidly, Jack scanned the office. The air was still, undisturbed, and there was no sign that anyone had entered the room. His shoulder tingled beneath his dress shirt; the more he palmed at it awkwardly, the more it felt rug-burned.

      He felt sure that someone had just touched him. It'd been a gentle caress on the shoulder, not unlike what Darcy might do to get his attention. Calling her name feebly yielded no reply; she was probably downstairs already, preparing to eat.

      With a shaky hand, he eased the closet door shut and slowly made his way downstairs. “You're losing it, man.” He'd probably bumped into something in the cramped closet and mistaken it for a hand on his shoulder. That was the only explanation he could think of.
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      He could scarcely recall the frightful dreams that had dragged him into wakefulness. That they were awful nightmares Jack hadn't the least doubt; upon waking he'd found his heart thrashing in his chest, his brow slick with sweat despite the coolness of the air, his limbs knotted in the bedclothes. The content of those terrifying dreams escaped him however, and no time spent ruminating in bed could seem to restore them. Perhaps he should have been thankful.

      Beside him, Darcy snoozed peacefully, on her side, her dark hair draped across the edge of her pillow.

      Throwing his thin legs over the side of the mattress, he rubbed at his thighs. The skin was clammy, and the waistband of his boxers was damp with cool sweat. Picking his phone up off of the night stand to check the time, he let the bright numbers sear his bloodshot eyes.

      2:34 AM.

      Smacking his lips and finding his mouth unbearably dry, Jack took to stroking his forehead and trying, once more, to recall just what it was he'd been dreaming about. It was no use; the imagery had fled into the recesses of his mind like smoke through an open window. In the three weeks since they'd moved in, Jack had awoken between the hours of two and three in the morning due to awful nightmares no less than ten times. He hadn't bothered to keep a formal count, and the nights that lacked nightmares had hardly been spent in a more pleasant fashion. Mainly, on those nights when he didn't have bad dreams, it was because he wasn't able to get to sleep in the first place.

      The mattress was firm, the sheets sumptuous and new, just the way he liked them. The room was dark, save for a sliver of moonlight coming in from the window. Outside, the gentle crashing of waves provided a soothing soundtrack that should have ushered him almost immediately to sleep. He'd avoided caffeine in the afternoon and evening, had felt exhausted upon turning in, and yet he was awake not two hours after first laying down.

      Massaging his eyes with the heels of his palms, Jack stood up and quietly ambled out of the room, careful not to wake his wife. He closed the bedroom door behind him and meandered slowly down the hall, towards the stairwell. The house was still somewhat unfamiliar to him, and on these nocturnal sojourns when sleep would not return, Jack would often stub his toes on unexpected obstacles. The only light he had to see by was a feeble glow emanating from the kitchen, a single bulb left on over the sink. This light scarcely reached the surrounding rooms in the lower story, much less the upstairs, and so he was left groping in the darkness for the bannister.

      His thoughts were thrown turbulently around his head like the bits of a tossed salad, and between each was inserted the slow, even throb of an emerging migraine. Thoughts of the house, of the book he had yet to write, of the enormous sum they'd recently spent in furnishing the place, darted in and out of his mind, mere minnows in a tide pool. He continued smacking his lips, the skin chapped and grainy, and felt out the edge of the bannister. With great care, he began to descend the stairs.

      His nightly trips to the kitchen for a drink of water had seen him memorize the number of steps in the staircase; nineteen, and he counted them under his breath as he went. When he'd counted off nineteen and felt the soles of his feet upon the wood floors of the living room, he began shambling towards the faint glow of the kitchen light like a moth, catching his pinky toe on the foot of his favorite recliner in the process.

      Was this insomnia? Historically, Jack had always been a sound sleeper. Never in his life, even when stressed over his old, soul-sucking job, had he been unable to sleep at night. Darcy and the kids loved to joke about his penchant for deep sleep, about the way he snored peacefully like a hibernating Grizzly Bear through even the loudest commotions. Something had interrupted that tendency in him. Something about the house, perhaps. Milling through the dark room he searched in his mind for a cause, as he'd done most every night in recent memory, only to have his thoughts veer to his book.

      What if you can't write another bestseller? What if this all falls apart? The question snuck up on him, came through the pounding peals of the headache like a whisper. He even turned around, glancing incredulously into the darkness at his back, as though expecting to find some physical manifestation of his crippling self-doubt. The book; that was probably what was stressing him out. There was a lot of pressure on him to perform, something he wasn't used to.

      The air around him felt cold. The house itself, generally speaking, was as warm as one might expect on a temperate night in late Summer, but a certain chill seemed to close in around him, making him feel like a pint of ice cream left to sit on a countertop. The sweat, the clamminess that assailed him, felt unnatural. He crossed into the dining room, the light from the kitchen sink coming in a little more brightly now.

      And then he heard it. From inside the kitchen somewhere, came the slow, even creaking of a hinge. At once, all of his previous thoughts were drowned out by a surge of blood to the head. His ears perked up, his stance grew rigid, and whatever grogginess had clung to his mind previously was banished forthwith.

      Someone was in the kitchen.

      Walking across the dining room floor with as quiet a stride as he could muster, Jack balled his fists and peered around the corner.

      The kitchen was still, and his initial investigations of the space brought up nothing in the way of disorder, save for a single thing.

      One of the cabinets, the one nearest the window, was sitting ajar.

      Stepping cautiously into the kitchen, the stone floors felt like ice beneath his soles. He took another look about the room, scanning it from one corner to another, and then reached out blindly behind him to switch on the lights.

      The kitchen was bathed in bright light, but as his eyes adjusted and the shadows were banished from the nooks and crannies, he couldn't help but loose a chuckle.

      He was alone there.

      Approaching the open cabinet, he toyed with the door, eliciting a high-pitched squeal from the hinge, and then slowly pushed it closed. The hinge had a mind of its own, that was all. In the morning, if he remembered, he'd look into tightening it somehow.

      Jack turned his attention to the sink. From the drying rack he plucked a small glass, filling it to the brim with cold water from the tap. Like he'd gone without water for days, he guzzled it in a series of gulps, his esophagus sore for the cold. He filled the glass a second time and then began to nurse it while parting the white curtains at the kitchen window.

      Staring out into the dark night, he watched the form of the shimmering moon in the water, rhythmically disrupted by the ebb and flow. As he stood there, admiring the peaceful night, he felt foolish for having been so worked up. He let the curtains drop back into place and mused over his glass of water for a time, leaning against the sink. You've got it made out here. A beautiful house, a beautiful family. Things are good right now, better than they've ever been. You're an idiot to let the pressure get to you. You'll write the book in good time and it'll be a smash. Don't let the stress keep you from enjoying the here and now.

      Taking a small sip, Jack let the cold water slosh around in his mouth. It tasted earthy somehow. The longer he let it settle against his tongue, against the insides of his cheeks, the more he fancied he tasted sediment in it. Spitting into the sink, he brought his glass up to the light and appraised it, finding it perfectly clear. “Need to get some sleep,” he muttered, pouring out the remainder. “You're tired and your head's not right.”

      Shutting off the kitchen lights, Jack meandered once more through the dark house, shuffling towards the stairs. He already knew what awaited him; he was going to get up there, flop back into bed, and stare at the dark ceiling till daylight. Then, when he finally relaxed enough to sleep, he'd hear Abigail running around her room, would have Darcy nudging him awake. Just like every morning. He was thinking to himself that a prescription for sleeping pills might be worthwhile when his ears picked up on something within the darkness.

      From where it came specifically he was unsure. It was almost three in the morning, so there shouldn't have been any reason for him to hear someone talking. And yet, that was precisely what he heard. Around some corner, Jack had heard whispered speech. He stopped to listen, barely able to detect the muffled voice, much less what was being said, and felt a shiver wreak his spine. One of the girls is awake, he thought, attempting to solidify his nerves.

      It sure didn't sound like one of his daughters, however.

      Increasingly, Jack felt that the noise was coming from the next room, near the foot of the stairs. Maybe, one of the girls was sleep-walking and had followed him down there. Or else someone had turned on a radio or television in the house. Did Amy have music on in her room? Gritting his teeth, Jack started slowly for the stairs, his eyes finding the small, moonlit window beside them.

      The foot of the stairs sat aglow in the powdery veil of the moon, revealing nothing of note. Moreover, complete silence reigned.

      Sticking a finger in one of his ears, Jack shook his head. “Hearing things now,” he murmured. “That's what a lack of sleep will do to you.”

      The moon sank into a wall of cloud cover, leaving the base of the stairs buried in thick shadow. Jack remained for a few moments, his ears seeking out any trace of the speech he thought he'd heard. Standing in the almost perfect darkness incited in him a profound feeling of vulnerability, and he wasn't more than ten seconds in pondering at the foot of the stairs before he was hurriedly ascending them.

      Stepping back into his bedroom, Jack eased the door closed and joined Darcy in bed. There, he stretched out, batted away the covers and stared blankly at the ceiling.

      When morning found him some hours later, he was still doing the same.
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      Amy cranked up the volume on her music another notch. Abigail was already on her second viewing of Frozen that day, and her high-pitched, discordant singing to the songs made it more than a little difficult for her to hear the tunes coming in over her earbuds. Amy sat in one of their old recliners, a plush, grey thing that still smelled of Ohio, with her legs draped over one side and a notebook in her lap.

      For a short time, she was in charge of the house. Her mother and father had driven into town to pick up some groceries, leaving her to look after Abigail. The arrangement suited her just fine. Amy hadn't much wanted to leave the house. It was kind of rainy out, gloomy, and it seemed to her a great day for drawing.

      The notebook in her lap was filled with great, cream-colored paper. The stuff was thick, perfect for drawing on, and the dark pencil in her hand had been sharpened to a needlepoint. Listening to a smooth track through her earbuds, Amy began to do some free-drawing.

      Once, a year or two ago, her parents had let her take a drawing class at the rec center. The students had been mostly adults, and the instructor had been a tired man who worked doing mural commissions for wealthy locals. The class had been comprised of three sessions, each an hour-long, wherein they'd been taught the basics of drawing the human form. To Amy's delight, as well as the instructor's, her work had been some of the best in the class. Though she wasn't passionate enough about drawing to ever try and make a career out of it, that class had taught her the stress-relieving benefits of art.

      Since that class, Amy had been fond of doing what she liked to call “free-drawing”. Just like she did with her poetry, she'd settle into a comfortable position, turn on some music to help her creative juices flow and simply draw. Rarely did she set out with a subject in mind; more often than not she'd simply pull shapes out of the air, draw the first thing that came to mind. The art instructor had recommended this as a great way to explore the subconscious mind.

      Today, Amy felt like drawing a human form. She focused for a moment, recalling the specifics she'd been taught in class, and then let her pencil graze the paper lightly. Carefully, she made a narrow head-shape. Next, she set down the barest hints of its facial features, setting apart two large circles where the eyes would be, and a large mouth. The body that followed was thin, waif-like, and the limbs similarly slender. When the rough outline was cast, Amy began to fill in some of the finer details with shading; fingers and toes, lips, ears. Minutes passed, and for a time everything beyond the grey cushions of the chair melted away. Abigail was nodding off on the sofa now, her movie droning on.

      Amy was preparing to fill in the figure's eyes when, during a lull in her music, she heard the back door opening. She sat up and plucked out her earbuds. “Back already?” she called, leaning over the side of the chair and peering in the direction of the dining room. She was surprised her parents had finished their errands so quickly.

      There was no reply.

      “Mom? Dad?” Amy reached over and picked up the TV remote, muting the movie. “You guys back already?” On the sofa, Abigail had drifted off to sleep, her little legs kicking against the armrest as she dreamt.

      The smell of rain reached Amy's nostrils, bringing with it a pang of unplaceable fear. “Mom?” she called again, slowly standing up and setting her things down on the chair cushion. She knew she'd heard a door opening. Had it been one of the doors upstairs? A noise in the movie?

      Amy was reminded of the incident in her room, the disembodied footsteps she'd heard outside her door a few nights ago. Her heart began to throb in her chest as she started the short walk into the dining room. Pausing at the table and listening intently, she heard only the steady dribbling of rain outside, mingling with the roar of the surf. “M-mom?” she muttered once again, the word nearly dying on her lips as she stepped into the kitchen.

      The back door to the house was open.

      Glancing about the room and finding no trace whatsoever of her parents, Amy's panic reached a fever pitch. She cradled her arms and paced to the back door, hoping that she might glimpse her mother, even her annoying father, coming up to the house. The soggy scene outside was one of dreariness. In the air hung a vaporous mist, interrupted only by fat raindrops that crashed without surcease into the muddy ground. The smell of moisture came in sharply as a gust of wind barreled into the kitchen, making the door groan on its hinges.

      There was no one there, no sign of her parents. Gathering up her nerve, Amy put on her sandals and took a few cautious steps outside, her feet sinking into the soft ground. Around the corner, she spied the edge of the driveway. It was empty.

      That was all she needed to see. Her parents still weren't home, and the door had blown open. Perhaps, before setting off, they'd forgotten to lock the thing. She doubted it, however. Her father was a paranoid man when it came to locking up; he was fastidious about it. Unless he was going senile, odds were good that he had locked the door before setting out.

      She returned to the kitchen, kicking off her sandals, and pushed the door closed. Afterward, she took special care in throwing the deadbolt. That was weird, she thought. Standing in the kitchen, attempting to make sense of what had just happened, Amy's eyes scanned the grey, stone floors.

      There was a fair bit of water on the floor in the form of footprints. A second's glance was all it took for her to know that the footprints were not her own, however.

      Her breath was locked into her chest, unable to escape. Looking down at the floor and noting the strange, enormous footprints that marred the tiles, she wondered who or what could have possibly left them there. The were generally human-shaped, except that they looked somehow off. Studying the mysterious footprints against one of her own, she could see that this thing, whatever it was, balanced its weight on a different part of the foot, and that its toes were long and unnaturally pointy.

      Her voice trembled in her throat. She about choked as she uttered, “Is... is anyone there?” Her eyes darted along the tracks on the floor, following them. The trail terminated at the center of the room.

      They just stopped, suddenly, with no explanation. Like someone had taken a few steps into the house and then vanished into thin air.

      Shuddering, Amy raced out of the kitchen and plopped down onto the sofa next to Abigail, jostling her awake. “Hey,” she said, crossing her legs and pointing to the screen with the remote. “Let's, uh... let's watch your movie.” She didn't move from that spot until her parents returned more than an hour later.
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      Forced to pick a final meal, Jack would have opted for grilled shrimp, steak, mashed potatoes and a glass of cabernet sauvignon. Having enjoyed just that with his family, he led Abigail through the back yard to the shore. His belly pleasantly full and the relaxing properties of the wine still circulating through him, he tossed his shoes away and invited his daughter to do the same.

      Hand-in-hand, they made their way to the sea.

      The sand was warm and moist, making a sucking sound as they walked upon it. Abigail let go of his hand and bent down to examine a small crab, which milled about the garland of sea foam on the rocks. Overhead the sky was beginning to dim, the bright shades of day melting into the warm oranges and pinks of evening. “Look at that sunset. Isn't it pretty?” he offered.

      Abigail glanced up, her body tucked into a squat, and then looked back down at the twitching crab. Apparently it was more interesting to her than the sunset.

      Jack felt a little guilty at all the relaxing he'd been doing. Though moving and unpacking had been quite a challenge, the bulk of that work was behind them. Enjoying the new house, the beach, the delicious meals they could now afford to eat with regularity, was all beginning to feel too indulgent to him.

      Especially when he considered the fact that he still hadn't made any headway in his new book.

      For her part, Darcy was supportive of his relaxation. She knew there was no sense in his trying to force the book out, and advised him to enjoy the house. She reminded him often that he'd “earned” all of this through years of hard work.

      That was true enough. Still, he needed to get moving. His procrastination was only stressing him out in the long-run.

      Abigail watched as the crab disappeared into the water and then stood up, taking Jack's hand once again. They walked along the edge of the shore, allowing the warm water to wash over their feet, and looked out across the sea. From far-away they could hear a horn sounding. If they squinted they could make out the shapes of boats heading into Cutler Harbor in the distance, ready to moor for the night.

      “What are those boats doing?” asked Abigail, her slight voice nearly drowned out by the waves. Her wavy locks danced along her back as the breeze rattled by. She was wearing a pair of pink shorts and a blue, sleeveless shirt.

      “They're probably heading home for the night,” explained Jack, motioning to the ships. “They've been out all day fishing, lobstering. There are probably lots of fishermen on those boats, and they'll go home to their families.”

      She furrowed her brow as she considered this. “That's their job?” she asked. “Catching fish?”

      “Yeah.”

      Abigail tossed her shoulders. “And your job is writing books, right?”

      Jack grinned. “Sure is.” Though, he wanted to add, “Don't remind me.”

      As though it were the most natural thing in the world, Abigail switched gears and pointed to the shore just ahead of them. Since setting out they'd covered very little ground, and the back of the house was still squarely in view from where they stood. The girl had squatted down again, extending a stubby finger to point out something in the sand. “And what are those?”

      There was a long thread of seaweed strewn there, along with a sun-baked candy wrapper, but it didn't take him but a few moments to realize that those were not what had caught her attention. Abigail was pointing at a set of footprints on the beach, large and irregular.

      Pursing his lips, Jack studied them for a time. “They're, uh... footprints. Just footprints.” The prints had been made by feet of unnatural length and shape. They dwarfed his own feet by at least two sizes, and were a good deal wider towards the forefoot. Though it was likely just an effect of the surf, the toes looked somehow warped. No, warped wasn't the right word. They were pointed, sharp-looking. Taken as a whole, the footprints were a puzzling oddity. Whatever had made them, based on the shape and positioning, was clearly bipedal. There were five impressions in the sand, total, indicating a respectable stride-length, before the trail ran cold.

      Perhaps most perplexing to him was the fact that the steps seemed to be coming from the direction of the water. It was as if something had left the sea, on foot, and started up the lawn, heading towards his house.

      “Who made them?” asked Abigail, sticking her finger in one of the footprints and tracing it.

      “I don't know,” replied Jack, flatly. “Probably some beach-goer who cut through our yard.” Even as he said the words they felt chintzy to him. It was very much a generic kind of answer, the kind one might use to placate a child's curiosity. Looking over the prints with a renewed disgust, Jack found himself wondering where they had really come from. More importantly, he wanted to know where they ended. He looked over the last print in the line, and just beyond it, to the very edge of his back lawn.

      Jack cleared his throat and nodded to the house. “Let's head back, sweetie.”
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      It was a curious thing when, despite his having taken a generous swig of NyQuil, Jack found himself awake in bed just after 2:30 in the morning. The clamminess, the thrashing heart, the feeling that he'd been fleeing from a dogged terror in his dreams, had all returned to him. “Damn,” he muttered, sitting up and massaging his forehead with his knuckles. The fear dissipated slowly, giving way only to anger. “What the fuck do I have to do to get a decent night's sleep around here?” He grit his teeth, glancing back at Darcy, who stirred slightly in bed.

      He'd thought ahead, had brought a water bottle upstairs with him before turning in, though emptying it into his parched maw provided nothing in the way of comfort. He felt restless, his legs imploring him to move. Hoping that some television might lull him to sleep, he stood up and felt his way out of the bedroom, the floorboards squeaking every step of the way.

      Meandering down the staircase, the foot of which was aglow in ghostly light, he worked a hand through his thinning mop of salt and pepper and recounted his day. There had been two emails from his agent that afternoon. Come morning, Jack expected a couple more. He'd spent a couple of hours in his office fooling around, posting on social media and watching old music videos. Needless to say, the book wasn't done. It hadn't budged, felt like an immovable object in his mind, or an engine that would never start.

      Jack fell silent as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

      The living room was alive with hushed speech. Nothing about it was distinct, but the sound reached his ears and saw him grind to a halt at the base of the stairs. This wasn't the first time he'd heard such a thing; most every night when he ventured downstairs, a sleepless wreck, he'd hear some variation on the same. Whispers issuing from the next room over, or from around a shadowy corner. Upon investigation however, they always amounted to nothing, leaving him to doubt whether he'd heard anything at all. He tugged at his earlobes and listened with still more closeness, his hands on his hips.

      The speech persisted.

      Surely the sound was coming from outside the house; someone on the beach, or on the road, was making a lot of noise.

      No, that couldn't possibly be. Since moving in, only the garbagemen and postal carriers had come up Winthrop Road. They saw little in the way of traffic there, and the road itself ended in a thicket of trees not a mile the other way. Living on a dead-end street, there was no way in hell it was a passing motorist.

      If someone is in this house and thinks they can pull one over on me, they're in for a rude awakening. Losing his temper, Jack stormed into the living room, bracing himself against the wall so as not to lose his balance in the darkness. Had he not felt a subtle vibration coursing through his palm at that moment, he might've uttered threats at the invisible presence.

      Instead, he doubled back.

      The wall was vibrating very slightly, like something was shifting on its other side, or as if sound waves were reverberating through it.

      Reaching out and touching the cool wall with a single finger, Jack felt the plaster tremble. There was something behind it.

      And that something was speaking.

      Jack put his ear up to the plaster, not at all sure what he could expect to hear there. His ear canal tickled as the vibrations traveled through the wall. Pressed in close, he listened with bated breath.

      “Hello, Jack.”

      It wasn't just random noise; someone was speaking directly to him. The voice was muddled and deep, the very sound of it making his throat swell with bile.

      And then came a fleshy smack, as of an open palm striking the other side of the wall directly against his ear.

      Jack awoke with a jerk, nearly rolling out of bed; brow sweaty, throat parched and heart racing. It was just a dream, he thought, gripping at the sheets that bound his damp midsection like so much Saran Wrap. Just another bad dream.

      This realization was of little comfort to him, though.

      Sitting up and catching his breath, Jack was unnerved by the utter silence that enveloped Winthrop House. If not for Darcy's shallow breaths, if not for the bits of moonlight coming in through the edges of the curtains, he'd have thought himself buried underground.
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      The vein in her forehead was still sticking out. Darcy paced around in front of the kitchen sink, her gaze darting now and again to the man in denim overalls who stooped in the corner, a canister of pesticide slung over his shoulder.

      He'd been there for more than an hour now, going for a grand tour of the house. All he could seem to say, when he finished surveying a new room, was, “I just don't get it.”

      He was referring, of course, to the sudden infestation of black crickets in the house, which Darcy had discovered that very morning. Hurting for a cup of coffee and battling her way downstairs through a mask of grogginess, she'd heard a shrill chirping coming from the corner of the kitchen, nearest the back door. She'd thought little of it at first and had ignored the noise. That is, until it grew louder, more persistent. A closer perusal of that spot revealed there to be no less than a couple dozen crickets swarming in the corner, their shiny, black bodies and legs making hideous sounds as they scrabbled against one another.

      Darcy was a patient woman, could take most anything in stride. She'd lived with Jack in a leaky, noisy apartment for many years and had given nary a complaint in all that time about their cramped quarters.

      Insects, however, were something she could not tolerate.

      That the corner of the room should be awash in crickets seemed a particularly cruel twist of fate. Though harmless nuisances found in many homes, Darcy had always detested crickets. The very sight of one on the sidewalk was enough to make her side-step. Discovering one in a closet or cellar was sufficient to make her blanch. A writhing mass some fifty or more strong, however, left her petrified.

      She'd called for Jack, who'd barreled clumsily out of bed and chased the cloud of hopping insects to the door. A few had been stepped on in the process, and she could still hear, with no little wincing, the sounds of their exoskeletons splitting beneath the soles of Jack's slippers.

      Her gorgeous stone floors were marred in streaks of gunk to which there still clung small, black legs. The kitchen in which she prepared food for her family had been violated by the things. Even though the swarm had been cleared and no new intruders had turned up in the hours since, she was thoroughly shaken. Darcy didn't want to stay in the house, wasn't sure it would ever feel the same to her.

      The exterminator, a husky middle-aged man with a goatee, stood up and shook his head. “Sorry, ma'am, but I really don't know where they could be coming from. They're common crickets, no real harm in 'em. The windows and doors look good, and there are no openings I can see where they might be entering from.” He frowned. “How many did you say there were?”

      It was clear from his tone that he didn't believe her. Darcy had told the man upon his arrival that a swarm of some fifty or more crickets had been seen in her kitchen, and she'd meant it. But with only a few dead specimens to go by, and no nest or opening in the house to be found, the fellow was incredulous. “Thank you for your time,” she said, cradling her arms. There was nothing more to be done. The man had crawled on hands and knees all throughout the abode, upstairs and downstairs, and his trained eye had failed to find anything amiss. Probably one of the girls had left the door open too long the day before, or else the crickets had come up from some drain in the cellar.

      “I can spray something around the perimeter,” he offered, his gaze softening. “They're a nuisance, but to be honest with you I've never seen 'em in that number before. Crickets are common, but you don't often find an infestation of them around these parts.” He shrugged. “I used to rent an apartment in Bangor when I was young. We'd find them in the hallways outside our room; kids would leave the door to the building open so that their friends could get in in the middle of the night, and a bunch of nasty stuff would wander in right along with 'em. I wouldn't worry about it too much.”

      His anecdote meant nothing. The icy gaze she dealt him dammed the stream of friendly chit-chat at once. Darcy seized a little as she guided the man to the door. She signed the forms he offered and gave her consent, allowing him to spray the perimeter of the house. The man stepped outside as Jack returned downstairs, his hair sticking up in wet cowlicks after a shower.

      “What did he say?” asked Jack. “Did he find anything?” He polished the lenses of his glasses with his T-shirt.

      Lips pursed, Darcy just shook her head. Then, locking the door, she glared up at her husband. “Apparently those damn things just materialized in the kitchen from some other dimension.” She palmed her forehead, legs growing weak. “That's what he wants me to believe.”

      Jack offered a smile and a shoulder to lean on. Combing a lock of hair out of her face, he held her close and spoke in her ear. “Hey, hey. It's not all that bad. The crickets are all gone now, right? We chased them out. If the exterminator says he can't find the source, then it was probably just a fluke, you know? They wandered in somehow. Now they're gone. Try not to think about it too much.”

      Her eyes jumped about the dim living room, the shadows seeming to scurry in her periphery. If she listened really hard she thought she could still hear a cacophony of chirping coming from somewhere inside the house. “It's not normal,” she finally said. Upon speaking the words, she found her breast swelling with regret. Her eyes grew misty, and she went on, apologizing. “I'm sorry. I don't mean to sound ungrateful. The house is beautiful, and I really like it here. Except, ever since we moved in, things have been... weird. I don't know what it is that has me on edge, but I almost feel as though the house doesn't want me here. Do you know what I mean? And then I come downstairs and find this...”

      “Babe, it's normal. What you're feeling is completely normal. This is the first new place we've lived since the two of us got together! There's going to be an adjustment period. And, yeah, the bugs are weird. I'll admit it. I'm glad they're gone, and if they should come back, I'll call the extermination company again. But don't let this little upset ruin your whole day, baby.”

      Darcy stiffened in his arms, her eyes tracking the grooves in the old wooden floors. They were polished, well-maintained, but as she studied them she couldn't help but grow tense over what might exist beneath. She pulled the boards away mentally, envisioning a lurching sea of black, glistening bodies under them. “Why crickets?” she asked, turning to Jack and wielding the question like a dagger to his throat. Her eyes widened. “Why crickets? The man said that crickets almost never infest houses around here. So, why did they?” Gnawing on her lower lip, she took a few steps away and paused in the dining room, steadying herself against the table. “I feel like it's a bad omen, Jack. It just isn't normal. I want to... I want to talk to Becca about this. See what she has to say.”

      Jack exhaled sharply, giving an eye-roll that would have put Amy's to shame. “Seriously? You want to call your psychic buddy because you came downstairs and found some crickets in the kitchen?”

      Becca was an old friend of Darcy's. They'd been roommates back in college and still kept in touch, speaking over the phone once every few weeks. Jack wasn't particularly fond of the woman. Becca was an aggressive personality, very extroverted, and she made a living telling fortunes. After dropping out of college, Becca had wandered the country with a caravan of stoners, picking up cold reading tricks in the deserts of New Mexico and hustling people into buying “healing crystals” in Los Angeles. She claimed to be an expert on all things spiritual and metaphysical, though Jack took every word that came out of her mouth with a handful of salt.

      “Maybe she could put my mind at ease,” replied Darcy, her voice reduced to a hoarse whisper.

      Jack nodded. “Yeah. Well, give her a call if you want to. I think what would really help you get your mind off of this is a day-trip into town.” He grinned. “What do you say? Hit the shower, put on a summer dress and help me load up the kids. We'll hit up a good restaurant, do a little shopping. Whatever you want.”

      Nodding sullenly, Darcy chanced a cautious glance into the kitchen. “Are you sure? What about your book?”

      Jack was taken off-guard by the question. “T-the book? What about it? It'll be fine.” His cheeks reddened. “I've been in a funk lately. This day trip will be good for all of us, I think.”

      When Jack had cleared away the dead crickets in the kitchen, Darcy finally made her way upstairs. She broke the news to the girls, asking them to get ready for a trip into Cutler, and then stepped into the shower.

      The showers in Winthrop House were large, spacious. Their old shower had been the size of a narrow closet, and even after years of using it she could seldom stay in it long enough to get her fill of the warm water, such was its claustrophobic effect. Though she didn't have that problem here, on this morning she was unable to enjoy the shower experience. The stall was large enough, but something weighty in the air seemed to move in around her, till she felt stifled and oppressed.

      Jack was right, of course. She knew it. An incident like this one, though frightening to her, shouldn't ruin her day. But it had. She didn't want to admit it, but she was falling out of love with the house. The longer they stayed there, the more apparent its flaws became. Today it'd been an infestation. Tomorrow? She couldn't bear to imagine.

      Darcy leaned back and let the warm water soak into her hair, her face. Squirting a bit of coconut-scented body wash onto a loofa, she began to scrub her legs, her midsection...

      While staring down at the drain between her feet, she thought she spied something black and spastic. Cringing, she scrutinized the floor, doing everything in her power not to jump out of the shower immediately. Upon inspection, she found it was merely a small clump of hair, left to twist and float near the drain.

      Darcy resumed her scrubbing. The starchy loofa met her forearm roughly, leaving behind a trail of lather. She scrubbed the area again and again, stopping only when the skin was raw and sore.

      When she finally shut off the water and stood in the warm vapor, Darcy should have been relaxed. Instead, she reached for the curtain, pulling it aside, and found that her hands were shaking.
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      Cutler was hardly what one would consider “the big city”. Boasting a population in the ballpark of five-hundred, the small coastal town featured little of interest. There were restaurants and hotels to be found there, along with enormous buildings owned by fisheries. A tottering Walmart with a discolored and outdated red sign was just about the most exciting draw for them.

      Jack drove around in circles, going for a tour of the small town and pointing out landmarks like a hyper tour guide. Only Abigail seemed receptive to his running commentary. Darcy sat silently in the front passenger seat, a pair of large sunglasses masking her full expression and her face looking somewhat pale. Since leaving the house, she'd said precious little.

      Amy listened to music while looking out the SUV's windows at the seaside scenery. On the sidewalk she noticed a gaggle of rowdy kids; an elderly couple holding onto bags of fresh produce with shaking, arthritic hands; a cop car sitting in the alley between two small buildings, waiting to pounce on a speeding tourist.

      The first stop, it was decided, would be an Italian restaurant and bar. Considered the finest restaurant in town, Amy had high hopes that the cuisine at Mancini's would prove tasty and filling. Her stomach rumbled as she left the car.

      Walking into the quiet restaurant, the family was seated immediately. A mere three tables were occupied by paying customers, with another two taken up by lounging staff. The drab interior, done up mainly in marinara-stained olive greens and woodsy browns, looked all the more outdated as warm sunlight entered in through the sparse windows and skylights.

      With tired eyes flanked by deep crow's feet and a pair of lips that looked like two chewed wads of gum set atop one another, the waitress came by and handed them laminated menus. She introduced herself as Diane and spoke with the kind of practiced excitement she probably reserved for tourists. After bringing over their drinks-- Amy had settled on Sprite-- Diane struck up some conversation. “So, what brings you out to Cutler, folks?”

      Jack took a sip of his cola and glanced over the menu. The look on his face from the moment they'd walked in was one of veiled disgust, of being thoroughly unimpressed with the so-called “nicest restaurant in town.” “We're actually local,” he said, sparing her a tight smile. “Just moved here from Ohio a few weeks back.”

      “Oh, no kidding. Well, welcome to the area.” Diane's lips parted to reveal buttery, crooked teeth. “Whereabouts are you living, if you don't mind me asking?”

      Perhaps it was simply the quietude of the eatery that made Jack's reply sound so decidedly ominous. Behind the bar on the polar opposite end of the restaurant was an old, boxy television that flickered with some commentary from ESPN. The volume had been turned way down so that the commentary itself was reduced to a series of muddled murmurs. Aside from this, only the general clatter from the kitchen reigned, which was why when Jack replied, “The old house on Winthrop Road,” Amy doubted there was anyone in the whole building who hadn't heard him.

      At the mere mention of the house, Diane frowned. She looked at Jack as though he'd just made a joke in very poor taste, but then, when she realized he wasn't messing around, she looked down to the ground and stammered. “O-oh, I see.”

      That was the last of chatty Diane. All further interactions with the waitress were curt and perfunctory. The woman brought out their food with swiftness and seemed itching to get away from the table whenever she drew near it.

      In fact, the demeanor of everyone in the restaurant had changed, and Amy wasn't the only one who noticed it. Poking at a pile of bowtie pasta on her plate, Abigail scanned the room and then turned to Darcy. “Mom... why's everyone looking at us?”

      Darcy, who'd ordered fettuccini Alfredo, barely touched her food. She seemed too queasy to do so. Despite the restaurant's dimness, she hadn't removed her sunglasses and had spoken even less than Amy. “I don't know,” she said under her breath. “Eat your food, Abigail.”

      Jack concentrated on his meal for a time, until his wandering gaze met that of an old man sitting at a nearby table. The gentleman, dressed in a grey suit and wearing a thin mustache, smiled bashfully as their eyes met. Jack seemed poised to ask the elderly man what he was looking at, but the stranger defused his temper with a bob of his head.

      “My apologies,” said the man, standing slowly from his chair with the aid of a wooden cane. “I don't mean to gawk, sir. But, did I hear you correctly? You and your family... live in the house down Winthrop Road?”

      Jack slurped up a stray noodle and then brought a napkin to his lips, nodding. “Yes, we do.”

      The old man hobbled over, extending a hand for Jack to shake. “Well, you're a braver man than I, Mr...?”

      “Ripley.” Jack stood up and took the stranger's hand before returning to his seat. “Jack Ripley. This is my wife, Darcy, and my two daughters, Amy and Abigail.”

      The old man introduced himself as Benjamin. “I've lived in this town my whole life,” said Benjamin, switching his cane from one hand to the other. It was hard to say whether he was doing it because he needed the support, or merely as a nervous habit. “Save for the Stambaughs, I don't believe that house has ever really been lived in. I hope you can excuse me for interrupting your meal, but may I ask what it was that possessed you to buy it?”

      Jack glanced at Darcy, restraining a chuckle. “Well, it's a very lovely house, and it was also a great bargain. Can't beat the view, either.” He sipped at his drink pensively as the old man mulled this over. Then, surveying the restaurant and finding no shortage of eyes fixed on their table, Jack forced a smile. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Not at all,” came the old man's reply.

      “Why is everyone in town so damn scared of that gorgeous house?”

      Diane, the fellow manning the bar, and a cook who'd been peering out from the door to the kitchen all disappeared into the back as the old man cracked a toothy, uncertain smile. “The house... has a history,” he said, plainly.

      Growing visibly annoyed, Jack stabbed a meatball with his fork, ushered it into his mouth, and then yanked a chair from a nearby table, presenting it to the old man. “Well, if you've got the time, I'd love to hear all about it.”

      Darcy lowered her shades, trying to calm her husband. “Jack, don't make a scene...” She looked up to the old man. “I'm sorry. It's just that we've had a rough day.”

      Still, Jack persisted. “No, no. Please, join us. If we're going to be a spectacle wherever we go, I'd at least like to know why. Who better to hear it from than Ben here?”

      “It's no trouble at all,” replied Benjamin, easing himself into the chair with a sigh. His bushy eyebrows were raised as he spoke. “First, I'd like to make it clear I meant no disrespect to you and your family. It's a beautiful house, no doubt. No doubt... It's just that, you see, that place has had something of a strange reputation since the day it was first built.”

      Amy leaned forward, her baked ziti getting cold and her glass of Sprite leaving a ring of condensation on the table.

      “Do tell.” Jack set down his fork and sat back in his chair, arms crossed.

      Benjamin rested both hands upon the top of his cane and began his tale.
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      “Winthrop House, well, it was built just before the start of the Depression, if memory serves. Just before my time. My father knew it well, and it's the sort of place that most anyone living in town at that time could never forget. Me? I'm retired now. Once, I worked in town as a lawyer. My father made a living lobstering, and when he needed money on the side he'd sometimes do construction work. He heard things from friends of his in that trade about that house you're living in.

      “The house's history extends long, long before the Depression if you know the local legends. See, that spot outside of Cutler Harbor, and the woods just beyond, have been regarded for generations as queer. Supposedly the Native Americans shunned it; wouldn't bury their dead there. The first white settlers, too, refused to build houses too close to that spot where the Winthrop House now stands.

      “The reason? There's a lot of hearsay about that. But there is one thing that may be cemented in fact. That particular spot where your house sits, I've heard it told from people that were there at the time, isn't right somehow. Geologically speaking. When they broke ground to build it so many decades ago, it's said the builders could only go in so deep before they struck what appeared to be a vast, hollow space in the ground. A cavity, a pocket of, well... nothing. These are known to exist, of course. Places like that, if you take a magnetometer or compass or some-such, you'll see that the magnetic fields are all out of whack. I've heard, too, that the gravity is lower. Strange phenomenon.

      “This presented a lot of difficulties for the builders, as you can imagine. They couldn't fill in the space. It was too deep, they said. So, these friends of my father's, they claimed to have somehow fortified the foundation and simply built Winthrop House over this empty space. Cost a lot; more than any other house in town up to that point. They'd always planned to build more along that road, but then the market crashed and the construction company went under. Lots of people had trouble finding jobs then. It was in the midst of that mess that I entered the picture.

      “By the time I was old enough to partake in the local gossip, Winthrop House had already gained a dark reputation. It'd been left vacant after the Great Crash of '29. Only drifters and hobos lived in it until the early-to-mid sixties, to my knowledge. Some of them, well, you come to find out went missing while hanging around that house. No trace of them was ever found. In the thirties and forties, a couple of railroaders were found dead on that property, too. Doctors couldn't make heads or tails of that incident. Something about a brain bleed. Popped a gasket, those men did-- despite the fact that they were hardy guys, very tough. The doctor who answered the call was a family friend, delivered my kid brother, and he claimed that their faces were all twisted-like. As though they'd died in a fit of terrible fear.

      “The place was only really considered dangerous, though, after the kids went missing. If a few surly types die outside an abandoned house, you might not be too far off the mark if you ascribe it to violence or alcohol. But one time, when I was of the age to do some wandering myself, a kid went missing. Then, a few months later, just before winter, another. No telling where they went; the property was searched. No trace. Not a one. Wasn't the last time, either. In total I think maybe five or six kids have disappeared thereabouts.

      “Oh, I don't blame you for snickering, sir. Out-of-towners often do take matters of this kind lightly. But I lived through it, and I can tell you that it's no joke. At the time, it caused a veritable sensation. The house was deemed a danger. Some maintained that the ground was unstable; that the missing folk had fallen into the center of the Earth. Around that time, stories started circulating amongst us kids, too, of a ghostly figure seen on the shore just outside that house. Me? No, I never saw anything. They had lots of names for him, too-- depending on what generation you ask, you'll probably get a different name for him. Us? We called him the Jackal Man, sir. The Jackal Man. Had the body of a human being but the face of a jackal. Or so they said.

      “But enough about that. The townsfolk had a field day when the Stambaughs moved into the joint. It must have been around '63 or '64, if memory serves. Don't know where that pair came from. Somewhere on the West coast? People talked, as they often do; theories came out about their possibly being on the run. Swindlers with a price on their heads, living under fake names. A favorite story was that Franklin Stambaugh had mob ties. Anyhow, I don't know that anything substantive was ever found in that vein, but the two of them moved in and renovated that house. Made it their own. Those two barely had two nickles to rub together when they showed up in Maine, and I guess they blew what little money they had on fixing up the place. They had themselves a little baby, a girl, if memory serves. I only ever met them once or twice, but they seemed like decent people, not much different from yourselves. Not wealthy or stuck-up. Just good people trying to do the best they could with what they had.

      “Well, that's the thing. The townsfolk were ready and willing to let the house's awful reputation drop by the wayside, when suddenly, in the Winter of '66 or '67, that little babe of the Stambaughs' vanishes. Just completely disappears, without a trace. The authorities were summoned, but as we were in the middle of a blizzard that year, it was hard to say what'd really happened. I'd just passed my bar exam and started practicing law in town when this incident hit the papers, and I learned from the sheriff that no evidence was ever found of that child's whereabouts. The only thing, possibly, that might be called “evidence” in that case, was a photograph that the responding deputy took while doing a search of the grounds.

      “Snow was up to their calves, I guess. A real mess to walk through. Come to find out they snapped a picture of footprints, tracks of some kind, in the snow behind the house. They just go in a straight line, leading out to the water. I saw that picture, mind you, and even after all these years I can still see the strange shape of those prints in my mind. They were long, comically long. And they didn't look like normal feet. When word got out about that detail, there were whispers throughout town that it was the work of the Jackal Man, and I tell you, having seen those footprints, it ain't easy to disagree.

      “After that? I think it was the next Spring that the Stambaughs split up. The missus was expecting again and they had some kind of falling out. Not hard to imagine the strife between them; Roberta was devastated by the loss of her girl. Never was the same after that. Franklin, though, lived out the rest of his life in that house. After his wife left him, I hear he started doing all right for himself, financially. Dunno where it came from, but his fortunes changed completely. He was rumored to be richer than hell, and his wife, poor woman, moved into a tiny house in town, living like a pauper. She didn't want none of his money, never spoke to him again, I believe. What's that? Yes, I read that he'd died recently... wasn't expecting the property to end up on the market so soon, however. A weird thing, that. The way they found him and all.”

      Benjamin returned to his table for a moment to take a long sip of ice water. Jack could barely contain his amusement, grinning at Darcy. “Can you believe this?” he'd asked when the old man had his back turned. He shoved a forkful of food into his mouth and shook his head dismissively.

      Everyone else at the table, though, was somewhat unnerved. Abigail hadn't said anything since Benjamin had first wandered over, and for whatever reason the girl couldn't seem to peel her eyes off of him. Darcy, who'd already been in something of a bad mood prior to their arrival at the restaurant, shifted uncomfortably in her chair and had pushed her plate away. She kneaded her napkin between her hands, wrung it out like a washrag, and then began plucking off the corners with quaking fingers. She didn't even seem to be aware that she was doing it.

      Amy listened attentively. It was hard to say just how much of this wild story was true. Though Benjamin seemed to have a lot of knowledge about the town and its history, there was something about his telling that telegraphed embellishment to her. Nonetheless, she listened with rapt attention. This was, by far, the most interesting thing she'd encountered all day.

      Benjamin went on, stiffly crossing his legs. “I'm surprised,” he began, pointing a crooked finger at Jack, “that they didn't tell you more about that little incident. Stambaugh's death?” He paused. “Don't suppose you read anything in the papers, did you? No, of course not. It made the local news, but you folks came from... where was it, Cleveland? ...No doubt you'd have missed it. The people who sold you that house were out to make a quick buck. It's no surprise they held their tongues on this detail.

      “As I was saying, Franklin Stambaugh lived and died in that house. In the seventies, eighties... even in the nineties, I believe, no one ever saw him venture far from it. Don't know how he got by, shut up in there all that time. He didn't grow food; that land around there isn't good for growing a damn thing. Some people liked to chatter about how he must've been hunting for rats in the cellar to sustain himself. He had visitors from out of town on occasion, and I imagine he must have had things delivered to him. Certainly had the funds for it. For me, that would be an awfully lonesome existence. The point, anyhow, is that he was a very private man after his wife left. He was a recluse, and there was talk that he'd involved himself in some questionable hobbies.” Benjamin waggled his eyebrows. “Occultism, or something of that kind.

      “Little over a year ago, some kid goes walking thereabouts. Pays the Winthrop House a visit for whatever reason. On a dare, I reckon. Doesn't go inside, but while walking the grounds he discovers something in the front garden that gives him pause. He found bones there. Human remains. The sheriff came down and the remains were collected. Got himself a warrant, too, so that he could enter the house. When they got in there, the place was empty. No sign of Stambaugh.

      “Gets weirder still, you see, because they did some work on those remains and determined that they belonged to Franklin Stambaugh. Bones had supposedly been sitting in that garden for at least twenty-five years, according to forensics.” The old man licked his lips, eyes sinking to the floor. “Didn't make a bit of sense. No way the man could have been dead for a quarter century. The house, by all accounts, was still very much lived in when the sheriff busted in. Why, adventurous kids had claimed to see old man Stambaugh leering down at them from the upper story windows countless times over the years. At night, the lights inside were known to come on, too. But, despite an exhaustive search, there was no explanation. No cause of death could be determined, either. The official word is that he died about twenty-five years ago, maybe while going for a walk, and that no one found the body till recently. Fast-forward and I guess that's when the bank picked up your house and decided to fix her up, eh?”

      That was, more or less, the end of the interaction. Jack shook the man's hand and thanked him for his time, chuckling. When the old man had finished with his tale, he leaned on his cane and slowly stood up. The last thing he said before walking to the front of the restaurant and settling his tab with a wad of crumpled bills, was, “At least, that's what they say. Best of luck to you, folks.”

      Benjamin left the restaurant and the Ripley family sat in silence for some time thereafter. Having gotten their fill of the food at Mancini's, Jack waved the waitress over and, when presented with the bill, handed her his credit card. The four of them got up from the table, leaving behind their half-eaten meals, and filed back into the SUV.

      Starting up the car, all Jack could think to mutter was, “What a load of shit.”
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      The remainder of the day was decidedly more pleasant. They visited a small ice cream shop whose sign proclaimed it the “best in town”. Unlike Mancini's, the ice cream was worthy of the title. With more enthusiasm than they'd afforded their lunch, the Ripleys devoured ice cream sundaes and then paid a visit to a number of small shops. There was a book store, an antique shop and, lastly, the local Walmart, where the family picked up a few household goods.

      They were treated warmly wherever they went. The key, apparently, was not to discuss their tenancy at Winthrop House. Amy meandered stacks of well-worn books and second-hand curios, returning home that evening with some gently-used CDs and a silver locket that the owner of the antique shop had been kind enough to offer at a discount. Abigail found nothing to her taste and fell asleep half-way through their romp in town, so that Jack had to explore the storefronts with the snoring girl draped limply over his shoulder.

      Over the course of the day, Darcy's mood thawed, however the return drive to Winthrop House, just as the sun was beginning to set, introduced into the vehicle a palpable discomfort on her part. “Do you think they're back?” she kept asking Jack. “The crickets?”

      Jack did his best to soothe her, promising to scope out the kitchen first-thing. Upon their entrance, the kitchen proved empty of creepy crawlies, and only then did Darcy appear to relax.

      With but one exception, all of them had seemingly forgotten the old man's story by that point; had pushed it out of their minds, writing it off as fiction. Amy, though, regarded the house in a different light as they rolled up the driveway.

      The house struck an ominous figure as it sprang up in the distance, its shadowed bulk standing out amongst the spruces and firs. The long, weathered stretch of Winthrop Road took on a new, terrible significance to her as they drove along, the tires bumbling as they coasted over ruts.

      Though young, Amy was very much a realist. She wasn't dumb enough to take the old fellow's story as gospel, but understood that, even in the tallest of tales, there was often a granule of truth to be found. She could dissect the story any which way, however no matter which part she decided to accept as truth, the end result was the same: Unease.

      What if, as the man had claimed, the house really was positioned over a hollow pocket in the Earth? Or, for that matter, what if something terrible and frightening actually stalked about the property and was responsible for a number of deaths and disappearances? Her memory returned to those wet footprints in the kitchen...

      Entering the house and heading up to her room, Amy closed the door behind her and tried hard not to think about it. It was like her father had said; in the end, the Winthrop House was theirs. Even if its past was as checkered as the townsfolk claimed, times had changed.
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      Though she loved peace and quiet as much as the next person, Darcy was having trouble digesting the all-encompassing, smothering silence that seemed to be Winthrop House's trademark. Sitting in the dining room, the smell of coffee hanging in the air, she found she couldn't hardly hear a thing. Outside, the waves were very gentle, nearly inaudible. The girls were in their rooms, preoccupied. Jack was in his office. She'd just taken him a mug of piping hot coffee-- two creams and two sugars, as was his preference-- and was now sitting alone at the table, her crochet in hand.

      Pulling a length of grey wool from her meticulously-wound yarn ball, Darcy began into her project. It'd been ages since she'd done crochet in earnest and she'd found herself wanting to get back into it. Having picked a simple design out of an old book, she got to work and did her best to focus.

      There weren't any shouting neighbors to worry about here, nor any passing cars. No booming stereos or loud televisions. Without exception, this was the quietest place she'd ever lived.

      Like so many other things about Winthrop House, what had first seemed like a blessing to her was now becoming a curse.

      Tangling her hook inelegantly in the yarn, she began pulling apart the last row of stitching and referenced her guide book. That was the third time now she'd made an elementary mistake; despite her familiarity with the pattern, she couldn't seem to get her hands to move the way she wanted. The yarn, which was an expensive wool, far nicer than the cheap acrylic blends she'd once been forced to use by circumstance, felt awfully coarse against her fingertips. The crochet hook slipped between her fingers, growing damp with sweat.

      There it was.

      The feeling resurfaced like a bad stomach ache. The silence had gotten the better of her, and in the unsettling quietude she felt something take hold of her.

      Darcy felt like she was being watched.

      She turned and looked through the window at her back, finding only a warm Summer landscape. A bumblebee explored the tangle of bushes just outside. The thick, green grass swayed in a faint breeze. The trees along the border of their front lawn stood sentinel, and just beyond them she could see the untraveled expanse of Winthrop Road.

      But in the instant before this scene came into view and convinced her of the moment's normalcy, she would have wagered that something or someone was staring at her through the window. More than once she considered closing the blinds, crocheting by the light of the dining room chandelier. At finding no threat staring her down from behind however, she kept on insisting to herself that she was merely being paranoid. She tucked a few locks of hair behind her ear and went back to work, wiping her palms against her pant legs and picking up the crochet hook.

      While looking over her pattern, Darcy absentmindedly grabbed up her mug of coffee and took a sip. She very nearly spit it out. Inexplicably, the coffee was freezing cold, undrinkable. It had been fresh and hot only minutes ago, but now even the mug lacked the barest vestige of its former warmth. How can it be cold already? she thought, sticking a finger into the mug. The coffee felt like ice water.

      Her pulse quickened into a gallop. Suddenly losing interest in her craft, Darcy began winding her yarn back up and closed her book of patterns. While she did so, she felt once again the overwhelming weight of someone's gaze upon her person, and reflexively she cast a glance over her shoulder.

      Through the window she saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      On it, however, Darcy discovered something of interest.

      A handprint on the glass.

      She grimaced, sizing up the handprint on the windowpane and marching into the kitchen for a rag and a bottle of Windex. Jack, clumsy as he was, had probably marked up the window while helping her hang the curtains. Darcy was just surprised that she hadn't seen it earlier. It was rather large, and the fingers were long, as though Jack had dragged them along the glass while trying to steady himself on the stepladder.

      Wetting the rag with cleaning solution, Darcy began to scrub. Subsequently, when her efforts to clear away the unsightly handprint failed, her heart twisted in her chest.

      The handprint was on the outside of the window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure?” Amy had asked her father over lunch. Spearing a cherry tomato, she went on. “That guy has lived in town longer than we have. He didn't seem like a liar.”

      “I'm positive,” replied Jack. “That old guy at the restaurant was full of it. I mean, he knows a good bit about the town and knows the local sentiment, sure. Yes, the old guy who lived in this house died in it. Other than that?” He arched a greying brow and took a sip of iced tea. “It's all a bunch of superstitious crap. Don't pay it any mind.”

      Now, sitting in her room just after sunset, Amy couldn't keep herself from thinking about Benjamin's tale. The old man's story was fresh in her mind; if she thought about it she could still hear his low, aged voice, his enthusiastic inflection, as he pulled back the veil on the house's past.

      What had captured her imagination most was the mention of a particular character, a local legend that Benjamin had called “The Jackal Man”. Such a thing couldn't possibly exist, though that didn't stop her from Googling several different variations on it. Internet searches for “Wolf man”, “Jackal man”, “Man with jackal's face” and more only brought up characters in movies and mythical figures, like the Egyptian god, Anubis. The “Jackal Man” Benjamin had referred to, apparently, was a closely-kept urban myth particular to the area around Cutler.

      She didn't stop there, however. With little else to fill her time and a burning curiosity driving her on, Amy began to conduct other searches in the hopes of corroborating more of the old man's story. The sketchy internet connection, which on the best of days was transient, made it difficult for her to make any headway. There were a handful of hits for “Winthrop House Cutler Maine”, but as she brought each of them up in separate tabs, she found that only a couple still worked.

      One website, an amateurish database of haunted places in the State of Maine, contained a listing for Winthrop House. The top of the page featured a corny animation of a Jack-o'-lantern burning, and just below that Amy spied a grainy photograph of her home. The picture on the website had been taken many years ago, but she found the house still looked the same. She studied the black and white image for nearly a minute before scrolling down to the rest of the entry.

      To her disappointment, there wasn't a whole lot.

      Whoever had put this website together didn't seem to know much about Winthrop House, because they'd only listed the date of its construction, its address, and a single paragraph of description that read thus:

      

      
        
        Winthrop House is located at the edge of Cutler Harbor. Since its construction it has been regarded as a hotbed of supernatural activity. The house is private property however, and it is not recommended that one pay it a visit without permission from the owner.

      

      

      

      This was quite the letdown. Other listings on the website were filled with information. The owner of the site had seemingly visited these haunted buildings, and gave lengthy descriptions of his explorations in each.

      Except for Winthrop House.

      The administrator of the website was pictured on the “Contact” section, a young man with thick, black hair and a red jacket. Whether this man still checked up on the website remained to be seen. If the copyright information at the bottom of every page was any indicator, the site hadn't been updated since 1999. Amy hadn't even been born then...

      The administrator of the site was named Brian, and he offered an email address on the contact page where one might send “questions, concerns or tips,” about haunted locations in Maine. His email address was Skeletor473@Gmail.com.

      Amy had reached an impasse. She had no way to verify the old man's story and learn more about the house she was living in. That is, unless she reached out to someone else. Someone who knew the area and had an interest in the building's history. Someone like this Brian fellow from the ghost hunting website. With no other leads to go by, Amy drafted an email and sent it off to Skeletor473@Gmail.com.

      

      Dear Brian,

      

      I am writing to you because I have some questions about the Winthrop House in Cutler, Maine. There isn't a lot of information on your website about it, but I'd love to know more about the building's history and reputation. Thanks! --Amy

      

      Closing out of her browser, Amy turned on some music and pulled a small sketchpad out of her desk. From the sliding tray she selected a good pencil and sized up a clean page in the book. She felt like drawing, and this time she knew her subject from the onset. Amy curled up in her bed, sketchpad balanced against her knees, and began to draw.

      If something like the Jackal Man were to truly exist, what would it look like? Amy started with its face, first, which Benjamin had claimed looked like a jackal's. She hesitated, unsure what a jackal looked like, specifically. Was it just some kind of wild dog, like a wolf or coyote? Heck, did jackals even live in or around Maine? The more she pondered the specifics, the sillier she felt about the whole thing. Still, she pressed on, doing her best to draw a long, bestial face. Two thin ears that stood up like horns, deep-seated eyes of infernal intensity, a maw well-stocked with razor-sharp teeth...

      Amy filled in still more of the details. The rest of it, described by the old man as simply “a human body”, was designed with some elegance. She drew on the skills she'd learned in her rec center art class and rendered a neat human form. Broad shoulders, long, muscled arms and legs.

      When it was all done, it looked like an awkward mishmash of two species, complete nonsense. Amy stared at it a long while, snickering to herself, and then closed the sketchpad. “Sorry I couldn't do you justice, Jackal Man,” she uttered, laying back and getting comfortable in bed.

      With her music still playing, she dozed off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She dreamt she was standing outside the house.

      It was late at night. Overhead the moon was glowing and the air was alive with the echoing speech of nocturnal insects. Everything around her, even the blades of cool grass at her feet, was completely still. Though she could hear the water in some muffled, far-off way, as though listening to it through a conch, a furtive glance at the ocean showed it smooth and undisturbed as glass.

      She'd never seen the ocean so calm before. In fact, Amy felt somehow sure that the sea was incapable of such perfect, prolonged calm as this. Am I dreaming? she thought to herself.

      She was granted just enough lucidity in the dream to know that she didn't belong in it. Feeling unwelcome from the moment she'd opened her mind's eye, Amy began to scan the dark trees, the starless sky, and expected to find someone looking back at her with a deeply-entrenched disapproval. She was alone for the moment, though. The house to her back was completely black, as if it'd never known even the remotest hint of light.

      There was a change in the air. Suddenly, she realized, she was no longer alone. Foreign eyes settled upon her with firmness.

      Something drew her gaze back to the water; more specifically, to something standing upon it. At sighting it, Amy would have screamed, except that the sound was trapped inside her mouth. Every time her lips parted to loose a cry, the dream space contorted in such a way as to keep it from projecting. Her mouth felt heavy, stuffed with cotton, but her fear was alive and well in her chest. Her esophagus ached for the pent-up screams and her heart seized.

      There was someone standing on the water.

      Someone with an animal's face.

      Amy and her family were not religious types. Though Darcy had tried to force her children into Sunday school at an early age, they'd all fallen out of the habit of going to church in recent years and the bulk of their Biblical learning had been lost in the interim.

      Nevertheless, when Amy saw something that might be considered otherworldly, she knew it. And this snarling thing, standing upon the still water as though it were solid, fit the bill.

      She could remember, dimly, a story about Jesus walking on water. It'd been considered a miracle in the Bible. Now, looking out at this thing, whose face her mind could only describe as that of a mongrel animal, she saw it doing the same. It was walking across the sea, onto the shore, approaching her.

      Is this the devil?

      She couldn't be certain that it was. The creature that presently walked towards her, however, was the very reason why words like “devil” existed in every human language. It was the primal inspiration behind every villain, every nightmare. A thing whose existence was often doubted, but whose tipping of the scales of good and evil was universally felt.

      Some might call it the “devil”. “Satan”. Others might have other words for it.

      To her, though, there was only one name that seemed appropriate.

      The Jackal Man.

      Amy wanted to leave, to run into the safety of the house, but was frozen in place. The lawn had overcome her feet, sucked them up, so that she was buried up to her ankles in dirt. The closer the figure came, its stride smooth and slow, the more she could make out of its body. It wore not a scrap of clothing. The Jackal Man was possessed of a human form, with unblemished, white skin and a chiseled musculature pulled straight from a Grecian statue. The similarities with mankind stopped there, however. Certain of its extremities and appendages were elongated to an unwholesome degree, and the space between its legs was occupied only by a bare, androgynous mound of flesh. It reeked of the brine.

      The grass beneath its feet did not move, did not crumple. Though it walked on the earth it was possessed of a diabolical grace, seemingly floating towards her.

      Shaking in the grass, feeling as though she might die from the fright, she looked into the creature's burning eyes, like two lit coals, and tried again to scream.

      This time she was successful.

      Amy was sitting up in her bed, her cheeks stained with tears when she awoke.

      On the bed before her, the sketchpad was sitting open and her drawing of the Jackal Man was in view.
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      There was a pause on the other end.

      “I'm being serious,” insisted Darcy, standing in the doorway to her bedroom. “I think there might be something really wrong with the house.”

      Becca sighed deeply. “Sure, but what? Can't come up with a plan of action here unless we know what we're dealing with.”

      Darcy wasn't sure where to begin. Would she sound crazy if she started by describing the stubborn cabinet in the kitchen, which sometimes opened of its own accord? The feeling of being watched that struck her without notice at all times of day? She chewed on her fingernails, hesitating. “It's going to sound really out there.”

      At this, Becca loosed a howl of laughter. “Out there is totally in my wheelhouse, sister. Try me.” It was true; from an early age, Becca claimed to have been in-tune with the paranormal. She maintained that her first experience occurred at a mere five years old-- a sighting of her deceased grandmother the day after her funeral. Ever since then she'd been open to the existence of forces outside of the norm and had learned how to commune with spirits. Though Jack was always quick to criticize Becca's eccentricities, Darcy had no little faith in the woman.

      They'd gotten to know each other during their first semester in college. Paired in the same dorm room by chance, they'd hit it off immediately. Darcy would never forget the first time Becca displayed her abilities. The two of them had gone for a walk one evening across campus in search of food. There'd been two student eateries within walking distance, one to the right of their dorm, the other to the left. Darcy had insisted that they go to the eatery on the right, a buffet. Becca, growing suddenly serious on that warm evening, had vetoed her decision. She'd claimed to have a very bad feeling about the buffet, and suggested instead that they steer clear of it, try the other place. Not wanting to cause a fuss, Darcy had complied.

      And it was a good thing, too. It turned out that the food at the buffet had been tainted, and that the diners who'd eaten there that evening came down with a serious bout of food poisoning, for which more than a few required hospitalization.

      To some, Becca's hunch might have easily been written off as a coincidence, a lucky stroke of intuition. But to Darcy, it was more than that. To see Becca work, to see the surety in her gaze as she put her abilities to use, was to believe. Becca's work over the years extended far beyond mere predictions. She was known to do seances, wherein she'd act as an intermediary between clients and their deceased loved ones. While traveling in the deep south, she'd studied with renowned faith healers and had lived for a time with a group of ascetic monks.

      So, when things started getting weird in Darcy's life, Becca was the first person she called.

      “I mean,” continued Darcy, “the house is beautiful. Don't get me wrong. I love it.”

      “Uh-huh,” replied Becca. “You've said that like ten times already. You just trying to convince yourself, hon?”

      Darcy fumbled with her words. “W-well, I'm just saying it's a lovely house. But there are problems. I go from room to room, but I feel sometimes like I'm being watched. Thing is, there's no one around. And then the cabinets open and close on their own sometimes.” She paused. “Actually, it's one, in particular, that always seems to do it.”

      “Have you thought about tightening the hinges?”

      “That's not all!” Darcy was quick to add. “The other day I came downstairs and there was a mass-- a damn army-- of crickets in my kitchen, Becca. We called the exterminator and he couldn't find where they were coming from. The way he made it sound they'd just dropped out of thin air.”

      Becca whistled. “And we all know how you feel about crickets. Sorry to hear that. Definitely weird. Though... it's not necessarily paranormal.”

      “I know how it all sounds, believe me. But I wouldn't be bugging you if I didn't have a bad feeling about this place. And I do. I really, really do. Something's not right here, but I can't say what. See, the house has a reputation around here for... being haunted, or something. This old man in town told us all kinds of things about the place. Said that people have gone missing here, that the old owner might have been a devil worshipper or something like that. There was something, too, about a magnetic anomaly, or...” Darcy took a deep breath. “I don't know what to do.”

      “It does sound like something is wrong, hon. But are you sure it's the house that's the problem? How are things with you and Jack? I know he's a big-shot writer now, but are the two of you kosher?”

      “Yeah, yeah, Jack is Jack. Nothing's changed there,” replied Darcy, walking over to the window and looking out over the yard. The day looked warm and pleasant; so much so that she felt a bit guilty for pacing around inside and being such a nervous mess. The property was beautiful; surely she was overreacting to the stress of the move. Suddenly, her fears felt unjustified. “Maybe... maybe it's nothing,” she conceded.

      “No, there's something there. I think it's stress, mainly,” said Becca. “That, along with a generous helping of paranoia from the locals. You really shouldn't listen to talk from people without a background in spiritualism. Tell you what. If I can find the time I'll swing by for a visit sometime soon. Till then, just try to relax, will you? You're living the dream out there! Lobster dinners every night, soaking up the rays on your own private beach... sounds like a problem I'd love to have on my hands.”

      The two talked a short while longer before they said their goodbyes. The call had improved Darcy's mood considerably, and that was all she'd really been hoping for. Returning her phone to her pocket, she sat down at the foot of her bed and pawed at her knees. You've worked yourself up over nothing. Becca's right, you know. She always is.
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      Jack stepped slowly down the upstairs hallway, a cup of hot tea in hand. He held the mug close, keeping one eye on it and the other on the path ahead. The liquid rocked in the ceramic vessel, a few drops escaping the brim and burning his hand. “Damn it,” he mumbled, slowing his pace to a crawl.

      Hoping to get a better night's sleep, Jack had made a cup of calming chamomile tea to relax him before bed. After weeks of restless nights, he was prepared to try anything, and an article on a health blog had recommended chamomile tea with a spoonful of raw honey as a great way to unwind. He carried the mug towards his office, intending to check his email and do some light reading, but stopped short.

      There were five bedrooms and one bathroom along the upstairs hall. One had been converted into his office. The girls each had their own rooms and he and Darcy shared the spacious master. There was another room that they'd done nothing with, however. It was a room that they intended, some day, to turn into a craft room. Sitting unfurnished, the empty upstairs room would make a great place for Darcy and the girls to contain the messes that came with their artwork. Darcy had expressed interest in getting a pottery wheel for the space, and Jack could already imagine the wood floors covered in wet clay.

      While passing the closed door of this empty room, Jack thought he heard a noise issuing from inside. Darcy and the girls were downstairs, watching a movie together. Despite this, Jack could have sworn he'd heard the floorboards inside the room creak, as though someone had taken a series of quick steps within. It's probably nothing, he told himself, very nearly ignoring it and continuing towards his office. Just the house settling.

      But then he heard something he could not blame on the house.

      It was a sniffling sound, followed by a tiny cry. The sniffling persisted for a few moments, bringing to mind visions of mice or rats sniffing around the empty room. However, when he heard the feeble murmur shortly thereafter, Jack couldn't help but think it something else.

      It sounded eerily similar to the whining of an infant.

      Jack's blood ran cold. Hurriedly he set down his cup of tea on the floor, to keep from spilling it all over himself, and threw open the door to the spare room. It was completely dark inside, and he slapped at the wall for some time in search of the light switch. The whine persisted, growing labored now that the door was open. Where is that coming from?

      Upon dousing the space in light, Jack discovered nothing but an empty room, the floors groaning as they settled. The infantile murmurings had ceased suddenly. He stood at the threshold for a long while, completely dumbfounded, and listened for everything he was worth. The noise never resumed however, and he was left pacing around the room in a dazed stupor. Perhaps it really had been a mouse...

      Jack wandered to the stairs and called down to his wife. “Babe, come up here for a second.” A minute later, a drowsy Darcy began up the stairs.

      “What is it?” she asked, her eyes heavy.

      “Did, uh... did you hear something? Just now?” He peered back into the spare room, pushing the door open further so that he might see the space in its entirety.

      With a narrow gaze, Darcy peeked into the room, shaking her head. “Can't say that I did. I was nodding off on the couch with the girls. What was it?”

      Jack licked his lips and chose his words very carefully. “Well, it just sounded like a baby fussing. I thought I, uh... heard something moving in this room as I was walking by. Thought it might be a rat in the walls. And then, you know, there was this sniffling, crying. Sounded just like a baby...” He donned a smirk as his wife rolled her eyes. “I'm not kidding! I really heard it! Obviously, though,” he continued, motioning to the room, “there's no baby in there.”

      “I'm sure it was nothing,” replied Darcy, palming at her forehead. “Aren't you the one who has all of the reasonable explanations for these things? Heck, your hearing isn't even that good. Back at the old apartment, the rattling of the neighbor's pipes used to sound like someone forcing the exterior door to you. Remember? It was probably a bird or a seal in the harbor. Don't worry about it.” She yawned. “I'm heading to bed. Are you coming?”

      Jack stooped down to pick up his mug. Then, putting out the light to the spare room, he closed the door. “Nah. Not just yet. I'm going to head to the office and just catch up on my email. I'll join you shortly, though.”

      Darcy leaned in and pecked him on the cheek. Then, turning to the stairwell, she called out to the girls. “Abigail, Amy, get those teeth brushed and get your butts in bed. It's lights out, girls.” Downstairs, the two of them could be heard to stir sluggishly. “Don't stay up too late,” she added before disappearing into the bedroom.

      Jack made his way to the office, locking the door behind him. Plopping down behind his desk, he switched on his computer and exhaled a trapped breath. That disturbance had put quite the scare in him, but in the end there'd been nothing inside the room. Of course there hadn't been; he'd imagined the noise, had misidentified some bird or animal call for the sound of a crying infant. It had just taken him off-guard, that was all.

      Bringing the mug of chamomile to his lips, he took a deep sip.

      That's weird, he thought, frowning.

      The drink was ice cold.

      Losing interest in the tea, he set the mug aside and leaned over his keyboard, pulling up his email. Waiting for him was a new message from his agent, along with a note from his editor. He hadn't even read them yet and already he was getting hot under the collar.

      The pressure was getting to him, sapping the joy from his life. The sequel to A Memory Of Violence was looking more and more to him like a hideous chore, a burden. His writing had never been like that in the past. Creating stories had always been an escape for him. His life's greatest pleasure. Jack balled his fists and stood up, pacing about the room, his office chair smacking the wall forcefully.

      Earlier that evening, he and Darcy had talked about it, and she'd given him her two cents. They can't put a gun to your head and make you write. They'll get the book when they get it. Just email them and tell them to leave you alone. When you're finally ready to write it you can get in touch with them.

      That wasn't how this publishing thing worked, though. Darcy didn't seem to understand that the deadlines he'd been given weren't arbitrary, and that his being dropped by the publisher for a lack of progress on the book wasn't impossible. It was unlikely; his work was earning them a lot of money, so he could likely take his time with it, however if they did cut the cord, his career would end up dashed on the rocks.

      His pacing took him to the window. Pulling up the blinds, Jack took a long look at the twilit backyard. It was strange to think that, for the first time in his life, he had people waiting to read a story of his. Though the pressure placed upon him was tremendous, the creative soul in him still felt flattered at that fact. Since he'd been old enough to pen a story he'd been writing without an audience, solely to entertain himself. Now that the world had taken an interest in his work, things had changed. He didn't want to write the book, but he also didn't want to let those people down. Jack felt himself being pulled in multiple directions, his head host to warring desires.

      His eyes scanned the shore, where waves lapped softly against the sand and rocks. He could make out the shape of a small sandcastle he'd made with Abigail that afternoon, half-effaced by the tide. The towering, majestic trees of the property reached into the sky, their needles glimmering with moonlight.

      And then he saw something else.

      The peaceful scene was ruined by the presence of a dark figure standing in the shallows.

      Startled, Jack fell back a few paces, bracing himself against the wall. The book and all its attendant problems disappeared into the background as he took a second, frightened look at the beach outside his home. Who could possibly be standing out there at such an hour? A lost or drunken beach-goer?

      “What in the...” Jack muttered, scanning the waterline. It appeared he'd been mistaken; subsequent studies of the water, of the yard and every surrounding quadrant of the property he could see from his position showed no trace of the figure. “There's... there's no one there?” The words dribbled from his trembling lips and he combed a hand roughly through his hair, his scalp itching like mad. “Your nerves are shot.”

      Hurriedly lowering the blinds, Jack palmed at his eyes and paced about the office a while longer, trying to center his mind and vanquish the dread that had settled in his gut. It's the stress. You and Darcy both have been under a lot of it lately. And your sleep, too, has been awfully spotty. Don't lose your head just yet.

      Pausing at the room's center, Jack's mind reached out to two disparate thoughts at that moment, joining them together tenuously. While on a walk with Abigail the other evening, they'd seen those large, misshapen footprints in the sand. Where had they come from? His mind revisited, too, the conversation with Benjamin, the retiree, at the Italian restaurant in town, and his description of bizarre, elongated footprints cast in the snow outside the house just after an incident in the 60's. A child had gone missing, and the only clue that had been found was a long trail of strange footprints leading to the sea from the house.

      That his mind had so associated the two thoughts enraged him. Sure, put stock into that old codger's tale, why don't you? Next thing you know you'll be calling Becca over to bless the house, or buying a Ouija board. Get your head on straight.

      Slowly, Jack wandered to his chair and sat down. Then, pulling up his email once more, he began writing out a message to his agent.

      

      DEAR OSCAR,

      

      The book isn't coming along the way I'd hoped. It's going slow. Real slow. I'll keep you updated, but in case people start asking questions, just know that I'm gonna need more time on this. Sorry for the delays.

      --Jack

      

      It took him a few minutes to gather up the courage to hit SEND.
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      She clutched the plastic bowl, scooping a handful of Cheerios from it and funneling them into her mouth. Abigail's legs hung from the edge of the sofa, her eyes following the bright colors on the TV like laser-guided missiles. It was a new episode of a favorite cartoon; sharply animated and kind of crass. The sort of show her mother didn't like her watching.

      She found herself with free rein over the television, however. With her sister sleeping in and her parents talking in the kitchen, Abigail lounged and enjoyed her program, giggling throughout. When she'd had her fill of cereal and TV, she figured she might go for a walk outside, or do some coloring in her room. From the sounds of it, her parents were going to be busy that day doing work around the house. They were discussing the empty room upstairs, and wanted to begin converting it into a craft space.

      That suited Abigail just fine. A room where she could paint and color without worrying about the mess was an exciting prospect. Usually, when she dipped into her art supplies in her bedroom, her mother would get on her case for getting paint on the floor, or glitter on her bed.

      The cartoon was just about to go to commercials when the television began to behave strangely. Abigail sat upright, leaning towards the screen and working over a mouthful of Cheerios like a cow chewing its cud. The screen had flickered a few times and then frozen. Moments later, the display dimmed and a commercial for a fancy vegetable slicer came on. Her father had told her multiple times that, living outside of town, their cable and internet service weren't the greatest. The pause probably had something to do with that.

      Something had caught her eye as she stared at the screen, however. She'd only seen it for an instant; so briefly she wasn't sure whether she'd simply imagined it. Something, or someone, had been reflected in the television screen.

      The display went black between commercials.

      Sure enough, Abigail glimpsed her own reflection in the television's screen, with one other reflection besides. Surprised, she carefully set her bowl of cereal on the coffee table and marched out to the kitchen, where her parents were enjoying their morning coffee. “Daddy?” she said, reaching up and tugging at Jack's pajama bottoms.

      “Yes?”

      Abigail furrowed her brow. “Who is that on the TV?”

      Bewildered, Jack started into the living room, craning his neck around the corner and peeking at the screen, which was now flashing with a sequence of cartoon violence. He shrugged weakly. “Dunno, honey. I've never seen this cartoon before. I'm not sure what it's called.”

      Abigail shook her head, her gaze searching the room. “No, I saw a man in the TV. He had a doggy's face.”

      To this, Jack didn't offer a reply except to nod.

      “Daddy, who was it?”

      He didn't have an answer for her. “Dunno. Your mother and I are going to be upstairs in the spare room for a little while, OK?” said Jack.

      Abigail sighed and returned to her seat on the sofa. As Jack walked back to the kitchen, she glanced over her shoulder at the rest of the living room. The man with the dog-face wasn't there. He wasn't reflected on the TV anymore, either. The girl dismissed it as a fluke and went back to munching.

      After swallowing a bolus of dry cereal, something else occurred to her. Abigail turned and stared at the dim form of the old man sitting beside her. He was dressed in a black suit, black tie, and his face was hidden by a mask of smoke. Her father hadn't noticed this man when he'd walked into the living room. In fact, no one seemed to notice him but her. Abigail had met him only a few nights previously. He'd walked up to the side of her bed one night and introduced himself as “Frankie.”

      “Frankie,” said the girl, arching a brow, “did you see someone in the television screen? A man with a doggy face?”

      The old man stood up, his face a swirl of dark smoke, and passed straight through the sofa, leaving a trail of cold air in his wake.

      “Guess not.” Abigail balanced her heels on the coffee table and turned up the volume a few notches.
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      “A pottery wheel, a few crates for your yarn, a knitting machine... I mean, why don't we just rent the room out to Martha Stewart while we're at it?” Jack pushed open the door to the spare room and entered, Darcy at his heels.

      “I mean it! We have the space in here for so much! And just think how great it would be for the girls to have access to things like that. As a girl I'd have killed to have my own craft room. And, of course, I have a lot of supplies that need stowed away myself. I've wanted to get back into crochet for a while, and it turns out that good yarn is a lot cheaper when you buy it by the lot, so...”

      “Excellent,” he laughed. “When the girls move out someday, you and I are going to be left with a bunch of spare rooms. We'll fill them with your craft shit and then we'll adopt a bunch of cats. Sound good?”

      The two of them walked around the room, exploring the closet, peering through the dusty window and debating about where best to put things. “My sewing machine and table could go in that corner, there,” said Darcy. “The pottery wheel, I think, could probably go in the center of the room.”

      While walking across the floors, Jack discovered a lone board that seemed looser than the rest. As in the downstairs, the upper level boasted original hardwood floors. The floors in this room, however, had not been so painstakingly maintained over the years as was the case in the other rooms, and in fact looked rather spent. Kneeling down and toying with the loose board, Jack discovered a pair of empty sockets in one end where nails had once been. “What in the world?” Carefully so that he might avoid splinters, Jack slipped a few fingers beneath the board and gave it a little pull. Glancing at the subfloor beneath, he narrowed his gaze. “This board's loose as hell. Kind of warped, too. Might need replaced. Though... I think there's something underneath it. Got a light?”

      Darcy fetched a flashlight while Jack stared into the dark space beneath the floor. Straightening his glasses, he stooped lower and caught a face full of dust. There was something just underneath the board in question, wrapped up in what appeared to be paper. His fingertips met the wrapping, which produced a faint crinkling. “Hurry, babe! I think we've got some kind of buried treasure in here!”

      Darcy rushed back and shined a light on the spot while Jack slowly pulled the board up. Sure enough, there was a paper-bound package nestled against the sub-flooring, caked in a thick layer of dust. Whatever was inside, it hadn't been disturbed in a very long time. When he'd managed to wrench the board out completely, and had put Darcy's mind at ease with a promise to have it fixed professionally, lest her pottery wheel sit askew, he reached down and picked up the parcel.

      It was lightweight. Carefully, he set the thing down and took to unwrapping the weathered, cream-colored paper. The objects within were few, and to their immediate dismay, they did not appear valuable.

      Three tapers made of black wax rolled across the floor from the bundle. And then, to Darcy's marked dissatisfaction, he unwrapped a crude statuette, standing roughly eight inches tall and made of amber glass.

      The statuette was, put simply, a small sculpture of a human-animal hybrid; the body of a man with the ferocious face of a canine.

      “What the hell is that?” asked Darcy, standing up at once and holding the flashlight to her chest. She hadn't switched the thing off yet, and in the beam of white light the trembling of her eyes and lips was all the more apparent.

      Turning the statuette in his hands, Jack held it up to the light and smiled. “Uh... it's a statue, I guess. A somewhat ugly statue.” The thing was not particularly well-made. The rough outline of the body and the broad, savage strokes that had gone into the face gave it a rather amateurish look. “You don't suppose this is a fetish made to look like our resident mascot, do you?” Jack grinned, his teeth looking every bit as sharp as the statue's. “The Jackal Man?”

      Darcy had gone pale. “Why was that in there?” she demanded. “And the candles... those candles are black. Does that mean what I think it means, Jack? I'd bet it has to do with witchcraft... devil worship.”

      Casually, with the statuette still in hand, Jack stood up and replied, “You may be right.”

      The frown on her face was so deeply set, it looked like it might never fade. “Are you serious?”

      “Only messing with you,” said Jack, still looking over the statue. “But yeah, this might have been where the former owner of the house did his little voodoo thing.”

      Before the words had even left his mouth, Darcy was already backing up towards the door. “Put that thing down, Jack. You know what this means, right? The old man... the one at the restaurant. He was right about this place-- about the people who lived in this house before us. They were devil worshippers, and these were the materials they used in their rituals. We need to get out of this room now. I mean it, put that damn thing down! I'm calling Becca right away. We need her to cleanse the house... there's just no way this stuff is OK. I can feel the air in this room... it's changed. It's heavier now.” She was on the verge of hyperventilating, her knees butting heads.

      Giving the statuette in his hand a little shake, Jack chuckled. “Nah, it seems to me that you and the old guy who used to live here are a lot alike. Turns out you both enjoyed doing sculpture, eh? Don't jump to conclusions, babe.”

      “Jack, you put that thing down this instant... Don't you dare bring it out of there.”

      “Relax.” Dusting the statuette off, Jack started for the hall. “It's just a glass statue. Really, it's not that big a deal.” Marching off towards his office, Jack reached over and set the frightful figurine on his desk, beside his computer. “Look, now I've got a buddy in here to help me finish my book.”

      Exasperated, Darcy stormed off, rushing downstairs and muttering under her breath. When she'd gotten half-way down, she turned and barked at him. “Lock that door. I don't want anyone going in there until Becca has been by. Do you hear me, Jack?”

      He found Darcy's reaction more than a little dramatic, but ultimately he wasn't going to argue with her. Calling Becca and inviting her over sounded ridiculous to him, but until the charlatan had walked through the house with her incense and magic crystals, there was no way his wife would let it go. More than that, Jack wagered there was positively zero chance of the spare room ever being used as a craft space until Becca came over to chase the devil out. He snickered to himself, turning the simple lock on the knob and closing the door. When the time came, he'd be able to insert a small screwdriver into the lock and pop it open with ease.

      Before venturing downstairs to soothe his wife's nerves, Jack paused at the door to his office and looked at the glass fetish on his desk. It sat squarely in the sun's rays, and the shifting of the light through the glass almost gave the impression that the statuette was moving.
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      It was a good day for a walk. The heat had receded, and with her mother storming around, shouting over the phone to her friend Becca, Amy found herself wanting some peace and quiet. As a favor to her father she'd brought Abigail along, and thankfully the girl didn't require much attention. Her sister was content to play in the sand and pick up rocks in the shallows while she listened to music over her earbuds and looked out across the harbor.

      Several yards away, something bobbed in the water. It was smooth and curvy, dark in color. Probably a seal, she figured. Though at first the sight of seals and other creatures had excited her, sightings in the harbor now felt commonplace. Amy's reaction to spotting a gray seal was more or less the same as her reaction to seeing a squirrel dashing up a tree. Letting her bare feet soak in the warm water, she took a seat upon the edge of the shore. Minnows gathered in a large cloud about her toes.

      That morning, Amy had received a reply from Brian, the administrator of the Haunted Maine website. It had been brief.

      

      DEAR AMY--

      

      Your message was really a blast from the past! That website of mine hasn't been updated in years. I still maintain an interest in Maine's haunted history, however I don't get out and see as many haunted places as I used to. You asked about Winthrop House. Yes, in the years since I worked on that website, I've learned more about the place. Recent events have brought it back into the local news. Anyhow... what was it you wanted to know, specifically? Unfortunately, I've never been there. The old man who lived in the house didn't exactly allow visitors to tour the place. I heard a while back that the house was on the market. Don't know what kind of dummy would move into a house with that kind of reputation!

      

      Anyway, let me know how I can be of help.

      --Brian Klein

      

      She'd written him back immediately, pleased that he was willing to share what he knew.

      

      Dear Brian,

      

      Thanks for getting back to me. I want to know more about Winthrop House because my family and I have just moved into it. We've been living here for about a month and have noticed some pretty weird stuff. The locals all treat us strangely when we talk about living in the house. I want to know everything about its past, no matter how messed up. In fact, if you'd like, you can come visit the house for a tour.

      

      Amy knew that her invitation wouldn't go over so well with her parents. At writing that bit she could practically hear her father shouting at her for inviting a ghost-hunting stranger to the house. With a grin, she'd signed the message, Amy Ripley, AKA, the kind of dummy who'd move into Maine's most haunted house.

      Shielding her eyes from the sun, Amy caught sight of the boats sailing across the harbor. Every time she looked out on the water, she couldn't help but feel like the boats went out of their way to avoid their property. They seemed to stay far, far away from their shore, as if the men on board knew Winthrop House to dwell there and didn't want to catch any fish that'd swum too close to the old abode.

      Scanning the songs on her phone, Amy leaned back and let the sun wash over her legs and arms. Since moving out to Maine she'd begun developing a killer tan. A bit of sweat formed across her brow and she combed her hair back to keep it from sticking to her forehead. Scooping up just a bit of water in her hands, she splashed herself in the face and then glanced down at her side. “We should go inside soon,” she mumbled to her sister. “Don't wanna get sunburned.”

      Amy studied the half-finished sand castle, the pile of smooth stones Abigail had unearthed, but found no trace of the girl herself. She stood up immediately.

      Shit, she thought. Mom and dad are going to kill me. Where did she go? Searching the shore, the lawn and the sea ahead of her, Amy discovered her sister wading deep into the latter. Already standing in waist-deep water, the waves knocking into her small frame and threatening to bowl her over, Abigail was marching towards the open ocean.

      “Abigail!” cried Amy, throwing off her earbuds and taking a few steps into the harbor. The minnows at her feet departed with great speed. “Abigail, where are you going?”

      There was no reply from the girl. As best Amy could tell, her kid sister was consciously blocking out everything around her-- everything save for the point in the distance which she eyed with a stony determination. With short, shuffling steps, Abigail continued moving towards the open sea, either oblivious to the fact that she was soon to end up underwater, or else unconcerned.

      “Abigail, get back here!” Amy took a few more steps, the waves feeling icy against her sun-kissed thighs. She splashed wildly, screaming to get Abigail's attention, but made no headway. “Come back to the shore!”

      Abigail's gaze remained fixed on the distance. What she was looking at and why she stared at it with such intensity was a mystery. The girl pushed onward, till her T-shirt was soaked and only her head and shoulders peeked out of the water.

      With little time to spare, Amy waded deeper, taking hold of the collar of Abigail's shirt just as she was about to go under. The currents were a bit stronger out there, and not too much further Amy knew there to be a steep drop-off. Abigail didn't struggle as Amy hauled her back to shore by the shirt, allowing herself to be dragged through the water like a net full of fish. Nor did she stop staring into the distance. It wasn't until Amy sat her down on the shore and screamed in her face that the spell was suddenly broken.

      “What were you thinking?” demanded Amy, red in the face. “You could have drowned, you idiot! Mom and dad are going to be furious. What were you doing out there? You aren't good enough a swimmer to leave the shallows, Abigail. Why did you do that?”

      Bothered at the inquisition, Abigail lowered her gaze and kicked over the remainder of her sand castle. “Don't tell me what to do. What's the big deal?”

      Amy wanted to smack her. “You could have drowned out there, that's the big deal. Come on,” she said, taking Abigail roughly by the arm. “We're going inside. I'm telling mom.”

      They left the shore, Amy fuming the entire way. The dumb kid had probably been playing some game, or simply testing the limits to see what she could get away with. Amy's heart was still pounding over the incident, and she was mentally steeling herself for the scolding she would get for not intervening sooner.

      Just as they were about to start across the lawn, Amy noticed something in the sand that made her suddenly pause and drop her sister's arm. Looking at the criss-crossing footprints on the shore, Amy found several of her own, as well as Abigail's.

      It was the third pair, strangely shaped, that worried her. They definitely didn't belong to either of them. Looking them over closely, she noticed their freshness, as well as a certain similarity to the wet footprints she'd seen in the kitchen days before. These queer prints seemed aligned with Abigail's significantly smaller prints. It appeared as though Abigail and someone with large, deformed feet had been walking side-by-side, towards the water.

      Throwing a nervous glance at their surroundings however, there was no sign of anyone else.
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      “I can't believe this,” muttered Darcy, smoothing back Abigail's wet hair. “What were you doing out there? Why weren't you paying attention to your sister? She could have drowned.”

      Amy didn't have much to say, sitting in the dining room with her head low. It was true; she'd been lost in her own thoughts and had neglected to watch Abigail. She was willing to take the blame, wouldn't contest it in the least.

      But something weighed more heavily on her mind at that moment than her mother's temper.

      The strange footprints in the sand. Where had they come from, and why hadn't she seen the person who'd left them? Abigail wasn't providing any insight to that; though grilled by their mother, the young girl claimed complete ignorance of the entire incident. She said she didn't remember walking out into the water, couldn't say what had motivated her, and seemed rather bothered at the fuss she'd caused.

      Upon entering the house with her drenched sister in tow, Amy had heard her parents arguing loudly about something else. In the dining room, relegated to the sidelines with his arms crossed, was Jack. More than anything, he looked tired, spent. His thinning hair was disheveled, his eyes a little sunken. He was in no mood for fighting by the looks of it.

      “Go to your room,” said Darcy, motioning to Amy.

      Amy didn't need told twice, and quickly rose from her chair.

      “Let's get you some dry clothes, honey,” continued Darcy, leading Abigail by the hand. Turning to her husband, her gaze hardened considerably. “Make sure-- one-hundred percent certain-- that the door up there is locked. I don't want the girls stumbling upon... upon that obscenity. Do you understand me?”

      “Babe...” Jack began to plead. By that time, Darcy was already coming up on Amy's heels, stomping up the stairs.

      Hands in his pockets, Jack paced into the kitchen. The room was alight in the glow of the sun. Just outside the window he spied the lovely shore, could hear the chatter of birds in the trees. I don't understand, he thought to himself, massaging his temples. The property was so beautiful. They had the space and money now to spend their time however they pleased. Why weren't they happy? Why was everything going so poorly for them? Darcy had been high-strung as of late, getting worked up over what he thought to be trifles.

      So what if they'd found some strange curios in the upstairs room? He couldn't blame Darcy for getting upset at Abigail's wandering into the sea, but in the end nothing had happened. The girl was unharmed, and future incidents could be avoided by simply keeping a closer eye on her.

      Their troubles ran deeper than these few incidents, however. Rifling through the cupboards, Jack began preparing himself an afternoon coffee. His eyes stung with fatigue, and the brightness coming in through the window only made his vision blurry.

      Something was standing in the way of their happiness. Ever since they'd moved there the entire family had been on edge. What should have been a paradise for them was quickly becoming a nightmare.

      Upstairs, he heard Darcy walking up and down the halls, leading Abigail to the bathroom and barking angrily at Amy. So much for “a house by the sea” solving all of our troubles, he thought, dumping coffee grounds into a paper filter. Closing the lid to the machine, Jack stepped away from the counter and watched as it started up, the smell of fresh coffee streaming into the air soon thereafter.

      It'd been that damned realtor. Her insistence that the house was “haunted” had poisoned them all against it from the get-go. And then, listening to the garbage that old man had spewed in town had only made it worse. That was the source of their ills; the local talk had gotten to them, given new, ominous life to every commonplace bump and creak. Burying his fist in the counter, he wished he'd never heard a thing about Winthrop House's history. What did it matter who'd lived there before them, or what they'd done in the space? His name was on the deed now. His family was living there. The house belonged to them, and that was the only thing that mattered. Why was he the only one who could see that?

      Still, the stress in his working life had gotten to him in recent weeks. Putting off his book, struggling to get even his preliminary outlining done, had made him lose sleep. Pulling a clean mug from the drying rack, Jack nibbled on his chapped lower lip and wondered how long it'd been since his last full night of sleep. Hell, you haven't slept well since you moved out of Cleveland, he thought. It was silly to think that the tottering old apartment they'd left behind had been more comfortable to sleep in than this large, beautiful house. Perhaps something about the property-- a magnetic anomaly, like Benjamin had claimed-- was behind his poor sleep.

      No! Now you're being as paranoid as Darcy is. Jack poured himself a coffee and, after blowing on it enthusiastically, began sucking it down, black. His slippers clacked on the stone floors as he went on a manic circuit around the room. These rumors have gotten under everyone's skin. What we need are some facts. Some sanity. We need to end all of this superstition and put it behind us.

      He began devising a plan. A bit of time away from the house would help their tempers return to normal, he wagered. Another trip into Cutler was in order. While there, he could pay a visit to the historical society or local equivalent and see about getting some records about Winthrop House. He'd dig deep, learn everything he could about the property, and prove to his family once and for all that the hearsay spread by the locals was a load of dangerous garbage. He'd find out more about the Stambaughs who'd lived in the house before them, about the disappearances Benjamin had talked about. Hell, he'd buy something he could use to test the magnetic fields on the property. Anything to get Darcy to stop freaking out.

      The two of them were not particularly spiritual. Already, though, he could see the wheels in Darcy's head turning. At the first whiff of debauchery on the part of the former owners, she was ready and willing to run to the nearest cathedral or, worse, summon up her phony psychic friend, Becca. Jack had no stomach for such things.

      The noisome squeal of a hinge very nearly saw Jack drop his mug. Startled, he turned around and saw one of the cabinets sitting open. It was the one nearest the window. Growling, he set down his coffee and slammed it shut. “Stay closed.” He held it shut for a time, and then yanked it open again to test the hinge. “I'm going to tighten this thing once and for all.” With haste, Jack set off for his toolbox in the closet, returning a few minutes later with a Phillips-head screwdriver. Studying the cabinet hinge, he prepared to tighten the screws.

      They wouldn't turn, however.

      Try as he might, Jack couldn't tighten the hinge any further. Incredulous, he opened and closed it a few more times. Though the squeakiness might have been solved with a touch of oil, he couldn't for the life of him understand why the cabinet kept on opening. He lowered the screwdriver and then slowly shut the cabinet, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

      You've all been inside the house quite a lot lately, he thought to himself, gulping down a knot of dread. You've lived in the city your whole life. Rural living is disorienting. You're all still getting used to it...

      But was that really the case? The longer Jack mused, the less sure he became that the family was just having trouble acclimating to their new surroundings. They'd been in Winthrop House a fair while now. About a month. This was their new normal, and it didn't make sense to him that they should still be struggling to get used to it.

      Jack stood at the sink and rinsed a few stray coffee grounds from his hands. He peered narrowly out the window, his gaze shifting between the postcard-worthy scenery outside and the cabinet to his left. Maybe it's time to find a doctor out here, he thought. Someone who can write you a script for sleeping pills. This insomnia is killing you. Until the book comes out, the stress isn't going to go away. Might as well medicate so that you don't drop dead in the meantime--

      Jack's hands froze limply under the sputtering tap as something came into view outside. He glimpsed it in the space of a single, palpitating heartbeat, in a copse of dense firs near the water. Someone was standing there, in the shade, looking at the house.

      Quickly whipping the curtain aside with his damp hands and nearly pressing his face to the glass, Jack locked onto the cluster of trees outside. The pleasant voice of a songbird danced in the air just then, as if to reassure him that everything was all right. His eyes took their time in studying the back yard, dissecting those conifers needle by needle. It was plain to see that there was no one standing amidst the trees, however. It'd been a trick of the shade.

      Jack laughed to himself, his eyes watering very slightly. “Come on, man. Get a grip.” His sleepless nights were doing a number on him. He didn't feel like himself, was acting jumpy and paranoid. Splashing some of the cool tap water on his face, Jack sighed deeply.

      Taking hold of his mug once again, he left the kitchen and started upstairs, where he found Abigail running around in a fresh set of clothes.

      “Babe,” he said, finding Darcy in the bathroom, cleaning up a mess of water on the floor. “Get ready. We're going into town today.”
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      The family was less enthusiastic about exploring the small town this day than they'd been previously. Amy wasn't talking, slumped in the third row of the SUV, lost in her daydreams. Abigail sat quietly with her hands in her lap, nodding off as they entered town, and seemed somewhat upset after having been scolded by her mother. Darcy had donned her dark sunglasses again, and offered only clipped replies to Jack's banter.

      The one time she spoke, it was to let him know that she'd been texting Becca that afternoon. “I invited her over for a visit. She says she's going to check her schedule and, when she has the time, she'll hop on a flight to Maine.”

      Great. Jack couldn't hide his annoyance, but knew better than to stage an argument. He nodded and tried to change the subject. “Are you guys hungry?”

      No one in the car took the bait.

      The roads in and around Cutler were a mixed bag. Some were very well maintained; smooth and pleasant to drive on. Others, though, especially Winthrop Road, were a bit rougher. Coasting down the street that linked them to town, Jack allowed the SUV to swerve, weaving around the crumbling road to avoid the biggest potholes. Finally, when he reached Gillman's boat shop, the road smoothed out and made for more pleasant driving. He turned on the radio and scanned the local stations. There was a dry news program, a college radio station that streamed grainy alternative rock, and a religious program, discussing Bible verses.

      With a sneer, Jack cranked up the volume. “There ya go,” he said. “That's exactly what we need in our lives. A little faith.”

      No one much appreciated the joke, and Darcy reached out to shut off the radio with a sigh. The silence was redoubled, and Jack focused instead on the sound of the engine.

      Before leaving the house, Jack had done a quick web search for historical records on the Cutler area. There was a small building in the nearby town of Trescott, he'd found, which maintained a large store of property records, vital statistics and more. The Regional Historical Society was a mere twenty-five minute drive from Cutler, and considering the fair weather, the prospect of heading out that way wasn't altogether unpleasant. Jack stopped in town at an antiquated Burger King, pulling around the drive-thru for a large coffee and an order of fries. Darcy needled him for his choice of lunch and opted for only a diet soda. By this time, Abigail had fallen asleep, and Amy was so deep into her thoughts that she didn't seem to notice her surroundings.

      Pulling out of the Burger King parking lot, Darcy slurped at her drink. “Well, where to now?”

      Carefully cradling the hot baggie of fries in his lap, Jack reached down and picked up a handful. “We're going into Trescott. There's a little building there where we can find vital records and things like that. I'm going to see what dirt I can dig up on our house and the scoundrels who lived there.”

      Darcy grew solemn, her gaze scanning his face for hints of amusement. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack,” replied Jack, a french fry sticking out of his mouth. “You're paranoid about the house, think that these previous owners were a bunch of devil worshippers. You've even invited Miss Cleo for a freaking visit. Well, let's just see what this house is really about, shall we? Don't know what we'll find, but this place probably has some kind of record on Winthrop House. They also have historical surveys, too. Might find construction documents or other things of interest. If nothing else,” he said, crumpling the empty bag of fries and tossing it into a cup holder, “it's a good day for driving, don't you think?”

      Darcy said nothing, her lips locked around her straw. She sighed, legs crossed, and simply watched the Summer landscape streak by.

      Abigail stirred, opening her eyes slightly. “I smell french fries,” she mumbled before drifting back to sleep.
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      The Regional Historical Society building was little more than a weathered cabin on a plot of empty, sun-baked land. A small sign greeted visitors at the beginning of a dirt drive, but the elements hadn't been kind to it. Jack squinted at the sign as he started up the driveway. “I think this is the place...” Throwing the car into park, he left his keys in the ignition and leaned over the steering wheel, noting the small OPEN sign in the window. “Looks like they haven't closed up shop yet. You guys stay in here. I'll be just a few minutes.”

      Darcy seemed ready to protest, but he stepped out of the car before she could say anything, leaving the engine going and the AC belching cool air into the interior.

      The grass there was dry, crackling beneath his feet like hay. Jack removed the lid from his coffee and took a long gulp of the lukewarm brew before approaching the wooden door and pushing it open. Three dusty windows admitted a fair bit of the warm sunshine, and a series of light fixtures, half the bulbs dead, lit up a series of filing cabinets and a desk. Upon that desk was a PC computer that took Jack all the way back to the mid-90's; a colossal screen, coupled with a meaty tower, all housed in dark plastic. Seated at the desk, squinting from behind a pair of large glasses, was a middle-aged man.

      The man behind the desk forced a smile, his eyes appearing awfully large in the thick lenses of his glasses. “Welcome,” he said. He then motioned to the half-filled coffee cup in Jack's grasp. “We don't allow drinks in here.”

      Jack left his cup on the stoop outside, returning a few moments later with a strained smile. “This is the historical society, I take it?”

      “Indeed,” replied the man behind the desk. He stood up to a full height of just over five feet, and sported a portly frame. His blue dress shirt was stained in sweat around the chest and armpits. There was no air conditioning in the building.

      Jack extended a hand to shake. “Hello, my name is Jack Ripley. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions today.”

      The man's grip was very limp, his pudgy fingers leaving a bit of residual sweat in Jack's palm. “I'm David Conroy, a member of the historical society's board. What can I assist you with?”

      Already feeling overwhelmed in this hotbox of a building, Jack wondered at the best way to proceed. So far, every time he'd admitted to a local that he and his family lived in Winthrop House, he'd elicited a strange reaction. People would look at him as though he belonged in a cage as a part of some sideshow. “What sorts of records do you have access to here?” he began.

      Resting an arm upon one of the filing cabinets and wicking away a bit of dust, David straightened his glasses. “We've nearly five-hundred family surname files here, spanning from the year 1826 to the year 1997, when vital statistics were transferred to the Lubec Historical Society. We have some property records, as well as census data from that span of years.”

      “Excellent,” replied Jack. It was time to cut to the chase. “There's a surname I'd be interested in researching, as well as a house in town that I'd like to learn about. If you have anything about a particular stretch around Cutler Harbor, too, I'd be interested.”

      David reached into his desk and pulled out a pristine-looking legal pad. This was probably the first request he'd gotten in a long time, and he seemed eager to put the records at his disposal to use. “What surname would you like records on?”

      “Stambaugh.”

      David's reaction was not what Jack had anticipated. Rather than jotting down the name or asking for more details, the bespectacled man just loosed a sharp sigh, glancing up at his visitor with annoyance. “Is that what this is about?”

      “I don't... I don't understand.” Jack wasn't sure how to interpret this mood swing on the man's part. “Is something the matter?”

      For a long moment, David only seemed able to stroke at his stubbled cheek. Then, dropping the legal pad upon his desk obnoxiously, he walked all the way to the back of the room, its most shaded corner, where he threw open a filing cabinet. Not a moment later he was shuffling back to his desk, a manilla folder in hand. He shoved the folder into Jack's grasp and then plopped back into his chair. “Be sure to credit the historical society on your webpage,” he muttered.

      Bewildered, Jack glanced down at the folder in his hands. The tab was labeled with the surname “Stambaugh”. There seemed to be little in it; a couple of pages. “I apologize if I've offended you somehow,” began Jack. “Do you mind if I ask what the problem is?”

      Leaning back in his creaky chair, David regarded Jack with an icy stare. “That's the only file that anyone ever has interest in. I tell you, we get visitors here only a few times a year, and more often than not they want to know about those damned Stambaughs. Bloggers, usually, who want to do research on Cutler's horror house. That's why I ask that you give credit where it's due; the historical society survives solely through donations from the public. So much history between these walls, but all anyone ever comes looking for is that ridiculous file. There isn't much in it, in case you haven't noticed.”

      Tucking the folder under his arm, Jack shook his head. “I see. But I'm afraid you're mistaken. I'm not a blogger.”

      Tossing his shoulders, David glanced at his antiquated computer screen. “Writing a screenplay, then? A documentary about haunted houses?”

      Jack felt his temper stirring. “Not quite. My family and I moved into Winthrop House a month ago.”

      David's sparse, grey eyebrows were bunched up as he tried to make sense of what he'd been told. Then, relaxing somewhat, he offered a thin smile. “Oh, I see. My apologies, then.”

      Toying with the folder, Jack flipped through the pages inside. They were photocopies of old documents. There looked to be a birth certificate inside, a pair of death certificates, a few other sheets, difficult to read, that seemed to be property records. “I was hoping to learn more about my house.”

      With some effort, David stood up, his paunch nearly knocking his keyboard to the floor. “There's not much in there,” he repeated. “I've gone ahead and just tossed everything we have related to Winthrop House and the Stambaughs inside, since people come in here asking about them so frequently. There's nothing exciting or revelatory. Nothing that will substantiate the foul rumors about the place.”

      Jack smiled. “So, they are just rumors, right?”

      David's shoulders tensed like an ice cube had just been put down the back of his shirt. “I didn't say that.”

      The room felt stuffier just then, the smell of dust waxing dominant and the ambient temperature seeming to grow a few degrees warmer. With the sun pouring in through the three windows, Jack felt like he was baking in an oven. No wonder the pudgy clerk was sweating buckets.

      “What do you mean?” asked Jack.

      “The house has a reputation, and it isn't all unfounded. I will say that you're a braver man than I for moving in. I don't believe most of what's said about the house, but I'm also not the kind of man who'd live there. The indigenous tribes in this area never built on that land. They stayed far away from it. Their oral traditions are firm about this. When Waterford and Sons came through and decided to build houses there, I seem to remember hearing that some Indians in the area protested. The house went up, but the company went under not long afterward. It was the Depression that sank them, but others maintained that building a house on that supposedly unhallowed ground was their undoing.”

      Jack unbuttoned the collar of his shirt and fanned himself with the folder. “What's wrong with the land?” He cleared his throat. “I understand there might be some underground cavern that messes with the magnetic fields there?”

      “I wouldn't know about that. No records of geographical surveys in that area exist today. Testing it out yourself would be as simple as walking the grounds with a compass in hand, though. At least, I imagine so. I would suggest against such a course of action, however. If you plan to live happily in that house, you should turn your back on the past. The more you know, the less happy you'll be, I imagine.”

      “Please, go on.” The man seemed unwilling to speak further, but Jack's curiosity had been piqued.

      David was stalwart in his refusal. “No, I'm sorry. I've said too much. Maybe you'll find what you're looking for in that folder, but if I were you, I'd just throw it out. You're living in that house, so if you're not careful, all of this colorful local talk is going to become more than a mere story for you. Ignore it all.” He smirked, his chubby cheeks reddening. “This is the only situation I can think of where I'd advocate ignorance of local history.”

      Unable to make anymore headway, Jack bid the man adieu and left the smoldering building, stopping to pick up his coffee on the stoop. Heading to the car, he climbed inside and savored the air conditioning for a long while before speaking.

      Darcy eyed the folder in his hand reservedly, her sunglasses sliding down the bridge of her nose. “What did you learn?”

      “Not a whole lot,” he admitted. Glancing into the rearview, he saw that both of the girls had fallen asleep. “What say we have a little fun? Dinner and a movie, maybe?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      There were no movie theaters in Cutler, as it turned out. The closest thing they could find was an old movie rental shop, most of whose stock was still VHS tapes. After leaving without having picked anything, the family decided to visit a small burger joint for dinner. They were seated immediately and treated to endless fresh-cut french fries and large milkshakes. Jack, his appetite stirred in part by his fatigue, ordered a massive hamburger seven patties high, and succeeded at eating just over half of it. By the time their meal was over, everyone seemed in considerably higher spirits. Eager to keep the good mood going, Jack insisted that they go shopping.

      The hour was growing late, and most of the small shops in town were already closed. The sun was beginning to dip in the sky as they made their way to the Walmart in town. The store proved bustling, packed with townies walking the aisles, pushing empty carts, simply enjoying the air conditioning. The girls were given carte blanche to explore the store while he and Darcy walked laps, digesting their food.

      Walking through the refrigerated food aisle, holding Darcy's hand, Jack's problems began to feel rather distant. His interaction with David at the historical society was more humorous to him than anything, in retrospect. The man had been right; focusing so much on the house's past was sure to soil it in his eyes. He'd been a fool to get hung up on Winthrop House's history, to pay Darcy's outbursts any mind. There was nothing to fear in that house. The move had them feeling high strung, and the paranoid chatter of the townspeople was simply adding fuel to the fire. They'd found some ridiculous baubles under the floor, but that was all.

      Jack and Darcy started through the sporting goods section. Scanning the selection of hunting rifles and pocket knives, something caught his eye. In amongst the camping essentials he noticed a cheap, silver compass. Taking it off the rack, he turned it in his hands quizzically.

      “What's that for?” asked Darcy.

      He donned a sheepish grin and then put it back. “Nothing.”

      The two of them were reunited with the girls, who'd amassed an armful of things they wanted to buy. Amy had picked out a couple of T-shirts and art supplies, whereas Abigail had settled on a single, large toy; a dollhouse, with woodland creature figurines included. After balking at their choices, Jack relented and led them to the check-out.

      Some minutes later they were on the road again, heading for home. The sun was fading, leaving behind a splash of gold in the sky. The beautiful sunset was the perfect ending to their day. Things had started off a bit rocky, but some time away from the house had done them good. Feeling rather tired despite his caffeine consumption throughout the day, Jack was hopeful that he would manage a full night's sleep, and planned to turn in early.

      The dim streets opened up before them as Jack navigated the small town. With the windows cracked, the smell of the harbor came in strong. Somewhere far away he heard the bullhorn of a ship. They passed a number of docks teeming with fishermen, a busy Mexican restaurant where drunken diners stumbled about an enclosed patio.

      Further ahead, the evening was lit up by a cluster of blue and red lights.

      There were three cop cars parked along the edge of the road. As they drew closer, Jack could make out a number of officers in uniform, as well as a few pedestrians who'd stopped to gawk.

      “What's going on up there?” asked Amy.

      “Don't know. Might be a car accident,” offered Darcy.

      Jack slowed down a little, coasting as he came up next to the parked police cruisers. The area was awash in their flashing lights, and caught up in those lights he glimpsed the pale faces of the onlookers. The cop cars were stopped outside of a barbershop; more specifically, they were gathered around a large spruce tree located just outside a barbershop. A couple of passersby hovered at the curb, staring up at the tree. The officers spoke into their radios, ordering the townsfolk away from it.

      There was just enough light to see what was causing a stir. The minute he glimpsed it, Jack's mouth went dry and he instinctively hit the gas, the SUV lurching forward. Darcy, too, caught sight of it, and gasped.

      “Girls,” she said, bolting towards the back seats. “Don't look.”

      Of course, the girls did the exact opposite, glancing out their windows and seeing the silhouette of a man hanging from the lower branches of the tree by a noose.

      Of all the things, thought Jack, speeding down the road away from the grisly scene. A suicide was the last thing he'd expected to see on his way home. The vehicle was deathly silent, the mood subdued. The warmth in Darcy's cheeks had vanished, replaced by a quivering pallor.

      The effect was only redoubled as the shadowed bulk of Winthrop House entered into view some miles later.
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      “What's in the folder?” she asked again.

      Since getting back to the house, Darcy had been a nervous wreck. A hot bath hadn't been enough to banish the sight of the suicide, and she reacted violently to every bump that sounded in the night. Jack wasn't feeling especially talkative himself, and regarded the folder cooly from behind a glass of scotch. More than anything, he felt like throwing it into the waste bin. Why he didn't heed that impulse, why he simply stared at it on his desk, was simply beyond him.

      He remembered what David had said. Learning more about Winthrop House's checkered past would only poison him against it. It was wiser to live in the here and now, to disregard everything that'd come before, just as Jack had always maintained. He felt silly having gone through the trouble of recovering the file. He wasn't really in need of convincing, was he? It wasn't like he really believed there was something wrong with his gorgeous new home.

      He sipped his scotch pensively. “Don't know yet. The man at the office said there wasn't much in there. I'll have a look at it and let you know if I find anything worthwhile.”

      Darcy's thumbnail was still sandwiched between her teeth. “No... I've changed my mind. If you find something ugly in there, I don't want to know. Just... just keep it to yourself.”

      Jack smirked around the rim of his glass. “Listen, babe. I don't care if this was Charlie Manson's house, OK? It's not worth losing sleep over.”

      With a nod, Darcy stood up, straightening her pajama top. “I'm... I”m going to put the girls to bed, OK? Don't stay up too late. I'll wait up, if you want me to.”

      “Nah.” Jack emptied his glass. “I might be a while.”

      With that, Darcy left the office, making nary a sound.

      When she was out the door and he'd stood up to lock it behind her, Jack returned to his desk, refreshed his glass of scotch, and placed the manilla folder labeled STAMBAUGH squarely before him.
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      The records given to him were pretty clear about one detail.

      Only one family had ever lived in Winthrop House before his own.

      Franklin and Roberta Stambaugh had moved into Winthrop House in 1964. A copy of the deed had been included in the folder, and in the margin a few notes had been made by a careful hand. Jack read them under his breath. “Sold in 1964 for eight-and-a-half-thousand dollars. Paid for in cash.”

      There were two death certificates inside the folder, one for Franklin Stambaugh and the other for his wife, Roberta. Some of the information was missing in these documents; namely, the dates and places of birth. Jack recalled that, according to Benjamin, the Stambaughs had moved to Maine from somewhere on the West Coast. As a result, their birth certificates and such would not be on file in Maine.

      There was a birth certificate in the folder belonging to a Sophia R. Stambaugh, born on October 23rd, 1966. Paper-clipped to it was a death certificate corresponding to the same name, and dated December 18th of the same year. Under Cause of Death, nothing was written.

      These documents, then, belonged to the Stambaughs' missing daughter.

      Jack gulped down some scotch, his throat burning for an instant. That part of the old man's story was true, then. The former owners of the house had indeed had a daughter who'd gone missing at just two months old. He massaged the back of his neck, scanning the pages for more details. The child had been born at a hospital whose name he didn't recognize. Probably, it'd gone out of business long ago. On the margins of the death certificate had been written, in neat cursive, Reported missing December 18th, '66. NEVER FOUND.

      The next page in the folder was simply a black and white photo of the house, its quality degraded for its being photocopied so many times over the years. By the looks of it, the picture had been snapped shortly after the house was first built.

      That was all that the folder contained.

      Jack's curiosity now reached far beyond the folder's scant contents. He closed the thing and set it aside, firing up his computer and starting into a series of searches. The documents he'd been given were riddled with blanks; a stretch of almost forty years was left unaccounted for. Surely Winthrop House had known tenants between 1928 and 1966?

      A few minutes into his frantic search, Jack struck gold. The local newspaper, The Cutler Messenger Journal, had a website that featured previous issues in digital format. The archive was extensive, boasting scans of every periodical going back to the first in 1909. Even better, the archives were searchable, allowing him to type in certain keywords and follow only the hits relevant to his interest. He had only to enter keywords such as “Stambaugh” and “Winthrop”, to stumble upon a veritable treasure trove of results.

      The first mention of the Stambaughs came in an article dated to the Spring of 1964, which discussed recent house sales. It wasn't so much an article as it was a short blurb, naming Franklin and Roberta Stambaugh the owners of the house at 100 Winthrop Road.

      Mentions of the house itself, though, went back much further.

      The trouble Jack was encountering with these old articles was their lack of detail. One of them, provocatively titled “RAILROADERS FOUND DEAD OUTSIDE CUTLER HORROR HOUSE”, discussed in brief the discovery of two bodies on the property in 1936. There was a vague statement given by the sheriff of the time, a man by the name of Ernest J. Carver, which revealed little except the “abnormally violent” end the men must have faced, and the need for public calm during what was to be an “ongoing investigation”. That incident was never mentioned in the press again, so far as Jack could tell.

      Next was an article from the 1970's-- a report of a missing boy named John, just ten years old, who'd last been seen walking the lonely stretch of Winthrop Road. A picture of the buck-toothed, bowl-cut wearing child was included and his mother urged the public to come forward with any information that might help authorities find him. There was no indication that any headway had ever been made in that investigation, however. The only other mention of ten-year-old John R. Messing, as well as Edward Case, a Jr. High schooler who went missing a few years before him somewhere near Winthrop House, was an obituary that made no mention of a cause of death.

      Jack went to take a sip of his scotch but found his glass empty, his teeth meeting the rim with a clink. There was a burning in his gut, and it wasn't there on account of the booze. These articles were corroborating Benjamin's claims. Kids had gone missing around Winthrop House... men had been found dead there, too.

      With some reticence, he perused the next article, a grainy scan of the October 11th, 1928 edition. The story detailed the construction of Winthrop House and the plans to build yet more houses near it, despite the protests of certain townsfolk. One of the protestors so named was Roger Klein, then-owner of the Amherst-Klein fishery operating out of Cutler Harbor. In the article he gave a scathing dismissal of the construction project, criticizing the construction company, Waterman and Sons, as “cash-driven snakes without an ounce of decency.” His statement ended thusly: “It was the will of our forebears that the land upon which these mongrels propose to build be left in peace. To charge on needlessly in pursuit of the mighty dollar is to spit in the faces of the men who made this town great and to foolishly declare, in our age of decadence, that we know better than they. I think the entire project a disgrace.”

      Next up, Jack found an article discussing the disappearance of Sophie Stambaugh. To his dismay, the incident played out almost exactly as Benjamin had described it. The child had gone missing in the winter of 1966 during a heavy snowstorm. Officers responded to a call from Roberta Stambaugh but no trace of the child could be found on the premises. Considerable mention was made of the aggrieved parents, of the thoroughness of the search which was conducted by law enforcement officials and teams of volunteers, but the child was never found. The article made no mention of the footprints in the snow that the responding officers had allegedly photographed, but everything else Benjamin had said checked out.

      Jack clicked from tab to tab, the pieces of an ominous puzzle falling into place one-by-one. Next, an obituary for Roberta Stambaugh, dated August 16th, 1984. The cause of death was listed as “drowning”. In it, there was mention of her leaving behind an estranged husband in Franklin Stambaugh as well as a son by the name of Ronald. Jack jotted down the name, Ronald Stambaugh, and wondered why he'd never run across it before. He wondered, too, why there hadn't been a birth certificate included for Ronald in the file he'd been given.

      The Stambaughs had had another child. Was Ronald still living? Scanning the remaining search results, a short birth announcement for a Ronald Stambaugh in 1967 was found among them, giving him hope that someone in the Stambaugh line might still exist. It was a stretch, and probably rather indecent, but Jack entertained the idea of reaching out to this man if he could somehow find the necessary contact information.

      That was enough for one night. With a shaky hand Jack powered down his computer and sat in contemplative silence. Swiveling in his chair, he loosed a great sigh and mulled over everything he'd learned. Benjamin may not have been full of shit after all, he thought to himself; though, not without the caveat: Then again, that doesn't mean that the house's reputation is warranted. Some bad stuff happened here. That's all. It isn't the house's fault.

      He considered telling Darcy what he'd learned; sharing his new, burdensome knowledge. No... it would only upset her further to know that the old man wasn't a total liar.

      Jack wasn't ready to accept the old man's talk as fact, and he wasn't about to buy into Darcy's paranoia about the place, either. Still, his curiosity was thoroughly hooked by the house's dark history. He found himself wanting to know just a bit more. Convinced that he was on the verge of a breakthrough, he decided he'd continue looking into the house's history in the morning, and that he would reach out to Ronald Stambaugh to see what he knew.

      The more he learned about the house, the more he'd be able to comfort his wife and prove to her that her fears were unjustified.

      And also, this study of Winthrop House made for an excellent distraction from his book and all of its attendant stresses.
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      Thirst pulled him out of a perfectly restful sleep. Sitting up in bed with a groan, Jack tried to wet his lips in vain. Damn it... should have chased that scotch with some water. Standing up, he forewent his slippers and shuffled into the hallway, eager to suck down a glass of water and return to bed. With any luck, sleep would still be waiting there for him when he returned.

      He soldiered down the stairs sleepily, his feet feeling uncoordinated. The house was deathly still as the air conditioner switched off, the new silence only further muddling his senses. Leaning on the bannister for support, Jack made it to the bottom of the staircase and paused at the edge of the living room to gain his bearings.

      The darkened living room was a veritable minefield, with every piece of furniture therein just waiting to stub his toes. He used the light streaming in through the window to get the lay of the land before starting for the kitchen. There was the mantle, and across from it sat the old recliner. He took a slow step forward. Jack spied the sectional, the television, the coffee table between them. Another step.

      It wasn't uncommon for him to hear things in the house at night. Lord knew he'd been up in the middle of the night numerous times since moving in, and often he'd hear what he took to be whispering within the darkness. This time, he heard no such whispering.

      Instead, what he heard was soft breathing.

      Stopping on the balls of his feet, Jack turned quickly and eyed the sectional, where a dense, black shape began to shift in the low lighting. With balled fists, he prepared to lash out. An intruder, he thought. Wanting to get a look at his adversary before making a move, Jack kept his eyes on the black mass while feeling for the light switch on the wall.

      When the lights in the living room flashed on, he found himself momentarily blinded. He squinted through the brightness, making out the dark contours of a thing writhing beneath a wool blanket on the sectional. Reaching over, he yanked it away and then jumped back a couple of paces.

      Finally, when his eyes adjusted and he was able to take in his surroundings in full, he relaxed.

      It was Amy on the sofa, sound asleep. He gingerly replaced the blanket. The girl had evidently wandered downstairs sometime in the night to do some drawing; her notebook was still sitting open, along with a handful of pencils. Laughing to himself, he reached over and picked up the open journal, scanning her work.

      As he did so, his smile withered.

      The girl was good; there was no doubting that. Jack could still remember a time when she needed help coloring inside the lines, when her portraits of family members were nothing but messy stick figures. Her skill had increased over the years by leaps and bounds, but as he glanced over the sordid drawing in her journal, pride was the last thing he felt.

      It was a drawing of a large, humanoid figure. The body was lean and picturesque, except for in certain of the characteristics where Amy had taken creative liberties. The arms, for example, were inordinately long, and the hands were large and misshapen. Most transfixing, or perhaps horrifying, was the figure's face. Where fair, human features should have resided, Amy had decided to set down only the roughest strokes of a snarling, animalistic visage. Such was the bestial intensity of the eyes, the sharpness of the spittle-wreathed fangs, that Jack could not but afford the drawing a degree of realism. It looked as though it'd been drawn from life, or as though it might jump from the page at him.

      Jack could practically hear Benjamin's voice in his ear as he beheld it. We called him the Jackal Man. This, he guessed, was Amy's interpretation of the mythical Jackal Man that the old man had hinted at; a thing which the locals believed to have lived in the area since times immemorial. Leave it to Amy to stay up late drawing something ghastly. I wish she'd grow out of this moody goth shit...

      He frowned, looking down at Amy as the lights finally got to her. With a big yawn, she sat up and mirrored his grimace. “What are you doing in my room?” she asked, wiping drool from her chin.

      Jack forced a smile, holding out the drawing for her to see. “You fell asleep on the sofa. Guess you came down here to work on your... doodles, eh?” He handed over the notebook. “It's pretty good, I'll admit, but... probably not a good idea to draw that kind of thing if you want a sound night's sleep. Might I suggest puppy dogs or unicorns? I seem to remember you preferred drawing cuddlier things when you were little.”

      Amy blinked hard at her surroundings. “I don't... I don't even remember coming down here,” she said, accepting the notebook. Casting a single, bleary glance at the page, the girl suddenly shot up from her seat. She stared at her drawing with what Jack could only interpret as incredulity, picking up her pencils and looking at the tips with closeness. Her tanned skin paled to a lighter shade as she quickly scrambled for the stairs, her eyes cast warily behind her.

      “What's wrong?” asked Jack.

      She was already clambering up the staircase. A moment later, he heard the door at the end of the hall close with a thud. The lock sounded soon thereafter.

      Left scratching his head in the living room, Jack wandered over to the kitchen for his glass of water. Was it something I said? Possibly he'd offended her by calling her out on her creepy drawing; Amy had always been rather sensitive about her art. Maybe she was just tired, or else didn't feel like dealing with him. He shrugged it off and polished off a full glass of cold water in record time.
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      Sitting at her desk with her knees tucked to her chest, Amy was certain of one thing.

      The drawing of the Jackal Man her father had found was not her work. Opening and closing her hands, feeling the digits tense and relax, she studied her skin for signs of graphite. There were none, despite the fact that her drawing sessions usually involved a good deal of smudging. The pads of the fingers on her right hand where she usually held her pencil were not at all sore; an oddity, since a drawing of this complexity would have resulted in at least a couple of hand cramps and some finger soreness for her.

      And then there was the fact that she didn't remember drawing it.

      She didn't remember leaving her room after turning in that night, for that matter.

      Looking at the sketch in abject horror, Amy pondered what this meant. Had she drawn it in her sleep somehow? No, that was ridiculous... sleep-walking was one thing. Sleep-drawing, though? The hideous form of the Jackal Man leered back at her from the crisp page, far more detailed than her previous attempt had been. She wanted to close the notebook, to tear out the page and burn it, but at the same time she didn't want to go near it. In some small way she feared the figure on the page might reach out and touch her if she did so.

      The drawing looked a lot like the thing in her nightmare. She recalled the scenes of the foul dream. The Jackal Man had been walking towards her, towards the house, from the sea. She could still remember his profoundly briny smell, the intensity of his eyes.

      One minute she'd been sleeping in her bed. The next, she'd been awoken by her father, on the sofa. There was no accounting for the hours in between. Carefully flipping the notebook over and dropping it into her desk drawer, Amy opened her laptop. The wi-fi was working for the time being; before it could crash on her, she scoured her worried mind for searches she might conduct. Someone on the internet, she hoped, would have the answers she sought.

      A search for “Sleep-drawing” produced nothing of note. Mainly the results were paintings people had done of dreamscapes they could remember. Next, she typed in “dog-faced demon” and “Jackal Man”. This, too, yielded little of worth. There was a blurb on one website, a Catholic blog discussing the Book of Revelations, that claimed the Antichrist would be born of a jackal, but she found nothing useful to her situation.

      Why are you seeing this thing in your dreams? she wondered. And why are you drawing it? Searching in her memory, Amy struggled to recall any character in a movie or television show that looked anything like the frightful Jackal Man. No stories she'd read had ever featured such an antagonist. So, where was her mind getting this image? The old man in town, Benjamin, had described it in brief, but his spare description couldn't possibly fuel her nightmares in this way, could it?

      There was another possibility that she didn't want to consider.

      Maybe she was seeing the Jackal Man because he was real.

      At wit's end, Amy decided upon an alternate route of attack: She'd ask the local ghost expert Brian Klein if he'd heard anything about the dog-faced entity.

      Opening her email, she found an unread message waiting for her from Brian.

      

      Hello, Amy--

      

      You're pulling my leg, aren't you? Did you really purchase that old house? I've always wanted to visit, but I sure wouldn't want to live in it. Not after all I've heard. Do you experience any ghostly activity there? See or hear things that defy explanation? I'd love to come by sometime, and I can bring along some materials if you're interested in scoping out the supernatural presences on site.

      Anyhow, tell me what you'd like to know and I'll try my best to answer your questions. I can stop by whenever is convenient.

      --Brian

      

      Amy considered the message a short while before quickly hammering out a reply. She hit the SEND button before fully considering the consequences. Her father would probably kill her for doing it, but Brian was just about the only person in town who was interested in Winthrop House, rather than frightened of it.

      

      Dear Brian,

      

      If you're interested, come by the house for a tour tomorrow. It's urgent. There are things happening here that I can't explain and I need your assistance. You're welcome any time, day or night.

      And if you have any information about something called “The Jackal Man”, please let me know.

      --Amy
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      Abigail opened her eyes and looked around her room. It was dark, her red curtains choking out the moonlight. If not for the small nightlight in the other corner of the room, near the door, she wouldn't have been able to see anything. She pawed at her eyes and rearranged her pillows, flopping back down onto the bed with a sigh.

      She'd been having a dream when she suddenly woke up. It'd been a sound, someone talking, that had interrupted her sleep. Her mother or father, perhaps? Sitting up just a little to listen, she wondered if her sister was still awake.

      The house was perfectly quiet, however.

      Not used to being awake so late at night, Abigail pulled her covers up to her chin and surveyed her room. The closet door was sitting ajar, the edge of her toy chest peeking out. The rug on the floor, pink and shaggy, entered into view, as did her slippers. Her bathrobe had fallen off of its hook on the back of her door and sat in a crumpled heap on the floor. Everything was exactly as she'd left it.

      Her new dollhouse sat upon her nightstand, the little doors open and the figurines positioned in various of the rooms. She'd had loads of fun with it the day before and wanted to play with it some more. Had she not been so tired just then, she might have done so. Rolling onto her side and yawning, she looked at each of the figures in her dollhouse and imagined herself playing with them first thing in the morning.

      Scanning the mini kitchen sleepily, Abigail saw something unexpected.

      A grey eye staring out at her from the other end of the dollhouse.

      She frowned. “Frankie, was it you that woke me up?” she muttered groggily.

      The figure hunched behind her dollhouse did not stir, the very edges of its gaseous face hidden by the plastic trappings. The eye never seemed to close.

      “Frankie,” continued Abigail, “I've told you that I can't play at night. My parents would be angry if I started playing with you right now.” She paused. “We can play tomorrow.”

      Frankie, though, didn't move.

      The specter's gunmetal eye was fastened to the girl with great intensity, peeping at her through the open front door of the dollhouse. Abigail clutched at her covers as the temperature in her room suddenly dipped to uncomfortable lows. Her ears picked up faint whispers in the air. This was a regular occurrence; Frankie, the old man that only she could see, had made a habit of visiting her nightly. Sometimes, Abigail would merely pretend to be asleep, looking at him with half-open eyes as he stood in the shadowed corners of her room. The old man, dressed always in a suit and tie, wanted to play with her at all times, however the types of games he invited her to take part in were sure to get her into trouble.

      The whispers seemed to come from somewhere else in the house, from inside the walls. Abigail opened her eyes and looked to the figure pleadingly. “No, Frankie, I don't want to go swimming right now. It's bed time. We can go swimming tomorrow, OK?”

      Why does Frankie have such a weird face? she wondered. He wore a mask of some kind that made his face look like a shifting cloud of grey smoke. Where had he gotten such a thing? Maybe it isn't a mask.

      The whispering began to die down as Abigail buried her face against her pillow. “Goodnight, Frankie,” she mumbled.

      A short while later, when she hadn't yet managed to fall back to sleep, Abigail peeked at her dollhouse from the corner of her eye, expecting to find Frankie's gaze still riveted to her.

      The apparition had moved, though, and was now stooping at her bedside. His smoky face was leveled close to her own, and his grey eyes studied her with unnerving closeness.

      Abigail squeezed her eyes shut and tried not to think about it.

      She didn't like it when Frankie watched her like this.

      Was she really so interesting? Why did he like staring at her?

      If she was being honest, Abigail was getting a little bit tired of Frankie.
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      She'd dreamt of drowning.

      Staring into her mug of coffee, Darcy gave it a stir and fought off a shudder. The daylight had chased off those visions, but she could still recall fragments. The pull of the chill water, the inability to draw breath, the feeling of utter despair that'd claimed her. Then, with a tremor of the heart, she remembered the dream's ending. A feeling of complete relief had filled her upon finally giving in. She'd put on a smile and stopped fighting against the current, simply allowing herself to be pulled under peacefully, happily. In a way, that cheerful embrace of death had been the scariest part of the entire ordeal.

      Jack was standing in front of the sink, sipping his coffee thoughtfully and staring out into the back yard. The sunlight highlighted his haggard features in sharp relief. Pawing at the circles under his eyes, he poured himself a second cup of coffee and went right back to staring out the window. Though always a caffeine addict, Jack seemed to be hitting the coffee extra hard lately, drinking upwards of a pot or two a day.

      “What did you find out about the house?” she chanced, setting down her mug. Then, before he even turned to answer, she shook her head. “No, on second thought, don't tell me. I don't want to know. The last thing I want is to hate this house for its past.”

      It was a little late for that. Admittedly, Darcy was loathing Winthrop House. What had once seemed like the ideal seaside property was now but an unnerving and uncomfortable roof over her head. When touring the home for the first time she'd envisioned happy family dinners and tasteful decorations. That she would be frightened by the house had never even occurred to her. More than anything she wished to move, to find another place in town that didn't affect her in this way, however she held her tongue. She couldn't possibly bring herself to be honest with Jack, not in this matter. He'd bought her a house by the sea like he'd always promised. To air her disdain for the property would be a slap in the face to him.

      “It wasn't all bad.” Jack turned around, taking a loud slurp of coffee. “But some of what the old man said checks out, I'm afraid.” He took another sip and held the brew in his mouth a while before finally swallowing. “The records I got weren't terribly extensive, so I did more digging. The house has a history.”

      Jack's tone was hard to decipher; was it resignation she was hearing in his sighs? Disappointment? Not knowing how to interpret this, she tried to be cheery. “I'm sure it's not as dramatic as that old man made it sound. Right?”

      Jack grunted, both hands clasped around his mug as though he were trying to choke it to death. The look in his eyes didn't give her much hope. Whatever he'd found out about the house, it was likely bad enough to give even him pause. Perhaps it was better that he was keeping his mouth shut. The last thing Darcy needed was another reason to fear the place.

      “You know, Becca will help us get to the bottom of things when she arrives. She's psychically gifted, great at driving out the negative energies in a space and making them new again,” continued Darcy.

      This incited Jack to grimace. “What a load. Becca makes her living ripping off divorcees and starry-eyed kids. She's a fortune-teller. Some bad things happened here, but it's not like there's anything to fix, Darcy. Bringing Becca around is just going to make us look insane to the locals.”

      Darcy fixed him in her gaze, the mug resting against her chin. “No one will know she's here. The locals are all too scared of this house to come near it, remember?”

      Jack scoffed. “If Becca's the real deal, then why doesn't she ever guess the winning lottery numbers? That'd be one way to get into my good graces.”

      Amy entered the kitchen, bypassing her parents wordlessly and pulling open the fridge for a jug of milk. Filling up a glass, she started for the dining room table, when suddenly the ringing of the doorbell saw her jump out of her skin. “I'll get it!” she squeaked, leaving her glass on the table and sprinting for the door.

      Arching a brow, Jack looked to his wife. “Were we expecting a package or something this morning?”

      Darcy shook her head.

      The two of them heard the door opening and stood up to investigate.
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      Self-professed ghost hunter Brian Klein looked nothing at all like the photo on his website. The only holdover was the red jacket he wore; judging by its rattiness, it was the very same he'd been photographed in back in 1999.

      He stood a head taller than Amy, his paunch filling out a thin, black T-shirt underneath. He wore a pair of khaki shorts and some faded black sandals that were held together at the seams with duct tape. Wearing a curly, wild beard, Brian might have looked like a lumberjack if only he were fitter. He waved with a pudgy hand, and said in a low voice, “Hello, my name is Brian. I'm here to meet with Amy Ripley.”

      Amy was stupefied. “I'm Amy Ripley,” she said just as her parents arrived at the door.

      Brian's eyes narrowed behind his square-rimmed glasses. “Y-you're Amy?” Cracking a sheepish grin and then looking at the two stern-faced adults at the girl's back, he took a step away from the door. “Sorry, I didn't realize... You don't look quite the way I expected.”

      Same goes for you, guy, Amy thought.

      Jack poked his head out the door, placing a hand on Amy's shoulder and pulling her inside. “I'm sorry, but how do you know my daughter?”

      Breaking into a nervous sweat, Brian tried to explain. “Oh, sorry, sir. See, I met your daughter online. We were chatting-- exchanging emails, and--”

      Jack nodded slowly, eyeing his daughter in his periphery. “You mean to tell me that this is some kind of To Catch A Predator situation?” Taking a step out onto the porch, he poked the man in the chest with an extended finger. “You think it's OK to chat with young girls like this?”

      “Dad!” cried Amy, tugging on his shirt. “Brian is a ghost hunter. I asked him to come visit the house because of the weird things that have been going on.”

      Understanding his folly, Jack chuckled, but then his expression suddenly firmed up. “Wait, what?”

      Darcy remained in the doorway, arms crossed. “You invited him here without telling us?”

      Caught between the three adults, Amy stared down at the ground. “If I'd told you ahead of time, you'd have refused to let him visit.”

      “Damn straight I would have,” blurted Jack. “You invite one of these tinfoil-hat wearing nerds to check out my house and next thing I know it's going to pop up on a bunch of YouTube videos or something. This house has already gotten more than its fair share of bad press. Why add to the pile?”

      Blanching, Brian turned back towards his car, an aging Honda Accord, which sat in the driveway. “I can see that this has all been a major misunderstanding. I'm sorry for bothering you folks.”

      “But, dad! He knows about the house! And he's always wanted to see it. We went into town yesterday to learn more about the house's past. Why not let him in? He could tell you more!” Amy pleaded.

      Jack was about to order her back inside when Darcy interceded. “Maybe she's right. Maybe he should come inside and have a look around. Strange things have happened in the house and he's the only one so far who's been brave enough to want to enter. Even the mailman runs away from the place...”

      Evidently, the prospect of learning more about the house was intriguing enough for him, because Jack called out to the man who slunk quietly back to his Accord. “Hold on... Brian, was it?” He walked out into the yard to meet him. “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to chase you off like that. I'm Jack Ripley, and I just bought this house.” He glanced back at Amy, a brow arched. “Anyhow, I don't think you're going to find anything too exciting inside, but if you'd like to come in and chat, I wouldn't be opposed to learning more about the place's history. If we haven't scared you off, that is.”

      Brian's expression visibly brightened, and he looked up at the hulking domicile with all the excitement of a child. “Oh, that'd be swell. I'd love to.”
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      Abigail had come downstairs and was still wearing her pajamas when the family sat down with Brian. Accepting an offer of coffee, Brian glanced around the dining room and whistled through nicotine-stained teeth. He had a large, tattered backpack slung around one shoulder. “Mr. Ripley, I've wanted to have a look at this house since I was a kid. It's a local legend, this place.”

      Jack crossed his legs, one of his slippers falling to the floor in the process. “Don't say. I'm surprised that you're not more afraid of it; you're the only local I know that isn't.”

      Brian shook his head. “Oh, I'm not local. Not quite. I grew up nearby in Trescott. I live about an hour away now, though.” His cheeks reddened. “When, uh... Amy invited me, I couldn't believe my luck. I didn't want to miss out on this chance, you see.”

      Darcy sent Abigail off to play and urged Amy to her room as well, however the teen wouldn't have it. “I want to hear what he has to say,” muttered Amy, remaining in her seat.

      “So,” began Jack, “I have just a few questions for you. A few things I'd like to know, and that would probably put my wife's mind at ease. Do you know anything about the people who used to live here, the Stambaughs? Were they, by chance, into some...” He hesitated, cracking a smile. He knew how silly it would sound to broach the subject of devil-worship and could barely get the words out.

      Darcy finished his thought. “Were they Satanists?” she asked in a whisper of a voice, as if she didn't want Amy to hear her.

      Brian considered this for a time, his fingers working the ends of his curly beard. “Well, there was some talk of that, yeah. Mind you, no one in the area knew the Stambaughs particularly well. I have a cousin who supposedly met Roberta once, in town. Said she was a real quiet woman, never spoke to anyone. Real jumpy. Didn't seem like the kind of woman to dabble in that sort of thing, but as for her husband? People said all kinds of things about that guy. Franklin Stambaugh, devil-worshipper or not, was a real strange fella. Stayed in this house like he was its prisoner. A real-life hermit.”

      “And why's that?” asked Jack.

      Brian shrugged. “They say that the house wouldn't let him leave. That he'd gone too far, made some sort of bargain with something in the house, and that he was stuck in it. That's what the rumors said, anyhow. I'm sure you heard about his death; the way his remains were found in the garden and were supposedly in the ground for years and years? That's total nonsense. A buddy of mine who's interested in this sort of thing like I am came by the house a couple years ago in the hopes of scoping it out. Claims up and down he saw old man Stambaugh looking down at him real disapproving-like, from one of the upstairs windows. There are lots of other sightings like that, too. People saw the guy many times over the past twenty-five years-- standing in the doorway, near the windows. Of course, there have always been others that said it wasn't really him. That it was just something dressed up like Franklin Stambaugh, wandering the property.” He shrugged again. Jack wasn't sure whether the man had a lot to shrug about, or if it was some sort of nervous tic.

      “Right,” replied Jack, “but why did people think he was a bad person? He lost a daughter, his wife left him... if that were me, I probably wouldn't want to leave my house, either. What, was he sacrificing goats on the front lawn? I just don't see the connection to occultism here.”

      Brian guzzled some coffee, a few drops getting stranded in his beard. “That's the thing. No one has any concrete evidence of his interest in the dark arts or anything like that, but people like to point to the fact that, shortly after his daughter went missing and his wife left, Franklin's fortunes increased greatly.” He paused, as if that made everything clear. When Jack appeared puzzled, the man went on. “Look, there are stories throughout history of, like, Faustian bargains, right? A guy makes a deal with the devil in exchange for wealth or wisdom or something. Franklin Stambaugh, to hear the old-timers tell it, was broke as a joke when he and his wife first landed in Cutler. They barely had enough money to buy this house and fix it up. Franklin didn't have a regular job as far as I know. But then, the minute tragedy strikes, he's suddenly loaded? It turned some heads.

      “Maybe they would have attributed his newfound wealth to something else if he weren't living in Winthrop House. But this property already had a bad reputation by that time. It was widely believed that, during its years of vacancy, something had moved in. Made itself at home in the place. Get it? Something was already living here when the Stambaughs bought the house and maybe, the story goes, Franklin got to know it a little bit.” Brian gave his coffee a swish and then polished off the remainder. “Perhaps he knew where that daughter of his actually disappeared to because he had a hand in it. Traded her for limitless wealth. That's what the townsfolk liked to say.”

      Amy leaned forward on her elbows. “This thing that was already living in the house... Was it the Jackal Man?”

      Jack turned and glowered at her.

      “Possibly,” replied Brian. “I don't really believe in all of that Jackal Man stuff. Since the earliest days people have claimed to see something in this area that they can't explain. The “Jackal Man”, they call it; or, “The Cutler Wolf Man”. If you ask me, it's nothing like that at all. At least, I've never seen any convincing proof of such an entity. Still, what does strike me as a distinct possibility is the existence of something in this house before the Stambaughs moved into it. You have to think, for more than thirty years this place was empty, vacant. Whatever people were seeing in this area, Jackal Man or otherwise, it's possible it took a fancy to the house.”

      Standing up, Jack left the dining room. “Just a minute,” he said as he started for the stairs. A minute later he was coming back down, the glass statuette of the Jackal Man in his fist. Setting it down on the table before Brian and drawing a furious glance from Darcy, he returned to his seat. “It appears that Franklin believed in the Jackal Man at least a little bit. Found this trinket underneath one of the floorboards upstairs.”

      Cautiously, Brian picked up the statuette and examined it in the light. His brows were closely knit, his meaty cheeks drooping in a frown. “How about that,” he mumbled. “Maybe old man Stambaugh really was into such things.” He took out his cellphone, switching on the camera. “M-mind if I take a quick picture of it?”

      “Go ahead,” replied Jack.

      While Brian excitedly clicked a picture of the statuette, Darcy settled against the back of her chair, dissecting Jack with a venomous glare. “Did you really have to bring that down? In front of Amy?”

      Jack shrugged, crossing his legs. “Hey, I just wanted to lay all of our cards on the table. Brian here deserves to know. Anyhow, how about that tour?”

      Brian shot out of his chair. “Sounds great!”
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      Brian marveled at every room in the house. He was shown the bedrooms and bathrooms, allowed to walk around the living room, dining room and kitchen. Nothing markedly supernatural jumped out at him, however he reveled in the opportunity to tour the infamous Winthrop House and asked them questions about the things they'd experienced there since moving in. Half-way into his pacing, he unzipped his back-pack and removed a large, clunky compass from it.

      “What's that for?” asked Amy.

      “It's a compass. You can use it to pick up magnetic anomalies. I've always been curious about whether this house really is host to unnatural shifts in the Earth's magnetic field.” Holding out the compass and removing its steel cover, he watched, wide-eyed, as the needle began to spin at high speed. “Crap! Just look at that!”

      Jack, Darcy and Amy crowded around him, pausing in the upstairs hallway and watching the compass go haywire.

      Darcy went pale, looked like she was going to be sick. She turned to Jack and stared daggers at him. “See? I told you. I told you there was something wrong with this house. I knew it all along!” Angrily, she stomped down the stairs, fiddling with her phone and placing a frantic call to Becca.

      Jack was less bothered. “Why's it doing that? Is the magnetic field here really so different?”

      Brian shrugged. “I'm no scientist, but I would say that it is different, yeah. I bring this thing along with me every time I visit a supposedly haunted location. See, some people claim that magnetic anomalies can trick people into thinking that there are spirits around. Now and then, I'll get a little blip on the compass. But this? This is incredible. Just look at it! It doesn't stop spinning! It's going crazy!” He stared down at the instrument incredulously.

      Amy watched the needle swing around the face of the compass again and again, the hairs on her forearms sticking up. “So, what does that mean? Can we fix it?”

      Brian started down the stairs, eyes glued to the compass and a smile on his lips. “Not really. At least, I don't think so.” Darcy was in the kitchen, chatting loudly with Becca over the phone, while Abigail sat at the bottom of the stairs near the window. The girl was sitting bolt upright, staring at the wall ahead of her, and speaking quietly.

      Brian side-stepped her carefully, but nearly doubled over when the needle on the compass suddenly stopped in its tracks. “Wait a minute... what's this?”

      Jack and Amy arrived at his side, glancing over at Abigail warily.

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Jack, kneeling down at her side.

      As though in deep conversation with someone only she could see, Abigail stared ahead, mumbling. Her talk wasn't loud enough for them to hear, but she seemed rather invested in the discussion she was having.

      Jack reached out and touched her shoulder, giving her a little shake. “Abigail?”

      Brian dropped awkwardly to one knee and jostled Jack's arm. “Mr. Ripley, l-look at this.” He held out the compass for his host to see, his hand trembling slightly.

      The needle had stopped, and it was pointing precisely at Abigail.

      Amy hovered over them, watching as her sister continued talking at the wall. “Why is she doing that?” she asked, backing away a few paces. “Who is she talking to?”

      Jack was at a loss for answers, licking his lips and glancing between the compass and his muttering daughter. “A-abigail, that's enough of that. Stop playing games, honey.”

      Brian tried to intercede, setting the compass down on the floor and leaning towards the girl. “Abigail, who is it that you're talking to?” All the while, the needle remained still, pointed straight at her. Just moments ago the thing had been spinning at high-speed, showing no signs of stopping. Now, it would budge for nothing.

      Suddenly, Abigail turned to look at the ghost hunter, her gaze sharp. Brian doubled back, stunned by the cold grey of her eyes, and watched in horror as the compass suddenly started its chaotic spinning once more.

      Standing up from the foot of the stairs, Abigail marched out of the living room, saying only, “I don't like this man in our house, daddy. Please make him leave.”

      Chuckling awkwardly, Jack looked down at the compass. “Sorry about that. She speaks her mind. You know how kids are.”

      Brian gulped, his face slick with beads of perspiration and his breathing harder than it'd been previously. “N-no problem.” Quickly he stuffed the compass back into his backpack and stood up, making his way towards the front door. It was apparent he didn't want to be there anymore, and was looking to leave as soon as possible. “Thanks for the t-tour,” he blurted, hastily shaking Jack and Amy's hands. His palms were moist, clammy to the touch, and his fingers quaked very slightly as he did so. Straightening his glasses, he made his way over to the door. “Do you guys have any other questions for me?” His hand was on the doorknob as he uttered this parting remark, and his eyes conveyed a wish that the family would release him forthwith.

      From the kitchen, Darcy could be heard to chatter hysterically with Becca. “They were Satanists, those people who lived here before us. We had someone come by today, and the magnetic fields around our house are all messed up. Please, you've got to come out here. I'll buy your ticket myself, Becca. Please! I can't stay in this house much longer. Not after everything that's happened here.”

      Jack's face grew flushed, and he joined Brian as he staggered out onto the porch. “Thanks for coming,” he said half-heartedly.

      Amy shot Brian a nervous glance. The man was already walking away from the house however, and met her gaze for only an instant.

      “Maybe it would have been better if I hadn't come,” offered Brian as he made a beeline for his Honda. “Best of luck, and welcome to the area.”

      Not a minute later and the sweaty ghost hunter was speeding down Winthrop Road.
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      “Well, that went really well,” muttered Jack, locking the door. “Usually I imagine those ghost-hunting guys to have nerves of steel.” He paced into the living room, finding Abigail on the sofa, fussing with the TV remote. “You scared away our guest,” he said, grinning. “Don't you have anything to say for yourself, young lady?”

      Abigail looked back at him confusedly. “What did I do?”

      Amy shoved her hands into her pockets. “Why did the compass point to Abigail like that?” she asked.

      If Jack heard the question, he made no effort to answer it. “Go play in your rooms, girls. I need to talk your mother off of the edge.” Waiting for the two of them to head to their respective rooms, he stared pointedly at Amy and added, “And don't go inviting anyone else to this house without our permission. Understood?”

      Fresh off of her call with Becca, Darcy called to him from the dining room. “She's coming. Could be here as early as tomorrow, depending on the flight she catches.” She was relieved, having spoken to her guru, but her eyes still featured no little trepidation. “What else did that man say? Is there anything we can do about the magnetic fields? Is it even safe for us to live in a house affected by such a thing? I thought I read something recently about strong magnetic fields causing cancer--”

      “Bullshit,” replied Jack, wrapping an arm around her waist. She was just looking for some way out of the house, for some reason to move out and wash her hands of it. He wasn't going to let that happen, though. “This is our home now, like it or not, babe. And at the end of the day, that's all it is. A damned house. Get it? You don't have to lose sleep over... the magnetic field anomalies or anything else. You're being high-strung. Go take a nap or something. You sounded hysterical earlier.”

      Pulling away from him, she wandered back to the kitchen. “Oh? Well, for such a rational, cool-headed guy, you sure seemed interested in what that man had to say.” She shot him a sharp look. “If I didn't know any better, I'd say that you're getting paranoid about the house, too.”

      “That's not true,” he insisted.

      “Why deny it?” she asked. “Why don't we just go stay somewhere else until Becca arrives? Don't you think it would be wiser?” Her gaze was drawn to the dining room table, where the glass figurine of the Jackal Man still sat. Though she hesitated a moment, she eventually reached over and picked it up, ferrying it to the trash can in the kitchen. “This thing is getting thrown out.”

      “No way, we're not leaving this house. There's no need to. What, just because some people died around this property decades before we were even born? Because someone liked collecting glass figurines and shit? I've got news for you; any house older than a year is going to have some sort of history. That old apartment we lived in was built in the 70's. People probably got raped or murdered in there but you never bitched about it!”

      Pausing over the trash can, Darcy suddenly threw the figurine inside. “You're right,” she said. “I never complained back then. No matter how much I hated that place, I never complained to you about it. But now I am complaining. And it would be nice if that meant something to you.” Tears in her eyes, she took in a deep breath. “You should know by now that I'm not one to complain just for the sake of it. I'm not comfortable in this house and you're just writing me off, Jack. That isn't what I signed up for when we moved here.”

      Gritting his teeth, Jack threw his hands out to his sides. “Well, what do you want me to do? 'Hey, girls, pack your things. This house isn't good enough for mom, so we're going to find ourselves a new one.' That isn't how things work. Do you think I'm Warren Buffet or something? We have more money than ever before, but that doesn't mean we're just going to burn through it all, buying houses till we find one that doesn't upset you. This is all so ridiculous. You find a couple of bugs in a gorgeous, oceanfront house... find a little figurine, and suddenly it's not good enough. Guess what? This is where we're living now. It's what we have to work with.”

      Her patience spent, Darcy pushed past him and trudged up the stairs. The sound of their bedroom door slamming shortly thereafter made him flinch.
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      Why he was even still interested in the history of Winthrop House was beyond him. Everything he learned about the home only served to poison him or his family against it. Still, Jack was sitting at his computer, his bottle of scotch close at hand, considering making a call to Ronald Stambaugh.

      His justification for placing such a call was straightforward enough. As the only surviving Stambaugh, he'd be able to lend some insights into the real history of Winthrop House and shine some light on his parents. To learn about the day-to-day lives of the enigmatic folks who'd lived in the house before them would go a long way towards banishing the dreadful pall of mystique surrounding the property. They'd had the ghost fanatic drop by for a tour of the joint, and soon Becca would come storming in, reeking of incense and carrying out her ludicrous rituals. To his mind, a meeting with an actual member of the Stambaugh family was way past due.

      Digging up a phone number for Ronald was as simple as typing his name into a search engine. When he'd pulled up the number and taken a generous pull from the bottle of booze to loosen himself up, he dialed the number into his phone and waited. He hadn't intended to spend his day bothering a perfect stranger, but hoped the man would be open to talking. Arguments about the house and its history were putting a strain on his family, however in Ronald, Jack saw the opportunity to gain a valuable ally. Who better to dispel the myths and legends about the house than the son of Franklin and Roberta Stambaugh?

      Someone picked up on the third ring. A woman, somewhat tired-sounding. “Hello?” she rasped into the phone.

      Jack gulped. “Hi there, I'm sorry to bother you. My name is Jack. I was hoping I might speak to Ronald Stambaugh?”

      There was a long pause.

      Jack toyed with the bottle of scotch, holding it up to his desk light so that the amber liquid shimmered. The way the light passed through it reminded him somewhat of the glass figurine of the Jackal Man. Growing nervous at the lack of a reply, he loosed a chuckle. “Though, if this isn't a good time, I'll gladly call back later,” he offered.

      The woman on the phone cleared her throat. “Uh, no. It's not that. You see...” He could hear her licking her lips, trying to steady her voice. “That's not going to be possible, because Ron... He's no longer among the living.”

      Jack's heart just about stopped. He lurched forward in his chair so quickly that he knocked a couple of books from it. “Excuse me?” Gripping the phone, his voice wavered in disbelief. “Ronald Stambaugh is... is dead?”

      Another pause.

      “Yes,” the woman finally replied some tense moments later. “He hung himself,” she added, her voice reduced to a somber squeak.

      His mind was reeling, his pulse picking up. Ronald had committed suicide by hanging. “The other day, in town,” he muttered to himself, “outside of a barbershop...” He was remembering, of course, the suicide he and his family had witnessed at the end of their last trip into Cutler.

      “Yes,” said the woman. “He hung himself from a tree in broad daylight.” The woman's tone was hollow, like she'd repeated the incident a million times to numerous other people who'd called in search of the dead man. Though the edge of her voice threatened tears, she also sounded positively tired of the whole thing.

      Already having stepped past the borders of good taste, Jack's next question left his lips before he could even give it a second thought. “Why?”

      “I don't know,” replied the woman. “I've been asking myself that question a lot recently.”

      Trying to calm himself down, Jack steadied himself on his elbows and apologized. “I'm very sorry for your loss. May I ask who it is I'm speaking with?”

      “This is Stacy,” she replied. Then, she added, “His girlfriend.”

      Jack jotted down the name on the back of the manilla folder he'd gotten from the historical society. “Stacy...?”

      “Stacy Hughes.” She coughed. “And you are?”

      “Jack Ripley,” he replied. Locking his teeth around his pen, he hesitated to say more. Jack was a complete stranger to the deceased, had only been calling because he'd wanted to know more about Ron's parents. “I, uh... I just moved into the area,” he began. “I had been hoping to speak to Ron about... about his parents, and their former home, Winthrop House.”

      “Oh.” Stacy's voice telegraphed a hint of annoyance.

      Jack's mind swelled over with something like panic. Ronald Stambaugh was supposed to be his best lead, the only surviving person with a tie to the house and the people who'd first lived in it. But now, the only person in the world he could look to for answers was dead. Virtually everyone who'd ever had a personal connection to Winthrop House was dead, in fact; a coincidence that was not lost on him. Though he did his best to urge it out of his mind, a sinister suggestion plagued him nonetheless. Is my family next in line?

      “Listen,” continued Jack, “I am very sorry to bother you with this in your time of mourning, however I have a very serious situation on my hands and need to speak to someone who was close to Ron or his family.” He threw the Hail Mary. “Could I possibly meet you in town for dinner? Coffee? It's a matter of the utmost importance, and I have some questions that only you can possibly answer at this point.”

      Stacy was reticent. “I don't know... I'm not sure that I'm really the best person to help you with... whatever this is.”

      “I'll pay you,” Jack blurted. “Anything. Please, I... I need some answers and you're the only one I can look to. I know how dramatic this must sound, but my family, you see... We're living in that house. Winthrop House. Anything you'd be able to share about Ron's family, about the house's past, would be of great help to me-- to my family.”

      Sighing, Stacy agreed. “All right. I can meet you for a cup of coffee.” She could be heard to rifle through some papers on her end. “I'm free tomorrow... There's a diner in town, Steve's. Do you know it?”

      Jack had never heard of it, but was overjoyed at her willingness to meet. With his free hand, he hurriedly typed “Steve's Diner Cutler Maine” into a search engine and found an address. “Sure, what time?”

      She weighed the question a while, falling into silence as though she were reconsidering the whole thing. Finally, she replied, “Two in the afternoon. There's never anyone in there around that time.”

      Scribbling down the appointment on the back of the folder, Jack thanked the woman profusely and, after an awkward goodbye, hung up. Left reeling in his quiet office, he began to pace.

      He had never met Ronald Stambaugh, would not have been able to select the man from a line-up. His suicide left Jack feeling awfully distressed, however. What were the odds that the hanging man they'd driven past the other evening was in all actuality the only surviving member of the Stambaugh family? Though Stacy had not known what'd driven him to suicide, Jack had a couple of wild guesses. He wanted to meet Stacy with an open mind, to listen to what she had to say without embellishing it with wild theories. No matter how he looked at it however, he couldn't shake the feeling that the house, in some way, had driven the man to his death.
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      Subsequent messages to Brian went ignored.

      The feckless ghost hunter had been a bust, and by the looks of it, he didn't want anything to do with Winthrop House or the family who lived in it anymore. It was kind of humorous; he'd taken her up on her offer of a tour with all the excitement of a boy scout. Now, like everyone else in town, he'd gone running from the property with his tail between his legs.

      Amy hunched over the laptop, her tired eyes taking in the blue glow. Brian hadn't told them anything about the house or the Jackal Man that they didn't already know. Save for his little trick with the compass, his visit hadn't really elucidated a whole lot. Amy spent some time Googling information about magnetic anomalies, however most everything that turned up in her searches went way over her head. By the time she threw in the towel she felt a tension headache coming on.

      She'd holed herself up in her room for much of the day and was feeling awfully hungry. In need of a bite to eat, Amy wandered down to the kitchen and began rummaging through the fridge. There were some leftover cold cuts and bread from the day before. A sandwich it is. Her parents were nowhere to be seen. They, too, had separated themselves in their respective quarters. Her father had been inside his office all day; from her room she could hear the thumping of the glass bottle he drank from every time he set it down. Her mother, after a long call with Becca, had given up on the day and gone to bed.

      Pausing at the fridge, Amy grabbed a second plate and began constructing another sandwich. Abigail probably hadn't eaten anything all day either. Though petite, the girl had a hell of an appetite. With two finished sandwiches, Amy began a slow return journey to her room, carefully balancing both plates and making a pitstop outside Abigail's room.

      Amy entered the room, pushing open the door with her hip and setting one of the plates down on the nightstand. Abigail was sitting on her bed, cross-legged, facing the wall. She was mumbling, too, probably playing make-believe or something. “Hey, runt,” said Amy, “I made you a sandwich.”

      Abigail did not react at once. The girl paused in her mumbling but remained sitting on the bed, facing the wall. Then, just as Amy was about to leave, she began to turn around.

      The plate in Amy's hand very nearly clattered to the floor. It was all she could do not to let her knees buckle. “Abigail,” she gasped. “What's wrong with your eyes?”

      Abigail's eyes weren't right. Where usually they were a soft and charming brown, the eyes that met Amy's now were slate grey and strikingly intense. These were not the eyes of a young girl, but rather the eyes of something hateful. Amy was reminded of the drawing of the Jackal Man as she quivered at Abigail's bedside.

      “A-abigail?” she stammered, backing away and bumping into the wall.

      Whatever it was that looked at her from those cold, grey eyes, Amy was sure of one thing.

      It wasn't her sister.

      “Abigail, what's the matter?” managed Amy, edging her way over to the doorway.

      Slowly, Abigail's mouth fell open, and from within spilled a mess of shimmering, black insects.

      Crickets.

      The chirping pests dropped down onto the bedspread and fanned out, while still more surged from the fountainhead. Abigail's body jerked as the creatures were expelled, and when the flow finally ceased, her eyes returned to normal.

      Sick to her stomach, Amy let her plate fall to the floor. It smashed to pieces, and the sound of it breaking caught her father's attention down the hall. He opened the door to his office just a crack and peeked out. “What's going on out there?”

      Barely able to keep her footing, Amy wobbled out into the hall, throwing open the door to Abigail's room all the way. “Dad... there's something wrong with Abigail!” she cried, her voice heaving.

      Jack bolted from his office, rushing into Abigail's room. “What's the matter?” he asked.

      And then he saw the cloud of crickets. The jumping insects disappeared into the corners of the room, hid away beneath mounds of toys and clothing, before he could stomp on them. Cursing, he made his way to the bed, grasping Abigail's shoulders. “You OK, honey?” he asked.

      Abigail looked up at him sleepily, as if she'd just been roused from a pleasant nap, and then screamed. “I said I don't want to play right now! Just leave me alone!”

      Jack let go of her. “What's... what's going on in here?” He looked to Amy, her face a pale mask.

      Amy peered at the busted plate on the floor, at the fleeing crickets, at her sister, whose eyes were no longer hard and grey. Lips trembling, she tried to find the words. “I, uh... I came up here and she was... her eyes were...” She stepped to the left, avoiding a small cricket.

      Jack bent down and picked up the shards of the broken plate, then glanced into the hallway. “Listen,” he began, “don't tell your mother about this. You know how she is about crickets. She's got enough on her plate, enough stress right now. I'm going to try and pick off the stragglers. I'll call the exterminators again in the morning, see if we can't find out where they're coming from.”

      Amy tried to explain, but was so dumbfounded by the truth that she couldn't get her lips to move. She'd seen her sister belch the things out, had seen her eyes co-opted by something sinister and foreign. Backing out into the hallway, she ran a palm against her sweaty brow and wondered if she hadn't just imagined everything. That scene had been too insane to be real.

      But then, from somewhere in the bedroom, came the shrill chirp of a cricket.

      Cradling herself, Amy made a beeline for her room and shut the door.

      Abigail sat upon the bed, eyeing her father with bewilderment. “What happened?” she asked. “I was having a dream.”

      Jack finished picking up the ruined sandwich on the floor and subtly crushed a cricket beneath the heel of his slipper. “Uh... your sister just saw a bug in your room and got scared. That's all. Nothing to worry about.”

      Pleased with this explanation, Abigail laid back and closed her eyes.

      “You going to bed already, honey?” asked Jack. “It's pretty early. Why don't you play with your new dollhouse or something?”

      Abigail sighed. “I already played with my dollhouse today. And I have to try and sleep now, daddy. If I sleep at night, Frankie wakes me up.”

      Jack arched a brow. “Frankie? Who's Frankie?” He motioned to the dollhouse on the play table, a number of figurines standing inside of it. “Is Frankie one of your new toys?”

      Abigail rolled over in bed and promptly drifted back to sleep.
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      Somehow, sleep managed to subdue her that evening. Amy had retreated after the incident in Abigail's room and hadn't bothered getting out of bed again.

      Just what time it was when she awoke with a start she couldn't say. The alarm clock on her nightstand seemed impossibly far away just then, and no matter how she squinted, she couldn't make out the numbers on its face.

      Amy stood up. She felt unsteady, dizzy, and upon leaving her bed found that she couldn't even sense the floor beneath her feet. Taking a step forward, then another, she didn't feel the area rug on the floor or the chill of the hardwood. It was like she was gliding through the darkness.

      She was in the hallway. She'd never intended to leave her room at all, wasn't sure why she'd done it. As she passed the rooms along the hall, staring blankly at her shadowed surroundings, she felt her body being pulled forward. To the stairs.

      The silence was absolute and foreboding. Her pulse, her breathing disappeared, leaving only taut quietude. The house was transformed into a shadowed tableaux. The door to the spare room was sitting ajar, and inside it she spied a tall, dark figure. It had its back turned to her so that she couldn't see its face. It only entered into view due to the shimmering moonlight that drifted in from the open window. The outdoors were completely still and silent as well. It was as if the entire world had stopped turning, like reality had been paused.

      Abigail's room came up on her right. She looked inside, finding her sister burrowed beneath the covers and another tall, dark figure standing at her bedside. This figure caught just enough of the moonlight to be revealed. It wore a black suit, neat and crisp, but had only a dense cloud of grey smoke where its face should have been. Pockets as dark as coals answered for eyes, and the figure stood sentry at the side of the bed, bent slightly so as to stare directly into Abigail's sleeping visage.

      Amy kept moving. Her feet still remained curiously numb, unable to sense the ground. Her feelings, too, felt distant and intangible. Shouldn't you be scared? she thought to herself.

      For some reason, nothing she'd seen so far bothered her; in fact, the entire episode seemed to her just about the most natural thing in the world. Those midnight-colored figures were not intruders. They'd always been there in the house. She'd felt them ever since they'd moved in. The only difference was that, now, she could see them.

      The steps didn't creak like they usually did. She was on her way downstairs, her hands at her sides, and wasn't even sure she was using her legs. Finally, after some moments of seeming levitation, she found herself in the living room, the windows all lit up by the ghostly moonlight.

      She was moving towards the wall nearest the front door, where a framed family photo was hung. As she approached, the framed picture slowly disappeared, leaving only a stretch of pristine, white wall.

      Ah, yes. Now she remembered. That was what she'd come down to do.

      It was time to get started.

      Her hand closed around something thin and solid.

      A pencil.
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      It was the sound of something breaking that woke him. Jack's eyes shot open at the noise of shattering glass. What was that? Making his way to the door, he listened for some time, trying to figure out where the disturbance had come from. Glancing narrowly down the hall, he found all of the other doors closed. The girls were seemingly still in bed. Darcy sighed against her pillow, oblivious.

      He clenched his fists. Everyone's asleep... so that means it came from downstairs.

      Slipping out of the bedroom, Jack felt his way to the stairs and quickly descended. Pausing halfway down the flight, his ears perked up as a new sound entered the equation.

      Scratching.

      There was a faint but furious scratching noise coming from somewhere in the living room or dining room. His mind was flooded with visions of rodents. The walls of their old apartment had been home to noisy mice whose incessant, nightly scratching had often kept him up. A mouse? he thought. The longer he focused on the sound, the less he thought it the work of an animal. It was simply too forceful, too determined. He made it to the bottom of the stairs, where the sound seemed all the louder.

      “Who's there?” he asked, reaching out and hitting the lights.

      Jack lost his footing and tumbled into the fireplace as the lights came on. A curse sprang to his lips but quickly died away. He was staring death itself in the face.

      A brutally detailed drawing of the Jackal Man glared at him from the living room wall. Its deep, shaded eyes were locked onto him as though the image, furtively living and breathing, had tracked his descent of the stairs. He was so rattled by the find that he narrowly missed the sight of the artist bolting from the room on hands and knees like an animal. Amy. She dropped a pencil and raced towards the kitchen. An instant later, a door flew open and the sound of hammering footfalls on the cellar stairs met his ears.

      Jack fought to stand. The drawing on the wall was impossibly life-like. How his daughter, in the dark, had managed to create such a vivid and frightening thing with only a single pencil was beyond his imagination. On the floor was a cracked picture frame; Amy had probably knocked it off of the wall during her frenzied drawing. Grimacing, he realized that'd been the noise that'd awoken him. Beside the frame sat a discarded pencil, worn down to a measly grey stump. Kneeling, he flinchingly studied the drawing up-close.

      The face of The Jackal Man had been scrawled, carved, into the plaster. Amy's forceful sketching had left deep ruts in the wall, which only served to highlight the drawing's most hideous features and lend it an extra dimension of realism. He ran his hand across it and loosed a shiver, turning towards the dining room. Slowly, he reached out and placed the busted picture frame on the table before continuing into the kitchen. The basement door was still sitting open, and a vacuous darkness flourished below. Standing at the top of the stairs, Jack tried to steady his voice. “Amy?” he called.

      From the sea of black below him, came a reply. “He's coming for me. He's coming for me. He's coming for me.”

      The voice was so frail, so small and ragged, that Jack couldn't even be sure it was his daughter's. Placing a foot upon the top stair and clutching at the handrail, he gulped. “Amy? What are you doing down there?” The light switch on the wall was flipped, but the cellar bulbs failed to come on. He had no light to see by. “Amy?” he called again.

      “He's coming for me. He's coming for me. He's coming for me,” was the refrain that drifted through the darkness.

      Starting his blind journey into the basement, Jack held his breath. Even when the lights worked he hated going down there. It was cold and damp, the only part of the house that really looked its age. The renovators had overlooked the space, not bothering to refinish it. The floors were concrete, the walls uninviting brick.

      Jack listened for signs of his daughter in the basement. His own footfalls resounded in the dark space, making it impossible to hear anything else. For all he knew, she was standing right in front of him. “Amy,” he called out, summoning what little sternness he could. “Where are you? I'm not messing around here.”

      “He's coming for me.”

      The voice that reached his ears was low, somewhat androgynous.

      “Amy?”

      “He's coming for me.”

      The sound sent shivers down his spine. With every repetition, the voice was growing deeper, less familiar.

      “He's coming for me.”

      “Who... who's there?” he demanded. He threw a hand out into the darkness, feeling nothing but cold, empty space.

      “He's coming for me.” The acoustics of the cellar were playing tricks on his ears, surely. This warped and unfamiliar voice did not belong to his daughter.

      “Amy! Where are you?” he shouted, stamping his foot on the floor. Groping yet again in the darkness, Jack's hand met something substantial.

      Amy loosed a piercing scream as her father's hand grazed her face. She seized like she was gripping a live wire and then shoved something into Jack's grasp. Collapsing to the floor, she fell still.

      Jack knew what he was holding the minute he'd first taken hold of it. The smooth, warm contours of sculpted glass. The eyes, the ears, the snout. It was the glass statuette of the Jackal Man. Startled, he cast it away, listening to it clatter against the floor. Curiously, it didn't seem to break, however.

      Falling to his knees, he took hold of Amy and dragged her to her feet. She wobbled like she'd just fainted, and her breathing was so weak as to be nearly imperceptible. “Amy!” he said, patting her in the cheek and leading her towards the stairs. “What's wrong?”

      The girl didn't reply, except to mutter incoherently. She wasn't able to stand for some minutes, and even after Jack had gotten her up to the kitchen, she didn't appear fully awake. Her face and hands were smeared in graphite, and her clothes were stuck to her body, soaked through with cold sweat. She shivered and murmured and seldom opened her eyes, feeling her way through the room as though she'd been struck blind.

      Ushering Amy onto the sofa, he looked back at the image of the Jackal Man on the living room wall. Something is happening in this house. You can't deny it. You want to deny it, but... he bit his lower lip so hard he could taste his coppery blood. What's going on here? How is any of this possible? He paced around the room in a daze, doing his best to avoid the searching gaze of the monstrosity on the plaster. He wanted to write off the entire incident, to scold his daughter for acting out.

      He couldn't say a word to her. She hadn't done this of her own volition. Frankly, she wouldn't have been capable of it on her own. Something had brought her downstairs, had guided her hand. And he'd heard that something, too, in the cellar. “He's coming for me.” Jack wanted to ask her who she was referring to, but a single glance to the wall gave him a pretty good guess.

      “Let's get you to bed, honey,” he said, helping her up from the sofa and leading her upstairs. “You had a bad dream. You've been stressed out lately and listening to too many scary stories. You need some rest.” It was a pack of lies, and he knew it. He wished he could attribute the night's episode to stress alone.

      The pair shambled down the upstairs hallway towards Amy's room. Arriving at the door, Jack reached out and turned the knob, only to find that the door was locked from the inside. Taking a few steps back, he glanced at Amy, still a groggy, muttering mess, and asked in a low voice, “H-honey, how did you get out of your room?”

      She did not reply.

      When he'd managed to pop the lock with a thin screwdriver, Jack helped Amy into bed and then spent the remainder of the night scrubbing away what he could of the girl's hideous art project. The last thing he wanted was for Darcy to see it.
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      Darcy found him splayed out across the sofa in the morning, snoring. “Jack, what did you get up to last night?” she asked, giving him a little shake. While waiting for him to rise, she busied herself in the kitchen, starting up the coffee maker and emptying the dishwasher.

      Looking disheveled and hobbling around the kitchen with his hands pressed to his back, Jack yawned. “Your daughter was up last night, scribbling on the wall. Had a bad dream or something, I guess. I took her back to bed. Surprised you slept through it all.”

      This was, of course, a massive oversimplification of the facts. Amy hadn't merely been sleep-walking or scribbling on the wall. He tensed a little as he recalled the horrific depiction of the Jackal Man on the living room wall, now reduced to a couple of stray smudges for his hour of intense scrubbing the night before. Jack had no intention of telling her everything; Darcy was already on edge, already fed up with the house. She didn't feel safe there. Though Jack could come up with no reasonable theory as to why Amy had done what she'd done, he sure as hell wasn't going to give Darcy more ammunition to use in her fight against Winthrop House.

      Considering everything that had happened in recent days and everything he'd learnt about the old house, Jack was beginning to entertain the possibility that the property's sordid history as a local “haunt” might have some merit. Nevertheless, his reaction to such a thing was the polar opposite of his wife's. Where Darcy was prepared to pack up and leave, never looking back, Jack was a fighter. This was their home, and he wasn't going to be chased out by something immaterial, no matter how unsettling. If in fact Winthrop House was occupied by something otherworldly, Jack was going to do everything in his power to get rid of it.

      That is, if the forces at play in the house truly were paranormal.

      In the morning light, with a cup of hot coffee in his hand and the terrifying drawing gone from the living room wall, his courage was back and he found himself with a definite preference for rational explanations. The girls had heard Benjamin's talk back in town. He and Darcy had argued quite a lot recently, which was yet another stressor for the girls. The suicide of Ronald Stambaugh, which they'd had the misfortune to drive past, and the ghost hunter's visit to the house had contributed to the unpleasant mood in their household as well. The best thing was probably to declare a moratorium on discussing the house's past. The less they talked about such things, the less influence they had.

      Still, the incident with Amy had left him a bit shaken. Twice in the night he'd checked on the girl, finding her sleeping peacefully in her room. She wasn't up yet, but he wondered if she'd remember the incident at all. Even as he'd unlocked her bedroom door and tucked her in, she hadn't seemed fully cognizant. And then there was the matter of the locked door. Amy's bedroom had been locked from the inside. Unless she'd suddenly gained the ability to walk through solid objects, he couldn't fathom how it was she'd made her way downstairs.

      Darcy's voice pulled him from his thoughts. “The girls have been under a lot of stress,” she said, sighing. “I think we should leave. Becca will be here soon and I feel confident that she'll get the house squared away. But until then... don't you think it would be better for us to go elsewhere, Jack? Safer?”

      She had a point, and he knew it. Jack sucked in a mouthful of coffee and held it in pensively. “Where would we go?” he asked.

      “I don't know. A hotel or something?” She stepped closer to him. “Anywhere, really. I think... I think we just need to step away and... reevaluate everything.”

      Jack smirked. “Reevaluate what? Listen, I know that we've had some difficult times in this house. But how do you know... how do you know that leaving would even fix it? Me, I don't want to leave. I think it's ridiculous to leave my home just because of some hearsay about the Jackal Man.” Sensing Darcy's protests, he was quick to continue. “I'm not saying you're crazy, and I'm not saying that there isn't anything going on here. I tell you, the atmosphere of this place is just awful. But running from our problems isn't the way to handle them. We need to face this, whatever it is, head on.” He stopped short of describing their problems as something supernatural. “You've already called Becca in. Fine. If you think she could be of help, then let her walk through the place and do... whatever it is she does. I don't mind. But if there is something wrong with this house, don't you want to... fix it?” He awaited her answer with an arched brow.

      Darcy shrank, retreating to the counter and leaning against it. The answer he wanted was an enthusiastic “yes”, but that she'd already turned her back on Winthrop House was clear. She stared down at the stone floors and frowned. “And what if we can't fix it, Jack? Some things, some places... you know, I don't think that these sorts of situations can always be fixed.”

      Anger welled up in him. He clutched at the handle of his mug and scoffed. “A bunch of crickets show up and you're ready to just throw this beautiful house away. I really can't believe you right now. Why isn't this good enough for you? Why are you acting so entitled?”

      Her eyes cut into him and she nearly dropped her coffee. “Don't you dare call me entitled. I hardly ask you for anything, Jack. When we first moved in I loved this house, thought it was meant to be. But now, after everything that's happened, I'm not comfortable here. Neither are the girls. And hell, neither are you. Your sleep has been terrible, and you haven't written a word on your book since we've been here. You feel it, too. It's written all over your face, but you still deny that anything's wrong. Why? Is it just pride? Stubbornness? Why can't you just admit that there's something wrong with this house?”

      “Because I'm not a damn quitter!” he shouted. “Sure, maybe this place was the devil's own den once upon a time. But what does that matter? I bought this house and we're going to live in it.  Some bad sleep and spooky rumors aren't enough to shake me, Darcy. This house was supposed to be a new beginning, and I'm not just going to throw all of that away because you're paranoid.”

      Darcy had nothing more to say and took her coffee with her to the living room. Turning on the television, she flipped to the morning news and watched it blankly, making a concerted effort to ignore him. She crossed her legs, her robe sliding away to bare her twitching calves, and said nothing more for the remainder of the morning. Some minutes later, Abigail ambled down the stairs, wiping at her eyes, and helped herself to some cereal.

      When his coffee was through, Jack hit the showers. He had a meeting with Stacy, Ronald Stambaugh's girlfriend, that afternoon. When he'd bathed, he spent a few minutes digging through his closet for some appropriate attire. He wasn't sure how to dress for an interview like this one, ultimately deciding upon a purple dress shirt, a pair of khakis and his black shoes. Fully dressed, he helped himself to a few more cups of coffee and paced around the kitchen, vanquishing the fatigue that still dwelt behind his eyelids.

      Around the time Amy got up, looking every bit as worn out and disagreeable as she had the night before, Darcy went upstairs to shower. While the girl poured herself some juice at the fridge, Jack approached. “Hey, Amy. How did you sleep?”

      The girl shrugged, emptying her glass in a few gulps and then pouring herself another. “Fine, I guess.”

      His gaze narrowed. “Do you remember getting up last night?” He waited with bated breath.

      Staring into her glass of orange juice a moment, she shook her head and then shotgunned half of it. “No, why?” She seemed bothered by the question, like she wondered what he was driving at.

      Jack gulped. She didn't remember getting up and drawing all over the living room wall. She didn't remember dashing into the basement like a frightened animal and falling into a fearful, almost catatonic state. “No reason,” he lied. “I thought I heard you get up last night. Thought maybe you were sleepwalking, is all. Must have been mistaken.”

      Amy joined Abigail on the sofa, where she zoned out to a cartoon.

      With his wife in the shower and the girls preoccupied, Jack opened the door to the cellar. He had an idea. Reaching out and carefully flipping the switch, he gave a sigh of relief when the lights came on, and started down the stairs.

      The Jackal Man statuette. Was it still down there, somewhere?

      Darcy had made a point of throwing the fetish in the trash, however the night before, Amy had somehow gotten ahold of it. She'd thrust it into his grasp in the darkness, and in a fit of terror he'd cast it aside. But was the thing still down there? And why had Amy had it in the first place? Starting across the concrete, his dress shoes clacking loudly, Jack surveyed the cellar. The middle of the room was taken up by a brick enclosure that partially obscured the furnace and water heater. They'd left a few boxes scattered in the corners, mostly holiday decorations, but the space was otherwise barren. He took his time, walking a few circuits around the dingy room, but found no trace of the glass statuette.
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      Lunch consisted of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Jack wasn't about to complain; as it happened, he had an affinity for PB and J. Darcy often criticized him for having a child's palate, but he was rather easy to please. The family sat around the dining room table, eating in silence. Sandwiches and glasses of milk were slowly consumed as the afternoon light poured in through the window. It looked like a pleasant day outside, and the waves seemed gentle. It would have been a perfect day for a swim, or to sunbathe. None among them seemed in the least interested in any of that, however. To witness their meal, one might've thought them prisoners eating their last supper.

      It was Darcy who finally broke the silence, pushing away her plate and appraising Jack with a raised eyebrow. “Where are you going today, dressed like that?”

      Jack about choked on his sandwich, taking a glug of milk to help it down. Under no circumstances was he going to admit to her that he was on his way to meet with some woman in town to discuss the Stambaughs. He'd been led to Stacy by his own curiosity, and had hoped he might glean valuable information about the family and, subsequently, Winthrop House, by conversing with her. That very morning Darcy had given him hell for not taking her concerns seriously; if he told her honestly the nature of his appointment, she'd likely get worked up. “I'm meeting someone in town. Research for my book,” he said. He took a large bite of his sandwich in the next moment, to keep from having to elaborate.

      “What kind of person?” asked Abigail, her wavy hair draped over one shoulder.

      Jack squirmed in his seat. “A librarian,” he lied. “It's for a book daddy might write soon.” he glanced at Darcy and then stood up, taking his plate and glass to the kitchen. “I should probably head out now. I don't want to be late.”

      Darcy was upon him before he could even place his plate in the sink. “You're meeting with someone in town to discuss the house, aren't you?” she asked. She'd seen right through him.

      “Yeah,” he admitted quietly. “It's nothing much. I've been in touch with the man at the historical society and he said he found some other paperwork related to the house. Said it might prove interesting to me. It's a nice day out, so I decided to take him up on it.”

      Darcy nodded. “Yeah, OK.”

      “I won't be gone too long.” He straightened out the collar of his shirt and brushed off a few crumbs. “And I'm sure it's probably boring property records or something.”

      Darcy searched his gaze for a time, and was about to inquire further, when suddenly the doorbell rang. The two of them exited the kitchen and answered the door, finding Becca standing on the stoop with a purple overnight bag slung over one shoulder, beaming.

      “Well, look who it is,” muttered Jack, stepping aside to make room for their guest.

      Darcy went in for a hug and hurriedly invited Becca inside. “Thank you so much for coming, Becca. I'm surprised you could make it so quickly.”

      Becca, nearly Jack's height and dressed in a flowing green dress with colorful beads along the hem, winked. “Caught the first flight I could find. You said you needed me and it turned out my schedule was pretty clear, so I made it out here as soon as I could. No sense in keeping you waiting, sister.” Becca's smile was white as ivory, and there was a sizable gap between her two front teeth that always bothered the heck out of Jack.

      Jack offered a weak smile and stepped out onto the porch, checking his pockets for his keys and wallet. “A shame I'll be missing you like this,” he said, eyeing Becca with a smirk. “I have to head into town for something, but I'm sure we'll have plenty of time to catch up when I get back.” He glared at the overnight bag, stuffed nearly to bursting. “Looks like you brought everything you own. You planning on moving in with us or something, Becca?”

      Darcy waved him away like an annoying fly. “Oh, get on with your appointment, you. That's no way to treat a guest!”

      Becca guffawed, setting her bag down in the foyer. “I see Jackie hasn't changed a bit, has he? Drive safe.” She waved at him lazily and then turned to the girls, who sat at the table. “And how are you girls doing?”

      Eager to get going, Jack turned a gave Darcy a quick kiss before heading out to the SUV. “I'll be back in a few hours.” Climbing into the vehicle and maneuvering around Becca's rental, he pulled out of the drive and started for town.
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      Over the course of his twenty-minute drive, the weather suddenly took a turn for the worse. The skies turned grey, threatening rain as he wheeled into the empty parking lot of the dingy-looking diner. The burnt-out neon sign above the door read simply, “Steve's”. There were three other cars in the lot, one of which he hoped was Stacy's. Climbing out just as a faint mist began to fall, Jack pushed open the door and was hit at once with the smell of grease.

      Crinkling his nose, he scanned the dim dining room. The place might have been attractive and comfortable at one time, but now, with its tattered upholstery, grease-soaked curtains and vaguely sticky floors, the diner was about as inviting as a truck stop bathroom. Singling out Stacy was as simple as glancing over the rows of booths and singling out the blonde who slumped over a mug of black coffee. There were no other customers in view.

      The woman was very thin, and her teeth jutted out from behind her lips in an awkward way. She wore no makeup, the dark circles around her red eyes giving her the look of someone who'd spent the past several nights crying. She was wearing black, too, and beside her mug was a cracked smartphone and a pack of Marlboro's. The woman looked up at him nervously the minute he walked in the door and  craned her neck over the booth partition.

      “Stacy?” said Jack as he approached. When the woman nodded, he reached over and shook her skeletal hand, recoiling a little for its profound coldness. He sat down across from her, joined soon thereafter by a waitress. “Can I buy you lunch?” he offered.

      She shook her head. “No, coffee is fine.”

      “I'll have a coffee too,” he told the waitress, who returned a beat later with a chipped-up mug of lukewarm Maxwell House. Leaning over his mug, Jack sported a grin and tried to break the ice. “I find myself drinking a lot of coffee these days. Can't seem to get enough of the stuff.”

      She nodded, the look in her eyes distant.

      Straightening his glasses nervously, Jack took in a mouthful of the unpalatable coffee and appraised the woman afresh. The black T-shirt she wore had holes in it, and the skin beneath looked incredibly pale. Looking at Stacy, Jack had trouble imagining her ever being young or healthy. Even before grief had transformed her into this twitchy, emaciated character, he suspected that she'd never known particularly good health.

      “So, you wanted to ask me about Ron?” she said, clearing her throat.

      “Yes.” A moment later, he added, “And his parents, too. I understand Ron was the son of Franklin and Roberta Stambaugh?”

      Stacy hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, that's right. I'm sorry, I didn't actually know Ron's parents. He'd talk about them sometimes, but I don't really know a whole lot about them”

      “That's OK,” replied Jack. “Tell me about Ron, then. May I ask what happened?”

      Stacy inhaled sharply, sitting upright. She'd known that question was coming and had been considering a suitable answer. “Well, he, uh... he killed himself,” she said, unable to meet Jack's gaze. “I probably should have seen it coming. He was, you know... he had problems for most of his life. Who doesn't?” Her nicotine-stained fingernails rapped a couple of notes against the table. “Mental problems.”

      Jack offered a conciliatory nod. “What kinds of mental problems?”

      “Ever since he was young,” she began, “Ron claimed to see things. He had visions. Delusions. Doctors didn't know what to make of it, except that he didn't respond so good to medications. He'd see things, usually at night. And he never slept good, either. Bad nightmares. I think they call 'em night terrors. So, for most of his life he was not a very happy man.” She was quick to add, “He was always kind, always sweet. But, you know, he was a very tired person much of the time. Except when the fear would take hold of him, that is. When the end finally came, well, he told me one afternoon, 'Stace, I can't much stand this anymore'. He was in the middle of one of his episodes. I should have seen that as a red flag. Not a few days later...”

      “The suicide,” replied Jack, leaning forward on his elbows. “I see. So, he had a history of mental illness. I wasn't aware of that. I certainly hope he's in a better place now.” He'd said it in the hopes of comforting the woman, but in retrospect his words had sounded cheap. “How long did you know him?”

      She weighed the question for a time, emptying a packet of Splenda into her mug and stirring it with a spoon. “We lived together for years. Met as high schoolers, actually. A long time. We shared an apartment here in town. Moved in together shortly after his mother passed on, actually.”

      “Was Ron close to his mother?”

      “Yes, you could say that.” Stacy looked out the window, which was dashed now by a series of fat raindrops. “He grew up with his mother, I guess. Lived in town with her from the minute he was born. Never even met his father.”

      Jack scoffed incredulously. “He never met his own father?”

      Stacy shook her head. “No, he didn't. His mother left the guy before she gave birth to Ron. Of course, that didn't stop Ron from hating him. I don't know much about him, never met him myself, like I said. But Ron was always going on about what a hateful, awful man he was. I think a lot of his problems-- his mental problems-- came from, you know, growing up in a broken home like that. He and his mama were poor, but his dad was real wealthy, I guess. Not that it mattered; Ron never wanted anything to do with his dad.”

      This didn't make any sense. Jack puzzled over the woman's words while trying to chug his coffee. The waitress came by and topped him off, the fresher, hotter coffee making the ordeal more tolerable. Ron Stambaugh had hated his father without ever meeting him, but why? Had his mother poisoned him against Franklin somehow? “Why did Ron hate him? I mean, they never met, right? How would Ron know that his father was such a terrible guy?”

      Stacy shrugged. “Most of that, I think, came from his mother. His mother ran off on the guy just before he hit it rich, and never spoke to him again, either. Probably could have taken him to court for child support or something, but she wanted nothing of that man's. She worked two jobs and supported Ron the best she could. Then, in the 80's, she passed on. Drowned. Ron was a young man then and was able to get a job of his own to support himself. Then, a little while later, the two of us met.”

      Jack switched topics. “So, a while back, it came out in the news that Franklin Stambaugh was dead. Was Ron aware of that?”

      “Oh, yeah,” replied Stacy. “Ron didn't care. There was a will in place, and he might've gotten that old house and such, being the next of kin, but he didn't want it. Said he'd never go near it so long as he lived.”

      “And why's that?”

      Stacy glowered at him. “Well, he was scared of it.”

      Jack gave a knowing nod. “Scared of Winthrop House? Did he ever say why, specifically?”

      For a time, Stacy was silent. She checked her phone, the time flashing across the busted screen, and then excused herself for a smoke break. Jack watched her pace through the window, her thin frame hunched beneath the awning, puffing away. She smoked her way through two Marlboros before coming back inside and sitting down. When she returned, she needed no prompting, and picked back up where she left off. “That house... he'd always been scared of it. I always thought it was weird for him to be scared of a place he'd never been before. His mother took him away from it, and his father, well... he lived in it till the end of his days. Some people around here say weird things about it, but for Ron, well, it was more than just talk. For Ron, that house was a nightmare. A living, breathing, real-life nightmare. He always swore that if he went near it, he'd regret it.”

      “Did he ever say why?”

      “Because,” replied Stacy with a toss of her shoulders, “he said the Jackal Man was waiting for him there.”

      At the utterance of the name, Jack shivered uncontrollably. His mind returned to the night previous, to his living room, to the horrific scrawl on his living room wall. “The Jackal Man?” he asked. “What's the Jackal Man?” He was playing dumb, wanted to see how much this woman knew about the mythical figure whose name kept popping up in relation to Winthrop House. Whether she sensed the fear in his eyes was uncertain, but she continued all the same.

      “I don't really know,” she admitted. “Ever since he was little, Ron had seen this thing, with a dog's face, that he called the Jackal Man. The Jackal Man, he said, lived inside of that house and was waiting for him. A therapist once told him that this Jackal Man was some kind of coping mechanism, a character he'd made up as an excuse to avoid the house and his father. But Ron didn't see it that way. At night sometimes, and in his dreams, he'd see this Jackal Man, and he'd wake up crying. Said that his father had 'promised' him to the Jackal Man, and that if he ever went to the house he'd be taken away somewhere by the thing.”

      Jack's blood ran cold. “Where did he think the Jackal Man would take him?”

      Stacy only shook her head. “Who knows?”

      Stroking his chin, Jack went on with his questioning. “Did Ron ever say anything about his parents being into weird stuff? Like, you know, devil worship or something?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Uh... no, I don't think so.”

      “So, when the end came, Ron was... he thought he was being followed by this Jackal Man?”

      Revisiting the memories was painful for her. Her bloodshot eyes were filled with tears and she slumped back in her seat, a trembling sigh escaping her lips. “Yeah, same as it always was. I didn't take it as seriously as I should have. He was always talking about that Jackal Man, about how it was in cahoots with his dad, about how it was after him. I just told him to calm down, to go see another doctor. It was all in his head, you know? But to him, it was real, and I guess I just got too comfortable. I wrote him off. I was the only one in his life that could have helped him, but instead the fear got to be too much and he...” She dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “I really feel like it's my fault.”

      Jack was too shaken to be of much comfort, but he tried to be supportive anyway. “No, don't say that. These things happen sometimes, and it's not fair for you to blame yourself. Ron wouldn't want you to feel that way, would he?”

      Stacy shook her head and sniffed back the tears. “No, he wouldn't.”

      Jack's mind was reeling, his thoughts clouded over by the face of the Jackal Man. Ron had claimed that Franklin Stambaugh and the Jackal Man were in league together, that he'd been promised to the Jackal Man. Promised for what? Jack knew he was likely reading too deeply into the paranoid talk of a mentally unstable man, but wondered what kernels of truth might exist in Ronald Stambaugh's ramblings, if any. This interview with Stacy was leaving him with more questions than answers.

      Jack was thinking of other questions to ask when Stacy tapped her phone and suddenly stood up. “Sorry, I've got to go,” she said. “I have to get ready for work.” Outside, the deep rumbling of thunder could be heard from far-off.

      “Oh, that's no problem,” replied Jack, standing up and shaking her hand once again. He shuddered. All throughout their talk her hand hadn't warmed up in the least. He watched as Stacy shuffled to the door and out into the parking lot. She shielded herself feebly from the driving rain and hopped into a beat-up Ford pickup. A minute later and she was gone.

      Spreading out in the booth, Jack's head pulsed with a dull ache. He stirred his coffee, staring into the black eddy his spoon produced, and sighed. So, Ronald Stambaugh had been scared of the Jackal Man. In that way, he was no different from the rest of the people in town who talked about the beast in hushed whispers. Though, it occurred to him, there was one difference between Ron and the others. Ron had been close to Winthrop House, closer than any of the others in town could claim to be. Did that lend his paranoid delusions extra weight?

      Jack wasn't so sure that it did. For all of this talk about the Jackal Man, Jack still hadn't seen such a thing. He chuckled to himself. Of course you haven't. Because things like that don't exist outside of horror movies, you jackass. Still, Ron had believed in it enough to kill himself. Hounded by visions of the entity in both dreams and waking life, he'd decided that a death by hanging was his best option. He was so scared of this thing that he killed himself. Jack let that sink in for a while before fishing his wallet out of his pocket and throwing a couple of bucks on the table.

      He was about to leave when someone else entered the restaurant and plopped down into a booth across from his. It was a man with a curly beard, somewhat heavyset, and he spoke with some familiarity to the waitress. “Hey, Claudia. I'll take the usual,” he said, peeling off his rain-soaked jacket.

      It took Jack a few moments to realize it. Standing up and approaching the man's table, he appraised the familiar red-jacket, the wild, curly beard, the paunch, and recognized in them the ghost hunter, Brian. “Well, I'll be damned,” said Jack, dropping into the seat across from him and resting his chin upon his fist. “If it isn't Cutler's resident Ghostbuster.”

      Brian went pale, took hold of his jacket like he was about to run out of the diner. “M-mr. Ripley? W-what are you doing here?”

      Jack grinned. “Now, now. Don't run out on me. I've got some questions for you, friend. Play along and maybe I'll pick up the tab, eh?”

      Brian knocked a few raindrops out of his beard and sighed. “Y-yeah, OK.”
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      “So, I seem to remember that you left my house in quite a hurry. Do you care to tell me why?” Jack crossed his arms and waited for an answer.

      After placing his order, Brian clutched at his ratty backpack and played dumb. “Well, I'd finished my tour and I didn't want to take up any more of your time, so...”

      Jack leaned forward. “That's bullshit, and you know it. Tell me, how is it you contacted my daughter in the first place?”

      At this, Brian held up his hands, eyes growing wide. “Whoa, whoa, that's not what happened at all. She reached out to me, OK? See, I've got this old website, a database of haunted locations in Maine, and I guess she stumbled upon it. To be honest, I'd totally forgotten about it. It was something I did back in the late 90's, a hobby, right? I don't have much time for that sort of thing anymore, but once upon a time I would visit these haunted houses and make reports on them. It was fun and exciting. And the chicks loved it.”

      Jack grimaced. “I'm sure.”

      “Anyhow, she got my email address there, I think, and she started messaging me, asking me all sorts of questions about the house. I didn't have much to tell her. Winthrop House is infamous around these parts, but no one ever gets in to see it. Old man Stambaugh was pretty good at warding off intruders. Amy invited me over to see the house, hoping that I could tell her more about it. She wanted to know about the Jackal Man, too.”

      “And what did you tell her?” asked Jack, his voice a low growl. “Because she's been obsessed with it ever since. She's been drawing the damn thing night and day. She drew a picture of the fucking thing on my living room wall last night, in fact. Any idea why that might be happening? I don't suppose you filled her head with a bunch of nonsense about that legend, did you?”

      “No, no, it's not like that. I honestly don't know much about that myth. No more than I told you the other day during my tour. It's like I said before, I don't really believe in the Jackal Man.” He took a gulp of soda and shivered. “But, uh... there does seem to be something going on at your house.”

      “Right, which is why you ran out of there like a bat out of hell.”

      Brian unzipped his backpack and removed his compass. Setting it down on the table before Jack, he pointed at its face. The needle bobbed slightly as he did so. “You're right. I was scared. You know why? Because in all my years of messing around with this ghost stuff, I have never seen anything like that. The compass went insane in your house, but then, suddenly, I approach that little girl of yours and it stops dead in its tracks. Points right at her.” He shook his head. “That's no coincidence in my book. If I had to bet, I'd say that there's definitely something going on at Winthrop House. And I'd go further and guess that, whatever it is, it's interested in your daughter.”

      “Abigail?” Jack rolled his eyes. “My six-year-old daughter? You're kidding me, right?”

      Brian swallowed hard. “No, man. No joke.” He pointed at his eyes, his voice dropping in volume as the waitress came by with his food. “I saw something in her eyes that shouldn't have been there, Mr. Ripley.” The waitress set down his order. A double cheeseburger, an order of chili fries and a chocolate milkshake. He waited for her to leave before continuing. “I have been to hundreds, I mean hundreds of supposedly haunted locations, OK? I've been to graveyards where Civil War soldiers are said to roam at night. I've been to the homes of famous serial killers. I even had a friend who helped me take a tour of this long-abandoned prison, where people were tortured over the span of decades. I've visited places that freak most people out in the daylight. And you know what I've seen in those places?” He seemed to want Jack to guess.

      Jack shrugged.

      Taking a huge bite of his burger so that a string of cheese grew tangled in his beard, he replied. “Not a damn thing.” He took his time in chewing. “I've seen, like, doors opening and closing on their own. Almost always, it's just a trick of the wind, though. Or a warped doorframe. Things like that are common enough. Now and then my compass will pick up some magnetic anomaly, but what I witnessed in your house was so out of the norm that I can't really explain it. Mr. Ripley, I'm very much a skeptic. Having messed around in all kinds of locations over the years, it takes a lot to impress me, to get my attention. After what I saw at Winthrop House-- more specifically, after what I saw staring back at me through your daughter's eyes-- I'm ready to give up the business altogether. That shit's too hot for TV, too much for me. It's a whole other level of fucked up is what it is.”

      Jack tongued at his molars, watching the man shovel food into his mouth with his grubby hands. “What did you see? What got you so worked up?”

      Brian flinched, like he didn't want to remember it. Either that, or he was having trouble swallowing the enormous bolus of cheese fries he'd just forced into his mouth. “It was like...” he hesitated. “It was like her eyes had been replaced by lumps of coal. They were black, man. So black. They weren't a little girl's eyes, I can tell you that. And the energy about them, the hate... I could feel it. I could tell she wanted to kill me.”

      Jack couldn't contain his laughter. “Are you really being serious right now?”

      Brian made no move to deny it. “Yeah, man.”

      “So, you don't believe in the Jackal Man, do you? You know, I hear that Ronald Stambaugh believed in him. So much so that he committed suicide a few days ago. Were you aware of that?” Jack pulled a napkin from the dispenser and handed it to him, motioning to his saucy chin.

      “No shit?” Brian set down his burger and meditated on this news briefly. “That's fucked up. I mean, of all the people to just up and kill themselves... I'd heard about a suicide in town, but I didn't know it was him.”

      Jack nodded. “I met with his girlfriend just before you walked in. Talked with her. He claimed to have been haunted by the figure of the Jackal Man since he was a kid. He'd never even met his father and refused to go anywhere near Winthrop House because he was convinced Franklin Stambaugh and this beastly thing were working together somehow. That they were out to get him. Ron claimed that he'd been 'promised' to the Jackal Man. Any idea what that means? For something that's just a dumb myth, it sure seems to be popping up rather often, wouldn't you say?”

      Brian plucked the cherry off of his milkshake and ate it. “Old man Stambaugh did have that glass statue you showed me, right? Maybe... I dunno, maybe he really was into all of that hocus-pocus and the Jackal Man was just his... his deity of choice?”

      Jack pressed on. “What could that have meant, Brian? To be 'promised' to the Jackal Man? That's oddly specific, no?”

      “The Stambaughs lost one of their kids way back when. A little baby, didn't they?” Brian ruminated for a time. “Shortly after that, Franklin ends up loaded and his pregnant wife runs out on him. I'm not saying there's a connection, but it seems to me that Franklin might've had a role in that kid's disappearance. Maybe he got involved with this Jackal Man thing, offered up his baby as a sacrifice and was rewarded for it. And maybe it wanted his other kid, too, in order to keep the money flowing. So, Roberta Stambaugh takes off and never speaks to him again. Doesn't want the same thing happening to her new baby.” He wiped his hands off on a napkin. “That's the best I can figure.”

      Jack slammed the table, setting the plates and glasses wobbling. “But that stuff isn't real. You can't just summon up some beast from the pit and offer it a baby in exchange for a bag of gold because they don't exist!”

      Picking up a single fry, Brian arched a brow. “Listen, I've said it before and I'll say it again. On the subject of the Jackal Man? I'm not sold. But... I'm not prepared to write off the possibility of the entire supernatural realm... of dark forces that operate outside the spheres of human understanding. Mr. Ripley, I honestly think there's something happening in your house. You can call it whatever you want-- 'The Boogieman', 'The Jackal Man', 'The Headless Horseman'. The important thing is that you acknowledge it and move to do something about it. I glimpsed something there that I couldn't explain, and it had, for whatever reason, an unnatural interest in your daughter. Do with that what you will.”

      Jack massaged his jaw. “Let's say my house is haunted, then. There's something in Winthrop House that's messing with me and my family. The Jackal Man is come in the flesh and wants to spirit my daughter away after Ronald Stambaugh stiffed him. What can I do about it?” He smirked. “I'll play along, Brian. This is your area of expertise, right? So, I call the resident ghost expert and invite him to my house. What can he do for me?”

      Brian chuckled uncomfortably. “Oh, no. Not me, man. I'm not... this is not my area of expertise at all. I wouldn't know the first thing to do. I'm not a priest or whatever. I can't banish the darkness like you see in movies. There was a time when I wanted to do one of those ghost hunting reality shows, but even those guys, famous as they are, wouldn't know jack about actually ridding a house of spirits. Searching for proof of ghosts and vanquishing them, I mean, those are two different kettles of fish.”

      “So, do you think I should call a priest, then? Hold a mass in my living room?” Jack leaned back. “What would you do if you were me?”

      Brian whistled. “Well, I'd have started by not moving into an infamously haunted house.”

      “Whatever. After that. You find yourself in my shoes. Where do you go from here?”

      Brian worked over a couple of fries thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose I'd try and find out what the spirit wants. I'd try and make contact with it.”

      “A Ouija board, you mean?”

      “Hell, no!” blurted Brian. “Those things are not a good idea. If you don't know what you're doing you can make things a lot worse by messing with one of those. I'd suggest something safer. Something that only goes one-way. You ever heard of EVPs? Electronic Voice Phenomena?”

      “I'm familiar with it,” replied Jack.

      “It's pretty simple. Take a handheld tape recorder, walk around the house and zero in on some spot where there's a lot of activity. Then, simply reach out to the spirit. Speak to it. Ask it a question or something. Make sure you keep the tape running all the while. Then, play it back later on and listen for messages that may have slipped past your ears. Oftentimes you'll hear things on the tape that you didn't hear in the moment. I've captured a few in my day. They're usually short and cryptic. But my thinking is that, once you find out what you're dealing with, you can then come up with a better plan of action.”

      “If not for the fact you're recommending I walk around my house with a tape recorder, shouting at ghosts, your advice would almost come across as reasonable,” said Jack with a laugh. “And these tape recorders. Where the hell can you even get one of those these days? Online, or...?”

      “You could order one online, but I think most department stores carry them. Walmart probably has them. You can get one that's straight digital-- no need for tapes that way.”

      Jack pulled a crisp twenty from his wallet and slipped it under Brian's milkshake. “Thanks for the tip.” With that, he started for the door.

      Outside, the rain had slowed. Jack hopped into the SUV, glimpsing the pensive, staring figure of Brian through the diner window as he pulled out of the parking lot. Next stop: Walmart.
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      “So, this is the legendary cabinet I've heard so much about, eh?” Becca stood in the kitchen, a freshly-mixed screwdriver in hand. She took a sip. “Oh, babe, there's too much vodka in there. What are you trying to do, knock me out? I'll be of no use to you if I'm passed out drunk.”

      Darcy grinned. “Yeah, right. Your tolerance is higher than anyone I know.”

      “Hey, now! Are you calling me a lush? I've been cutting back lately, I'll have you know...” Becca reached out and touched the cabinet door, easing it open with a squeak. Suddenly, her brow became furrowed and her expression became solemn. “Wait a minute... I'm getting something here.” She opened and closed the cabinet a few times, setting down her drink on the counter and listening closely to the groaning of the hinge. “It's... it's worse than I thought. Do you hear it?”

      Darcy leaned in, eyes wide. “N-no, what?”

      “It's... it's Bob Vila, urging you to go pick up a can of WD40. This hinge is in need of some oil!” Becca snorted, picking her screwdriver back up and taking a sip. “Seriously now, you're a wreck. You look like you haven't slept well in days and you're jumpy as all get-out. What's the matter, sister? This place is beautiful with a capital 'B'. That beach out there is gorgeous, and if it weren't raining, I'd be skinny dipping in that ocean right now!”

      Darcy offered a nervous laugh, rubbing at her upper arms. “Well, it is lovely, you're right. We're very lucky to have moved to such a beautiful spot. But...” She looked up to Becca entreatingly. “Do you really mean to tell me that you don't feel anything in this house? Nothing... weird or uncomfortable?”

      Becca smiled. “Sorry to say the only thing bringing down the mood is you, babe. You're a nervous Nelly.” She motioned to Darcy's glass on the counter. “Come on, let's go sit and have a talk. It's been ages since we last talked in-person. You can tell me everything that's been bothering you.”

      The girls had been sent up to their rooms so that Darcy and Becca could talk without interruption. In the hopes of lightening the mood, Darcy had mixed up a few drinks. With every passing minute however, the air only became more stifling to her. The house was feeling more oppressive than ever before.

      “You know,” started Becca, crossing her legs, “I looked into the crickets.”

      Darcy tensed. “Uh-huh?”

      “In some places crickets are considered an omen. For instance, in certain parts of Brazil, the presence of a black cricket is a bad omen. It signals sickness or death. In other regions, people think crickets to be good omens, usually associated with a big financial windfall. There's a lot of mythology surrounding them.” She sipped at her drink, chuckling. “Other than your little bug problem, what's been bothering you, really?”

      Darcy tasted her drink but couldn't stand the way the vodka made her throat burn. Setting it aside, she kneaded the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “It's hard to explain. Sometimes, when I'm downstairs all alone, I feel like someone's watching me. There's no one around, but I can't shake the feeling no matter how hard I try.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “And the girls have been acting strange, too. Amy has been getting up at night. Jack said he found her scribbling on the wall in her sleep.” Darcy pointed to the smudged-up wall near the front door. “The worst part, for me, is the room upstairs, though. I told you about how we found some stuff in there, didn't I? There was this little paper bundle underneath the floorboards, and inside was a statue. A glass statue of a man with a dog's face. Around here people like to talk about this folksy urban myth, the Jackal Man. I think that's what it was.”

      “I can't say I've ever heard of any Jackal Man before. Is it supposed to be some sort of Native American deity, or maybe a demon?”

      Darcy shook her head. “I don't know. Jack might-- he's been looking into this stuff quite a lot recently. Though he denies it, I think that the house and all of the rumors about its past have gotten to him. He spends a few hours every night reading old records pertaining to the property and digging up stories about the former owners. He's out right now talking to someone in town about the house, in fact. For someone who doesn't believe, he sure is taking an interest in it.” She tucked her knees up towards her chest. “Maybe he thinks that hearing it from other people will change my mind. If he has all of the facts, he probably thinks I'll just let it go and admit I'm being paranoid.”

      Becca gave her glass a shake. “So, you found a glass statuette up there. Anything else? You said something about candles, right?”

      “The statuette and three candles made of black wax.”

      “Are they still up there?” Becca stood up, looking towards the stairwell. “I'll have a look at them, if so. Figure it's about time I get the grand tour, anyhow.”

      Darcy led her up the stairs, straight to the spare room. Though she'd asked Jack to lock the door, a trying of the knob proved it unlocked. She cursed under her breath. “I told that man to lock the door. I didn't want the girls up here, messing around where things like... you know... witchcraft, might have taken place.”

      Becca pushed open the door all of the way and stepped into the room ahead of her host. “Hey, now! Witchcraft gets a bad rep, but we're not all cauldron-stirring, child-eating savages.” She winked. “This is the room then, eh?” Her eyes scanned the floors, zeroing in quickly on the board that Jack had pulled away. Walking over to it, she knelt down and looked into the subfloor space. The paper-wrapped bundle was still within, hastily wrapped. Removing it, Becca tugged the wrapping away and studied the candles. “These are interesting candles.” She held one up to the light, examining it with a narrow gaze. “You said there was a statue in there with them. A statue of this... Jackal Man. Where is it?”

      “Um...” Darcy hesitated. “Actually, I threw it away,” she admitted, a flash of color hitting her cheeks. “Tossed it in the trash. I'm pretty sure it's in the dump somewhere by now.”

      Becca cringed, looking up at her host in disbelief. “Are you shitting me, sister? You threw away what is potentially an occult artifact? I'd have liked to get a look at it. Maybe then I'd be better able to tell you what we're dealing with.” She pointed to the bundle. “This isn't enough to go off of. Yeah, it looks like someone who used to live here was using this stuff, probably to honor this Jackal thing you've described. But that's just a guess.” Sniffing the air, Becca surveyed the room, searching from corner-to-corner for signs of aberrancy. “Honestly? I'm still not feeling anything around here. What I'm picking up in this space is the complete opposite of spiritual activity. There's a marked lack of spiritual energy here, like any auras are being drawn away, sucked away, to some distant place.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Darcy, waiting near the door.

      Standing with a groan, Becca explained. “I mean that, no matter where you go, you're going to find some evidence of the supernatural. It's unavoidable. The spiritual world and our world overlap. If you're at all attuned to the world beyond, it's more or less impossible to look around you and not find at least a few hints of otherworldly presences or energies. I can't walk down any street, can't eat at any restaurant, without catching a glimpse of something. Sometimes it's just an aura, or a strange sensory phenomenon, but it's a touch of the paranormal nonetheless.” She dusted off her dress and then wet her lips. “But not here, hon. Here, things are different. It's like the walls have been scrubbed clean, like great care has been taken to purge the house of anything spiritual.”

      Darcy smiled weakly. “I'm sorry. I still don't follow.”

      Holding out her hand, Becca pointed to her palm. “It's like this house is a petri dish, right? And in a normal petri dish left to accumulate whatever's in the air, you're going to get some supernatural buggies whether you like it or not. But this house, somehow, is sterile. Nothing can grow here. The agar is poisoned or something.” She took a step towards the door, casting a final glance around the room. “Either that, or it's like something in this house is purposefully hiding from me. And I don't like that.”

      The two of them stood in the hallway. Darcy carefully shut the door and buried her hands in her pockets. “OK... so, you think there's something in this house that's hiding from you. What can we do about it? Can we draw it out into the open?”

      Running a hand against the wall, Becca took a deep breath. “I'm not sure we'd want to do that.”

      “Is it a ghost? Maybe the old man who used to live here? Or, do you think...” Darcy's voice was caught up in her throat. “Do you think it could really be the Jackal Man?”

      Becca waved her off, combing a hand through her long, brown hair. “I don't know for sure.” Staring at the door of the spare room, Becca closed her eyes as though she were imagining a scene therein. “A glass idol, some black candles...  it's not such a stretch to imagine that someone in this house once made an offering to something.”

      “To who?”

      “That's the question, isn't it?” Becca walked further down the hall.

      Darcy followed close behind. “And for what reason?”

      “People reach out to supernatural beings all the time for many reasons. Sometimes they just want information. Wisdom. Closure. Other times, their reasons for communicating with the spirits are less noble. What kind of man lived here before you?”

      Darcy paused, scrambling for details. “Honestly, I don't really know. No one knew a whole lot about him. He had a child go missing. I know that his wife left him, and that he lived out the rest of his days here. But, other than that...”

      Becca shot her a dark look. “Whose house did you move into, Darcy?”

      The two of them were standing outside Abigail's room. The door was ajar, and the girl could be seen to sit on her bed, flanked by a couple of dolls. Staring at the wall, she appeared deep in conversation. Becca was about to head back downstairs with Darcy when she suddenly stopped.

      “What's she doing in there?” asked Becca, grabbing Darcy's arm.

      Darcy looked into the room. Abigail was sitting cross-legged on the bed, shoulders stooped, facing the bare wall. She was speaking quietly, in a voice just higher than a whisper, and seldom moved. “I don't know,” she replied. “Playing with an invisible friend? Playing make-believe?”

      Becca frowned, taking a step back. “Does she do that often?”

      Not sure how to answer, Darcy rubbed at her arms and gave it some thought. “I mean, now and then. What kid that age doesn't do that kind of thing, though?”

      “Abigail,” called Becca, stepping into the room. “How're you doing, sweetheart?”

      The girl suddenly fell silent. She did not turn around to acknowledge Becca, but simply remained on the bed, facing the wall, her shoulders tensed as though she were an animal with its hackles up.

      “Sweetie,” asked Darcy, opening the door all the way, “who are you talking to?”

      Without turning to look at them, Abigail replied. “Frankie.”

      Becca nodded. “Frankie, eh? Is he, uh... a new friend of yours?”

      The girl did not reply.

      “Do you speak to him often?' Becca probed.

      Abigail didn't stir.

      “OK... I'll see you later, sweetie.” Becca eased the door closed most of the way and then watched Abigail through the sliver of open space. She waited for the girl to resume her hushed mutterings, but she never did. Remaining stationed in front of the wall, Abigail seemed to know she was being watched and did not move a muscle. Finally, Becca gave it up, leading Darcy back towards the stairs and frowning. “That's weird, Darcy. Kids play make-believe, sure, but what's going on in there is different. I think something's up here.”

      Darcy started down the stairs, her hand trembling as it gripped the bannister. “You think something is wrong with Abigail? What could it be? Could you feel anything while we were up there?” She paused half-way down, looking back to Becca pleadingly. “Should we go back up there and--”

      The front door could be heard to open. Humming a quiet tune, Jack stepped into the living room and locked the door behind him just as Becca and Darcy made their way downstairs. Jack grinned widely, a small shopping bag in hand. “Well, how's Miss Cleo here enjoying her tour?” He walked over and nudged Darcy in the arm. “Did you show her the entire place? I'll bet that spare room of ours is just up her alley. We could set up a cot in there for her.”

      Becca flipped him off.

      Darcy eyed him curiously from the base of the stairs. “So, how was your meeting in town?”

      Unbuttoning the collar of his shirt and kicking off his shoes, Jack exhaled. “It was all right. Nothing new, really.”

      “What's in the bag?” she asked.

      Jack pulled a small package out of the plastic shopping bag and held it up. “Oh, this? It's just a tape recorder. I want to experiment with dictating this next book.”

      “Doesn't surprise me,” quipped Becca. “Jackie's always loved the sound of his own voice.”

      Jack chuckled to himself as he trudged to his office.
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      It'd been a long time since he'd used a tape recorder. He'd been surprised to find one in a department store at all. Jack had opted for an old-fashioned model, and had grabbed a number of cassettes, along with a pack of AA batteries. Unboxing the recorder, he loaded in the batteries and then peeled the cellophane from one of the tapes.

      Now, this takes me back. He laughed to himself, recalling the tape recorder he'd once used as a student in college for recording his lectures. Setting it down on the desk, he tested each of the buttons. Play. Record. Rewind. Fast-Forward. It was a pretty simple device. There was a knob on the side that controlled the volume and a little switch that opened the tape deck. The technology hadn't changed a whole lot over the years.

      Turning the device around in his hands, he sighed. Was he really going to go through with this? Of all the things Jack had done in the search for answers about his house, this ranked among the silliest.

      “Well, if anyone wants to talk, I'm listening,” he said, hitting the Record button.

      “Jack!” came Darcy's voice from the stairs. “Dinner, babe.”

      “I'll be down!” Jack turned off his reading lamp and started for the dining room.
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      Dinner proved uncomfortable.

      Amy spent the bulk of the meal not-so-subtly questioning Becca about what she perceived as a supernatural presence in the house, while Abigail merely picked at her food. When the girls had finally left the table, leaving Jack, Darcy and Becca to finish their meals, the dining room was steeped in quiet.

      Jack picked a bit of steak from his teeth and then, cupping his glass of wine, turned to Darcy. “So, what did you two get up to while I was gone? Summon up any demons?”

      Darcy tapped him on the calf with her food and gave him a dirty look. “We just talked. Becca was saying that the house feels strange to her, and that the crickets might've been an omen.”

      Jack smirked into his glass of wine. “Oh, a real omen those were. Biblical. We should have had the place fumigated extensively before moving in, is all.”

      “In Brazil, there are people who believe that crickets are an omen of death, Jack,” offered Darcy.

      “Or of an impending financial windfall,” added Becca, attempting to keep the conversation cheery.

      Jack tongued at a sliver of meat caught between two of his teeth and grimaced as he pondered this. An omen of death.. or an omen of impending wealth. Hell... it could very well be an omen of both. He nodded disinterestedly, but it was impossible for him to hide just how unnerving this little factoid was for him. Story goes that Stambaugh made a bargain with something in this house. That he might have sacrificed his baby girl in exchange for riches. What if Brian is right and the thing in this house is looking for another offering?

      “Becca mentioned that the house feels off to her because she can't sense anything spiritual here. She says it's like the paranormal energies are all hiding.” Darcy turned to Becca and cocked her head to the side. “Is that about right?”

      Finishing his wine, Jack rolled his eyes. “No, dear. Becca can't feel any supernatural energies in this house because such things don't exist in the first place.”

      At this, Becca pushed her plate away, laughing wildly. She sat up in her chair, sizing Jack up with an incredulous grin. “Is this real life? Are you two really debating this?” She clicked her tongue. “You two are about as generic as it gets, you know that? Haven't you ever seen a damn horror movie? The wife is convinced she experiences things and the husband writes her off, tries to act 'reasonable'. Until it's too late, that is. It's like the two of you are reading a frigging script.”

      Jack scoffed. “I'm not saying that Darcy is crazy. I understand that something about this house is bothering her, and I want to go about fixing it. Unlike my wife, I don't think that packing our things and giving up on this beautiful house is the answer. Let's pretend you're right, and that ghosts and stuff are real. Well, so what? Do you honestly believe that such things can hurt us? Unless the ghost of Franklin Stambaugh intends to take me to court for the deed to this house, he's of no interest to me. Really, all of this has been overblown. We've talked of nothing else since we moved here, and it's rubbed off on the girls, too. I admit, it's partially my fault. I thought that learning more about the place would soothe her nerves, help everyone realize that there's nothing 'off' about the house. It back-fired.”

      “What you're saying is dangerous,” replied Becca. “Assuming that there's really something in this house, it isn't going to be Casper. You could be dealing with some sort of entity that's been trapped here since long before you moved in. It may not even be a human spirit. Darcy mentioned something about this glass statue... a Jackal Man?”

      Jack grinned, pouring himself another splash of wine and sniffing it. “Oh, the Jackal Man. I tell you, I've heard a shit-load about him lately. You know what they say, Becca? They say that he's lived in this area for years and years, since prehistory. That he's as real as you and me. The only thing I've seen so far is a stupid statue that my wife insisted on throwing out.” The wine hurt his throat as he gulped it down. He recalled the incident the night before, with Amy in the cellar, and the way she'd thrust the statuette into his hands. He'd thrown the thing, and upon returning to the cellar to look for it, had failed to find it. “I'm not content to let some dumb story about a wolf-man ruin my life.”

      “Jack, that's enough,” insisted Darcy, taking her plate to the sink.

      “No,” he went on, “it isn't. You know what, Becca? I worked my ass off for years and years. We used to live in that miserable little hovel, you remember? Now that I've finally earned a living wage, now that I've provided my family with everything they could ever want, they're ready to just flush it down the toilet because people in town like to tell scary stories! Well, guess what? I earned this house and everything in it, and I'm not going to give it up without a damn good reason. If your ghost or Jackal Man wants to come down here now and challenge me, he can pry the keys out of my cold, dead hands.”

      Becca stood up. She nodded weakly, handing her plate off to Darcy. “I get where you're coming from, Jack. I give you a lot of shit most of the time, but I hear what you're saying. You bought this house fair and square and you just want your family to be happy with what you've worked for. It's understandable. ” She met his gaze, her jaw suddenly tensing. “But there's something you need to understand, Jack. There are some places that were never meant to be lived in. And though it's too early to say, this house could very well be one of them. We can see about pulling back the veil, finding out what's really going on in this house. But if we do so, and we find something that I can't handle, then you're going to risk a lot more than just a home if you decide to stay.”

      Jack crossed his legs. “What are you proposing? How might we 'lift the veil', then?”

      “By holding a séance,” replied Becca.

      Jack wore a wicked smile and seemed poised to insult her, but held his tongue. “What makes you think that something like that would even work? I thought you couldn't sense anything in the house.”

      “That's true,” she conceded. Leaning in the doorway, Becca canvassed the dining room. “I wasn't able to feel anything, no. But that isn't natural. Whatever is here is trying to hide from me. It doesn't want me to sense it. So, by holding a séance, it'll be like setting a trap. The spirit won't be able to resist the temptation of reaching out to us and will reveal itself in one way or another.”

      “And if there's no spirit to be found on this property? What then?”

      Becca started chewing on her thumbnail. “Then it's safe to say you live in one of the only places on the entire planet that doesn't have any supernatural activity. The odds of that, of course, are a billion to one.”

      Jack pushed away from the table and carried his dishes into the kitchen. “I'm not usually a betting man, but I'm going to take those odds.”

      “Yeah, well, don't gamble more than you can afford to lose,” was Becca's rejoinder.

      “What are you going on about? What's really at stake here, then?” he demanded.

      “Abigail... Whatever is in this house, I suspect it's taken a liking to Abigail.” She described looking in on the girl's room as she sat on the bed and spoke in whispers to her invisible friend, “Frankie”.

      Frankie. Jack stifled a shiver. The washed-up ghost hunter, Brian, had claimed that the house's resident spirit had become interested in Abigail-- that it'd looked out at him through her eyes. More than that, her invisible friend's name was “Frankie.” Why hadn't he noticed that before? “What, you think that her invisible friend Frankie is... is the guy who lived here before? Franklin Stambaugh?”

      Becca shook her head. “I didn't say that. But that's why we need to hold this séance. So that we can find out.”

      “And if it is?” challenged Jack. “If some ghost really has taken a shine to her, then what?”

      “We'll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Becca smiled at Darcy, stepping into the kitchen. “Anyhow, Jackie boy, I'm glad you're on board.”
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      It was after sunset when Becca suggested they begin preparing for the séance. Abigail and Amy were sent to bed early and forbidden from leaving their rooms. When the dining room table had been cleared, Becca began rifling through her overstuffed bag in search of a few choice items. There was a worn-out Ouija board with a wooden planchette, four white tapers with long wicks and a bowl full of mixed herbs.

      “That isn't what I think it is, is it?” asked Jack, appraising the bowl of dried foliage.

      “You wish,” she replied. “It's just a little concoction of mine. A combination of powerful herbs that, when burnt, will clear the air and allow for better communication with the other side. It's the equivalent to adjusting the rabbit ears on an old TV.”

      Jack crossed his arms and paced around the table. “It doesn't leave a smell, does it? When this is all over with, I don't want to smell it for days afterward.”

      Arranging the candles on the table, Becca snickered. “Depending on what we find during the séance, you might be too chickenshit to hang out in this house any longer.”

      Darcy interceded before Jack could argue with her. “So, what do we have to do?”

      “It's pretty easy,” explained Becca, setting the planchette at the center of the talking board. “I don't like really detailed rituals. A lot of what you see in movies or read in books is unnecessarily complicated. The three of us will sit down and join hands. The candles will be lit and the herbs burnt. When we're all ready, we'll invoke the spirits in the house and break our circle, each of us placing one finger on the planchette. From that point, I'll ask the questions. Got it?”

      Jack walked over to the Ouija board and picked it up. He examined both sides, rapping on it with his knuckles and checking the planchette for magnets. “You know these boards are a lot of nonsense, right? It's all the power of suggestion. If they really worked, everyone would have one.”

      “Whatever you say, Jack.” Borrowing a box of matches from Darcy, Becca sighed. “I think that about covers it. Before we finish the séance we have to sign off, though. Say goodbye. The spirits are real particular about that. If you don't say goodbye, you risk leaving a channel open into our world.”

      “Don't the spirits already have a channel into our world?” Jack glanced at Darcy, grinning. “How else could they possibly fill the kitchen with crickets or make the cabinetry open?”

      “I can only agree to go through with this if you'll promise to take it seriously, Jack. Your attitude is going to mess everything up before we even get started. You're bringing a lot of negativity to the table. Are you sure you want to be here?” Becca didn't wait for him to reply. “Darcy and I can take care of this without you if you have somewhere else to be.”

      “No, that's fine,” replied Jack. “Let's get the party started.”

      Darcy made her way to the table, touching the back of one of the chairs and looking down at the Ouija board reservedly. “Is it safe to use one of those things?” she asked. “In the movies, you always see people getting into more trouble when they use them.”

      “As long as you know what you're doing, they pose no threat.” Becca sat down at the head of the table and invited the others to sit.

      Jack dropped down into one of the chairs, recalling his conversation with Brian that afternoon at the diner. Brian had warned him adamantly not to use things like Ouija boards to reach out to the spirits in Winthrop House. Now he wasn't sure who to believe; the cowardly ghost hunter, or Becca, the charlatan.

      The lights in the downstairs were turned off and the house was left blindingly dark. The only light, save for the glow of the newly-risen moon streaming through the windows, came from the three lit tapers on the table. Becca dropped a match into the bowl of herbs and fanned them until they began to emit a pungent smoke. “OK,” she said, taking on something of graveness. “We're ready.”
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      The rapping at her door made her seize with fear. “W-who is it?” asked Amy, nearly falling out of her chair.

      “It's me,” came the voice on the other side. “Can I come in?”

      It was Abigail, her voice small and tremulous. Amy reached over and unlocked her door, allowing her inside. Amy had been in the middle of researching psychic mediums online when her sister had knocked. “What's up?” she asked.

      Abigail entered the room, leaving the door open behind her, and sat down at the foot of Amy's bed. “I don't like this,” she said with a sigh.

      “You don't like what?”

      “Aunty Becca is here,” explained the girl.

      Amy shrugged. “Yeah? So, what? You love it when Becca comes to visit. She's a lot of fun.”

      Abigail tugged at her bubblegum-colored pajama top and shook her head. “No, it's not good. The man with the doggie-face doesn't like her being here.” She looked up at her sister narrowly. “At least, that's what Frankie says. He says that, if auntie Becca is here, we may not be able to play anymore.”

      “What?” Amy sat up, swiveling in her chair and stealing a nervous glance into the dark hallway. “What do you mean, the man with the 'doggie-face'? Who are you talking about?” She paused. “Have you seen him? T-the... the Jackal Man?”

      Abigail nodded.

      Somehow, the revelation brought Amy relief. For the longest time she'd thought herself the only member of the family who'd glimpsed the hideous Jackal Man. Her dreams, so vivid that they might have been real, were regularly populated by the thing. Her recent attempts at art had been similarly waylaid by the presence of the Jackal Man in her thoughts. “I've seen him too,” she gasped.

      “You have?” Abigail cocked her head to the side, seeming genuinely surprised.

      “Yes. I've seen him in my dreams.” Quivering, Amy held onto the edge of her desk. “But that's why Becca is here. She's going to do something, find a way to get rid of him. There won't be any Jackal Man once she's worked her magic. You know how she is-- Becca is smart. She knows what she's doing.”

      Abigail didn't seem so convinced. Now and then, while her sister spoke, Abigail would steal a quick glimpse at the door, as if waiting for someone to come inside.

      “So,” began Amy, “where did you see the Jackal Man, Abigail?”

      The lights in the room began to flicker as Abigail gave her response. She said nothing, but pointed at the doorway. The open door moved slightly on its hinges, rocked by a draft. Amy's breath was trapped in her throat, her eyes glued to the door.

      “Is... is someone there?” chanced Amy, barely able to squeak out the words.

      The weighty silence prevailed.

      Abigail brought a finger to her lips and shook her head. “Don't talk to it,” she whispered. “If you do, it won't leave you alone.”

      Slowly, Amy stood up and closed the door. Throwing the lock, she then walked backward till she was sitting beside Abigail on the bed. “Let's just stay in here until mom and dad tell us everything is OK.”

      Hands in her lap, Abigail stared at the door. “But what if everything isn't OK?”

      Amy chose not to answer that.
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      The séance had begun. Once the herbs had been burning for a few minutes, Becca took a deep breath and began speaking in a low voice. “We are seeking to make contact with the spirits living in this house. Is anyone there? Would anyone like to speak with us?”

      Upstairs, the floors groaned and settled. The sounds of the waves slapping the shore came in weakly as they sat around the table, the candlelight serving to highlight only their immediate surroundings. Darcy's hand trembled in Jack's as they extended their invitation to the spirits.

      Jack tried to give her a reassuring smile, but it had little effect.

      “Is it working?” asked Darcy.

      Instead of replying, Becca repeated her invitation. “If anyone is listening... if any spirits in this house wish to make contact with us, we are interested in speaking.”

      “Yeah, is anyone there? I'd like to have a word about your living rent-free in my house,” said Jack, drawing a death-stare from Becca.

      “You said you'd take this seriously, Jack. No bullshit, got it?” Becca looked around the room, stared into the darkness, and then let go of their hands, stirring up what remained of the burning herbs. “OK. Place one finger upon the planchette, both of you. We've extended an invitation and cleared the air for discourse. Now we'll see if anyone takes us up on it.”

      The three of them placed their pointer fingers on the wooden planchette carefully. The wood felt coarse beneath Jack's fingertip, and he couldn't help but smirk as Becca closed her eyes and turned her face upward. How many suckers has she fooled with this piece of junk? It's a flimsy board, the sort of thing you'd buy at a big-box store. This whole thing is ludicrous.

      Darcy stared at the board intently, her lips pursed as though she expected the Stambaughs to emerge from the darkness and scare the hell out of her.

      “We are here tonight to speak to the spirits of Winthrop House. Is anyone there?” bellowed Becca, her eyes opening slowly.

      There was a tense moment of silence. Jack could feel Darcy's legs knocking against one another, could hear her feet tap the floor nervously. Becca seemed relaxed; hers was the practiced act of a “professional”. Keeping her finger on the planchette, she scanned the room, peered through the windows and sat there waiting for something to reach out.

      Nothing did.

      When more than a minute passed and the planchette remained stationary on the board, Jack rolled his eyes. “Anything we can do to kick-start this?”

      Becca stared him down. “We are here tonight to speak to the spirits of Winthrop House. Is anyone there? Would anyone like to speak to us?”

      The words had barely left Becca's mouth when the strangest thing happened.

      The planchette, hitherto still, began to move across the board. Jack's finger barely touched the flimsy piece of wood. He watched the instrument glide over the face of the board to the YES in the corner with contempt. “You've got to be kidding me,” he said, looking at the other two. “Which one of you did that?”

      The planchette settled firmly on YES, and neither woman spoke up.

      Jack removed his finger, cursing under his breath. “This is such bullshit--”

      “Jack,” blurted Darcy, reaching over and taking his hand. “Don't. Keep your finger on it.”

      Becca nodded. “We've made contact.”

      Gritting his teeth, Jack stared down at the board. “I don't see how this could possibly be--”

      “Just do it,” insisted Becca, her voice betraying annoyance.

      After some resistance, Jack returned his finger to the planchette and Becca prepared to ask the next question. She cleared her throat, her eyes darting about the room. “How many of you are there?” she asked.

      The spirit, as though offended at their bickering, took its time in responding. Nearly half a minute passed before, without warning, the planchette began to slide. This time, it started for the row of numbers along the top of the board. It paused at the number 2.

      “So, there are two of you here, then?” said Becca, gulping as the planchette swerved quickly back to YES. She looked at the two of them, the color having left her face. “Well, it seems there isn't just something in your house, there are somethings. Plural. And they're mighty active. I don't remember the last time I connected with a spirit who moved the planch--”

      Becca couldn't even get the words out before the planchette began to move once more. It slid across the board with ease, their fingers pressed to it weakly, and began to spell out a message. Their arms were jerked around the board as the spirit sought to communicate something. “What, they're interviewing us?” asked Jack.

      Becca nodded. “When the dead speak, you listen. Don't interrupt.”

      Darcy watched each letter as it entered the window in the planchette. It wasn't until she'd uttered the message in full that the instrument finally paused. Had she not spoken it then, it might have kept on sliding till morning. “It... it's saying 'Hello, Jack.' Why would it say that?”

      “Oh, come on!” Jack stood up from the table, knocking the planchette away and switching on the lights. “You two are a real piece of work. What, did you rehearse this shit before I came home today?” he shouted. “You think you're real cute, dragging me into this and then spelling out some bullshit message like that?” He looked Becca squarely in the face. “Go to Hell. Take your talking board and shove it. I'm not some rube.”

      Remaining calm, Becca motioned to the light switch. “Turn off the lights and come back to the table, Jack. I didn't do that. Darcy didn't do it, either. The spirits want to talk to you. I don't know why, but you can't just walk away now.”

      “Oh, yeah? Just watch me.” Jack would have stomped all the way to his office just then if not for a sudden jerk of the planchette. The instrument shifted over the board, seemingly of its own volition, and settled over the letter “H”. Casting a furious look at them both, Jack looked ready to overturn the entire table. “Which one of you is doing that? What, did you rig it up with magnets, or--”

      Becca and Darcy both stood up from the table at once, their hands in the air and eyes swollen with terror.

      The planchette slowly shifted over to the letter “E”.

      It was moving on its own.

      Jack's anger was traded for a curious fear in the next instant. Glancing at the others suspiciously, he looked underneath the table, finding nothing connected to the board, and then leaned over the thing, watching with a growing horror as the phrase “HELLO JACK” was pieced together again and again. “Shit,” he muttered, taking a step away from the dining room table. “What does it want?”

      Becca hurriedly turned off the lights and waved them back to the table. “Come, sit. We need to speak to it.” Her voice was tremulous as she spoke up. “We're here, we're ready to talk,” she said, placing a finger upon the planchette.

      The others joined her. More rattled than before, Jack decided to play along. If this was a trick of some kind, then it was an extremely clever one. If it wasn't a trick, though... “Who are we speaking with?” he asked.

      For a while, there was no reply. The planchette had calmed down and the three of them were left once again in the flickering candlelight. They waited breathlessly, hoping for some sort of reply. Staring at the Ouija board, Jack couldn't help but notice how the face of the thing was covered in shadows. The long, burning tapers cast their shapes across the board, and the very table they were seated at seemed doubtful in the darkness.

      Glancing at the planchette, Jack thought he glimpsed a fourth fingertip pressed to its surface.

      He recoiled, pulled his finger back as though he'd been touching the burner on a stovetop. “Who in the...” The others looked at him worriedly as he took to massaging his hand.

      On further inspection it was plain to see that only Becca and Darcy had fingers touching the top of the wooden triangle. He could have sworn that there'd been another finger sitting gingerly atop it just moments before, however. It'd been a very large hand, the pointer finger grossly extended to an unnatural length. He'd felt the unplaceable hand brush against his own in the instant before he'd yanked it away; the skin had felt cold and moist. A sudden gust barreled through the room, threatening to put out the tapers.

      It was a breeze that reeked of the brine.

      Teeth chattering, Jack did his best to steel his nerves. “T-there was... there was another hand on the planchette,” he said, scooting his chair away from the table. “It touched me.”

      Becca looked to Darcy with a furrowed brow. “What... what did the hand look like?”

      Jack opened his hand for them to see, spreading the digits widely. “It was larger than mine. The fingers were long, ill-shaped. All wrong.” He exhaled like he'd been punched in the stomach. “We should stop.”

      “Not yet,” insisted Becca. “It's making contact. We need to see what it wants.”

      “I don't care what it wants,” said Jack. “I just want it out.”

      Darcy reached out and took his hand, guiding it gently back to the talking board. “Jack, please. Let's finish what we've started.”

      Finally, he relented.

      Becca repeated the question. “Who is it we're speaking with?”

      Jack gulped. He could feel his pulse radiating through his arm, into his hand, through his fingertip. The thing that's communicating with us through this board. Can it feel my pulse racing?

      The answer to their question came in an unexpected form. Gasping terribly, Becca stood up, knocking the planchette to the floor. Her entire body shook, like she was going to fall to pieces, and her eyes were fixed on a point directly behind Jack's chair. “Oh... oh...” was all she could say. Her face looked ghostly pale in the candlelight, and she barely managed to remain standing, so intense was her fright.

      It was with great hesitation that Jack stole a glance over his shoulder.

      There was nothing there.

      Darcy looked over at the spot where Becca's terrified gaze was centered and stood up. “W-what is it? What's the matter, Becca?”

      Whatever it was, Becca couldn't take her eyes off of it. “D-don't you see it?” she asked.

      Jack stood up and joined the two of them on the other side of the table. “There's nothing there,” he said.

      “You can't see it?” she asked again, the edges of her eyes threatened by tears.

      One of the candles began to dim. As though its wick were being snuffed out by invisible fingers, the taper's glow was reduced to a thin ember.

      The air around them was filled with heavy footsteps.

      Jack surveyed the darkness, searching for the source of the footfalls than now shrank into the living room. “Who... who's there?” he asked in as forceful a tone as he could manage.

      “It's... it's going upstairs,” said Becca, staggering through the dining room. The stairs groaned loudly as something unseen began to mount them. “It circumvented the board and revealed itself to me,” she said, running out of breath and steadying herself against the wall.

      Jack gripped her shoulder, giving it a firm shake while trying to turn on the lights in the dining room. “Well, what the hell is it?” he demanded.

      “It... it had the face of a wild dog. The face of a Jackal,” she sobbed. “I've never seen anything like it. We... we need to get out of this house.”

      “The girls!” cried Darcy. “Jack, we need to get the girls out of the house!”

      Without a word, Jack darted through the living room and began up the stairs.
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      With Jack in hot pursuit of the spectral invader, Darcy and Becca brought up the rear. Climbing the stairs despite the quaking of her legs, Becca clutched at the bannister and lifted herself up the flight, her body feeling as though it were cast in concrete.

      Becca did not rattle easily. Sometimes, seances went poorly. The dead didn't always want to talk to the living, and some spirits were more irritable than others. She'd been to haunted houses in the past, had dealt with disagreeable ghosts in such places without losing her nerve.

      What ailed this house was no mere ghost.

      Once, in her travels, Becca had witnessed an exorcism. It'd been during a brief stint in Cabo San Lucas. The victim of demonic possession had been a young girl, poor and uneducated. Becca could still remember the way the priest and his assistant had made the frightened girl sit down, tying her wrists and ankles to the legs of a chair with rope. The priest and his assistant, a deacon, had performed the rites of exorcism in a small room, spraying the girl with holy water and uttering such forceful prayers that they were exhausted by the end. The whole process had taken about two hours, and while subjected to the holy rites, the possessed girl had gone wild.

      Never before, or since, had Becca encountered something so profoundly evil.

      Not until this night, at Winthrop House.

      Her encounter with a demon had been brief. She'd been invited as an onlooker, being a casual acquaintance of the priest. Even though she hadn't participated in the exorcism herself however, the demon had been very much aware of her presence in the room, and had spoken to her numerous times throughout. She'd heard this young, uneducated girl speak in numerous languages that she could not have possibly known, in a voice that did not belong to her, and with a diabolical surety that was chilling to hear. This girl, who'd never been outside of her hometown and who could barely write her own name, had talked about Becca's own grandmother, then many years deceased, in textbook-perfect English.

      To say that she'd been shaken by this encounter would have been an understatement.

      Having been so acquainted with the darkest side of the spiritual realm, Becca was not eager to revisit it. She was ill-equipped to deal with genuine paranormal threats and could not hope to do much of anything against the likes of a demon.

      This terrifying, bestial thing that stalked about Winthrop House was not a demon, however. That it had a proper name at all was doubtful; its appearance was so profane and baffling that a simple label such as “Jackal Man” was the only sort that could possibly stick. It was the sort of entity that had existed long before men, and which would continue on long after the species had lived out its tenure.

      Jack started down the upstairs hallway, calling out to the thing. His shouts went unanswered however. He couldn't see it, and somewhere along the line its booming footsteps had died out.

      Darcy led Becca up the stairs, craning her neck around the corner and catching sight of her daughters cowering in the hallway. Jack ushered the girls towards the stairs, and the family waited while Becca pressed on.

      Turning the corner, Becca's stomach hit the floor.

      The thing stood outside the door of the spare room that Darcy had shown her earlier. Its body was bathed in dim light from one of the adjacent bedrooms, the ridges in its muscular torso appearing like sharp canyons. The thing raised one misshapen hand and took hold of the knob, pushing the door to the spare room open and then stepping inside.

      It wanted her to follow.

      Becca hesitated at the top of the stairs, feeling like her heart might give out at any moment.

      “What is it doing?” asked Darcy, watching in wide-eyed terror as the door to the spare room swung open, seemingly on its own.

      “It just went into that room,” managed Becca, her chest heaving. “I... I think it wants me to go in there.”

      “It wants you?” asked Jack. “Why?”

      Becca could only shake her head. She took a single step down the hall.

      Then another.

      Every fiber of her being was saturated in the desire to run, but Becca held firm. This family was being terrorized and she was the only one who could see the thing that was after them. She had a duty to investigate, and would do whatever she could to defend the Ripleys.

      She stepped into the spare room, the air heavy with the smell of dust, and saw nothing within.

      That was when the headache started.

      The base of her skull began to ache, a steady pounding building up like air had been pumped into her spinal column. Her vision blurred, her mouth began to water and she lost her footing.

      And then, just as suddenly, her vision had returned to normal.

      But the room around her had changed.
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      Becca wasn't used to losing control.

      In her wanderings and experiments over the years she'd had the opportunity to use many mind-altering substances, however none had ever truly wrested her mind from her control like the powerful presence in this room. Standing in the corner, the sounds of her surroundings muffled as though her ears were stuffed with cotton, Becca felt utterly helpless.

      Something was forcing its way into her mind. The thoughts in her head, the feedback from her senses, were not fully her own. Something else stood in the way and overcame her consciousness with its will.

      She was still standing in the Ripleys' spare room. The lights were dimmer, orange. In the opposite corner stood a woman, tears streaming down her face, body shaking. Becca didn't recognize her. There was a man, too, kneeling on the floor before a small, glass statuette.

      A statuette in the shape of a man with a jackal's head.

      Three candles of pitch-colored wax surrounded the thing, their flickering light introducing to the glass fetish a subtle suggestion of movement. The man, dressed in ragged clothing and pouring with sweat, uttered some words too quietly to be heard. From his back pocket he drew a small knife.

      The wailing of an infant rang out, inciting Becca to gasp.

      Laying before the man on the bare floor was a baby, completely naked and appearing no more than six months old. The tiny body squirmed, its crying visage reflected in the small, glowing idol.

      “Hear my plea!” shouted the man, raising his face to the ceiling. “Come and take this child!”

      The woman in the corner fell to her knees, scrambling towards the baby. “No...” she said quietly. “Franklin, please--”

      The man reached out and struck her in the face, sending her to the floor. “It's too late,” he said, white-faced and out of breath. “It's too late to interfere.” Turning to the child, the man took hold of its tiny hand and, gritting his teeth, leveled the knife against the baby's right palm.

      The child squealed in pain as its hand was pricked by the knife. A few drops of blood escaped the new wound, and with more care than he'd hitherto shown, he brought the child into his arms and carefully extended its arm towards the statuette of the Jackal Man.

      The man, Franklin, worked the child's bleeding palm over the glass fetish, soaking its sculpted face in red. Then, setting the child back down on the floor, he joined the sobbing woman and took her into his arms.

      Someone else entered the room.

      Becca found she recognized this figure. She tried to scream, but her throat wouldn't cooperate, her lungs unable to draw in the necessary breath.

      The Jackal Man started slowly into the room. From whence he came was a mystery. He seemed to materialize out of thin air, and started with slow, deliberate steps for the child. Its great, malformed hands took up the infant as its parents watched on in absolute horror. And then, without a word, the repellent creature carried the child out of the room.

      Feeling as though she might lose consciousness at any moment, Becca tried to look around the room, to follow the form of the Jackal Man with her gaze. He'd disappeared from sight however, leaving her in the room with only the kneeling form of Franklin. Prostrate before the statuette, his sweat-soaked face shining in the candlelight, he turned slowly. Up to this point Becca had only been an observer, had gone unnoticed in the scene that'd played out around her. But now, as Franklin turned his black eyes towards her and loosed a scream, there was no doubt that he could see her. His face was obscured by smoke, a surging haze of grey, and he clawed his way towards her on hands and knees like an animal.

      The scene changed once again. The brightness was profound, making Becca's eyes water and ache. She was standing barefoot in almost knee-high snow, looking out at the sea. The water was still, seemingly frozen, and she could feel a terrible stinging take hold of her legs as she stood in the drifting snow. Her eyes traced a line of long, unnatural footprints just ahead. They were not quite the shape of a man's foot, but rather took the form of something beastly, with long digits that terminated in sharp points.

      Walking several feet ahead of her was the Jackal Man.

      The piercing cries of the infant resounded, becoming less distinct as the creature continued its trek to the sea. The snow posed no obstacle; where Becca might have stumbled through the drifts, the Jackal Man appeared to almost hover over the land, leaving only faint impressions in its wake. Its footprints were being quickly effaced by fresh snowfall, so that very soon, no proof of its walk to the sea would exist.

      Becca watched as the monstrosity started onto the shore. It then stepped into the ice cold water. The waves began to thrash as though a storm were brewing, and the Jackal Man proceeded to tread deeper, until he'd been completely submerged and the cries of the infant had been abruptly silenced.

      Tears struck her cheeks as she stood in the silent winter landscape. Watching the snow fall, she felt as though her vital organs had turned to ice.

      Her eyes grew heavy.

      Fatigue fell over her like a blanket, her body too cold and exhausted to keep on. Her pulse slowed, then stopped altogether, her blood freezing in her veins. She embraced the cold and stared up into the white, blizzard-ridden sky.
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      “Becca!” cried Darcy.

      The minute Becca had walked into the spare room, she'd collapsed and begun to convulse. It was only after several attempts at rousing her that she began showing signs of cognizance. Groaning, her face damp with a mixture of sweat and tears, Becca began to cough.

      “Are you all right?” asked Jack, kneeling down beside her. “You passed out or something.”

      The hideous vision played out in her head afresh, and she nearly screamed. Sitting up, Becca clutched at her stomach and shook her head violently. “N-no... I... saw something.”

      Amy and Abigail remained in the hallway, huddled against one another, stealing timid glances into the room.

      “What did you see?” asked Darcy.

      Becca did everything in her power to leave the spare room, gaining her feet with Jack's help and hobbling out into the hallway. She demanded they close the door and then slumped against the wall. “I saw... I saw him. The Jackal Man.” She coughed again, her throat parched. “And I saw what happened in that room, too. I saw... I saw Franklin in there. And the baby.”

      “You saw Franklin Stambaugh and his daughter?” asked Jack.

      With a slow nod, Becca rubbed at her forehead. “Yes. And he offered the child to the Jackal Man.” She looked up at her hosts, their troubled gazes telegraphing the need for a more detailed explanation. Unfortunately, she didn't have one to give. The sort of magic that Stambaugh had used in communing with the entity was a mystery to her. “He cut the child's hand and then rubbed its blood on that statue. The b-black candles were burning, and...” She shivered uncontrollably for a time, the soles of her feet still tingling. “I watched as the creature carried their baby out to the sea, disappearing under the waves. He carried it through the snow and was just gone. I can only guess that the statue is part of a ritual. One offers up the blood of the sacrifice-- smears it onto the statue-- and then... the Jackal Man comes to take what's his.”

      Darcy couldn't see straight. Steadying herself against the wall and gathering up her daughters in her arms, she looked like she might burst into tears at any moment. “Jack,” she said, “we have to leave. We have to go now.”

      Jack ran a hand through his hair and straightened his glasses, kneeling so that he was eye-to-eye with Becca. “What else did you see? Anything?”

      “Yes, there was something else,” replied Becca. “I saw what Franklin became after he made his bargain. He was tainted somehow after having associated with that... monster. His face was covered by smoke, and his eyes... they were filled with hate, dark. He's still here, in the house.”

      “Jack!” shouted Darcy, grabbing his sleeve and shaking him. “We need to leave now!”

      Becca nodded. “The sooner we leave here, the better. This thing, whatever it is, has a penchant for children. If we don't get out of here, it may come after us yet.” She glanced at Amy and Abigail. “It may come for the girls.”

      At this, Abigail loosed an uncharacteristic giggle, drawing everyone's gaze. “No, auntie Becca. The man with the doggie-face isn't going to let us leave. He's been waiting so long for us.”

      “Who told you that?” Blanching, Jack finally understood the gravity of the situation. Abigail only smirked, unwilling to give a straight answer. For some time she'd been chatting with what Jack and Darcy considered to be an invisible friend, but had Abigail been seeing and hearing the monstrous things in Winthrop House from the very beginning? The very suggestion chilled his blood. “Let's... let's get out of here. Darcy, pack some things for you and the girls. Let's make it quick. When Becca's had enough time to get her legs back, we'll all drive into town. We'll find a hotel or something to stay in for the night.”

      Darcy didn't need an invitation. She took the girls by the hand and led them into the master bedroom, digging around in the closet for a suitcase. “Hurry up and get some clothes,” she urged. “Bring whatever you need, because we aren't coming back here.”

      Jack helped Becca downstairs, allowing her to lean on him for support.

      “My,” she said, sporting a faint grin. “Quite the gentleman.”

      Jack rolled his eyes. “What can we do about the spirits in this house? How can we make this place livable again?”

      Becca took a deep breath and placed a a hand against the bannister as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “Jack, I'm sorry, but this house was never meant to be lived in. I don't think there's anything you can do.”

      He frowned, massaging at his jaw. “No... there has to be something! We can't just... we can't just give up on our home, Becca.”

      “I could try blessing the house...” She sat down on the sofa and laid back. “But I doubt it would do any good. In the end, Jack, there are some fights that you simply can't win. This is one of them. The sooner we leave this place, the better. The only smart thing to do is to run and never look back.”
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      A few t-shirts, some shorts, her laptop...

      Amy hurriedly packed her bag, dashing around her room and seeking out her most valuable possessions. She felt like she was fleeing her house before a natural disaster, like a tidal wave was about to wipe Winthrop House off of the map.

      She wished that were the case.

      Though terrified at Becca's sudden episode, she was relieved that her parents were finally willing to leave the house. For too long the two of them had argued about whether or not there was anything wrong with Winthrop House. On many occasions, Amy had experienced strange things, had weathered awful, realistic dreams. Something in the house had been reaching out to them all along, and now Becca had proven it.

      She'd seen the Jackal Man in their home.

      Amy had always known him to be real. In the back of her mind, ever since she'd first heard Benjamin's ramblings in town, she'd accepted the existence of the Jackal Man as fact. To face such a creature was simply too horrific a prospect. As far as she was concerned, the smartest thing to do was to run as far as possible. For once, the rest of her family agreed. It was rare, such consensus, and if the circumstances had been different she might have joked around with her parents about it.

      But there wasn't time for that.

      She needed to get going. Her bag was stuffed to the brim. From her closet, she pulled on her favorite pair of well-worn sneakers and took a jacket off of a hanger in case the night was cold.

      That was when she felt it. Standing in the closet, looking through her jackets, Amy sensed another presence in the room with her. It was heavy, and was accompanied by the stench of the surf. The stare of this new visitor, emanating from somewhere behind her, was so oppressive that she could barely take in a full breath. Clutching at her jacket, she slowly turned.

      The room was empty, however Amy did spot something strange.

      Her window was open. A soft, pleasant breeze drifted in from the outdoors, admitting the smell of the sea she so disliked. She sighed, suddenly relieved. “You must've opened it earlier,” she mumbled to herself. “Going to give yourself a heart attack.”

      She climbed onto her bed and took hold of the handles on the sides of her window, pushing it closed. As she did so, something caught her eye through the screen.

      Something emerging from the shallows and hiking up the shore.

      Two red, piercing eyes looked up at her from the edge of the sea. Those eyes, seated within the moonlit visage of a wild dog, studied her from afar. And then the creature, its body queerly proportioned, began its solemn hike towards the house.

      And this time, Amy wasn't dreaming it.
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      Jack stormed about his office. He'd stuffed a few days' worth of clothes in a large leather bag, and was now rooting through his office in search of any essentials. All the while, he had one question on his mind.

      What will we do now?

      The evening's events had been enough to make him believe that there was something wrong with Winthrop House. Something very wrong. He believed now that the house hosted hostile supernatural presences, and that remaining there posed a very real danger to his family. He believed Becca, too, when she claimed that the things haunting their house were outside of her ken. She didn't know where to begin in trying to purge the spirits, and to sit around discussing different plans of action was to waste precious time. He'd been stubborn for far too long, had ignored the signs and, worse, the claims of his wife and children. He was just happy that they had this opportunity to flee the house before anyone had gotten hurt.

      Still, he was unsure about the future. In the long-term, another place to live wouldn't be all that hard for him to rustle up. Winthrop House had been purchased at a bargain, and he had more than enough money to take up residence elsewhere until they could find some way to eradicate the spirits in the home. Becca's words echoed in his mind, however. This house was never meant to be lived in. The statement simultaneously chilled his blood and stirred a vicious anger in him. Not a month before, he'd been overjoyed at moving into the house. He and his family had finally found a real home, a place where they could all be happy.

      And now he was being chased out of it by specters.

      The very thought made his stomach churn, made his blood pressure skyrocket, but he did his best to put it out of his mind. Now wasn't the time to worry about that. He'd find some way to salvage the house, to move everyone back into it when the spiritual scourge had been dealt with, he was certain. But at present, his biggest concern was getting everyone out of the house and to someplace safe for the night.

      He checked his pockets. Keys... wallet... cell phone... Unzipping a small pouch in his bag, he rifled through the closet for a phone charger. He grabbed up his old laptop, too, and sandwiched it between layers of clothing. “I think that's everything I need,” he said to himself, pacing around the room. Spotting the tape recorder on his desk, he chuckled to himself. “Guess I didn't need to go and buy that thing to figure out whether the place was actually haunted.”

      Starting down the hall, he met Darcy in their bedroom. “Ready?” he asked.

      She hauled a bag filled with clothing and toiletries to the door. “I think so.”

      “And the girls?”

      “They're packing their book bags. I told them to take whatever they could carry; it might be a while before we come back...” She trailed off, and it was clear from the way she spoke that she never intended to re-enter the house again.

      “All right. We need to hurry. Go see if they're finished. I'm going to take these bags out to the car. I'll handle Becca's things, too.” Jack picked up Darcy's bag and began descending the stairs, setting the load next to the front door.

      Becca looked up at him from the sofa. “You're doing the right thing,” she said, donning a weak smile.

      “Doesn't feel like it. It's not in my nature to just run away,” he replied. “Want me to take your bag?”

      “Please.” Becca motioned to the overstuffed bag beside the sofa.

      Jack was about to pick it up when Darcy's quick steps sounded in the upstairs, followed by a call of “Amy?”

      Jack wandered to the foot of the stairs. “What is it?”

      Pacing frantically up and down the hall, Darcy threw her hands in the air. Her voice shook. “I can't find Amy.”

      Thundering up the steps two at a time, Jack found Darcy and Abigail in the hall. “Where did she go?” He looked at them both in turn.

      “I have no idea,” replied Darcy. “She was in her room. It looks like her bag is packed, but she's not in there.”

      Jack walked to the end of the hall, peering into Amy's room and finding no trace of the girl. Her backpack was on the bed, her closet sat ajar and a briny breeze came in through the window. Panic swelling in his chest, he began throwing open each of the doors along the hall. “Amy?” he called.

      She was nowhere to be found.

      Darcy clutched at Abigail's hand. “Where could she have gone?”

      “It's all right,” offered Jack, rushing down the stairs. “She probably just came downstairs for a drink of water or something. I'll find her. You two just get ready. Maybe she's in the bathroom, or...” Glancing frenziedly around the living room, he found Becca standing near the television.

      “What's the matter? Where did Amy go?” asked Becca.

      Jack stormed through the dining room, into the kitchen. “I don't know,” he said, opening the cellar door and turning on the lights. He descended the stairs but a search of the basement turned up nothing. Out of breath, he clawed his way back up to the kitchen, where Becca awaited him anxiously. “I just don't... I don't know where she could have gone. Did you see her come down here?”

      “No, I would have seen her if she'd come down the steps.” Becca frowned. “Is there anywhere else she could be?”

      Checking the downstairs bathroom and finding it empty, Jack slammed a fist into one of the walls, cracking the plaster. “Damn it! Where is she? I've checked the whole house!” He paced around the kitchen, gnawing at his fingernails.

      “Could she have gone outside?” offered Becca, parting the curtains over the sink and peering out into the night. “Maybe climbed out of her window?”

      “No,” he replied flatly. It was simply impossible. It was a two-story drop, and the screen in Amy's window had been intact when last he'd been in the room. More than that, there was nothing on the side of the house she'd have been able to climb down on. “She has to be here somewhere, but...”

      Becca stepped away from the window, knocking a glass to the floor as she did so. “J-jack,” she stammered, grabbing his arm. “There's someone out there. There's someone outside, in the water.”

      Throwing the curtains aside, Jack stared out into the moonlit backyard, to the shore where gentle waves rippled. He searched for a few tense moments but came up short. “I don't... I don't see anyone out there.”

      “In the water,” said Becca, wrenching open the back door and running barefoot into the yard.

      Just then, as he studied the black, undulating sea, he saw it.

      A body floating in the water.

      Face-down.
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      He ran at speeds he didn't think himself capable and hit the water with a tremendous splash that left his skin stinging. The waves were gentle, but he fought through them as though they were the fiercest riptides. Staggering through the shallows, he caught sight of a limp hand in the water. Then a leg. Jack lurched forward, gripping whatever he could and hauling the body closer.

      It was Amy.

      He brought her face out of the water, but after several attempts to rouse her, he found her unresponsive.

      Becca waded into the shallows and helped bring the girl to shore, where they both attempted in vain to wake her up. “She isn't breathing!”

      Primal fear struck him like a kick to the gut, and for an instant he panicked. Amy was fully dressed, her clothes completely soaked through and her hair matted across her bluish face. Time was of the essence. Dropping down onto the ground, Jack did the only thing he could think of.

      It goes four compressions, then two breaths... four compressions, then two breaths... right? It'd been years since he'd been trained in CPR, and he'd never once had to use it. Hoping that his memory of the proper technique was correct, he started into a series of chest compressions and then asked Becca to hold the girl's mouth open.

      Seconds ticked by like hours. Amy's slight frame quaked under his repeated thrusts, her stomach appearing swollen for all the seawater she'd taken in.

      Come on, damn it. Breathe, Amy. He could hardly see for the tears that spilled from his eyes. His hands shook as he paused in his compressions to breathe into Amy's mouth.

      There were no signs of improvement.

      She couldn't have been out here more than a few minutes. There's just... there's no way...

      Forcing her down into the sand with another set of compressions, Amy's body suddenly seized. A stream of warm salt water burst from her throat and she began to gasp for air. Becca rolled her onto her side as she began to vomit.

      Jack wiped his eyes and looked to Becca. “Thank you. If you hadn't seen her out here, then I don't know what would have happened.” He stood up, rummaging in his sodden pockets for his cell phone. “I need to call an ambulance,” he said. “She needs looked at by a doctor.” Before he could dial the number however, a noise from the house drew his attention.

      A piercing scream.
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      “Stay with Amy!” cried Jack, rushing from Becca's side towards the house.

      He barreled through the back door, another scream breaking the stillness of the night. Stopping only a moment to gain his bearings, he realized the screams were coming from the upstairs. Crossing into the living room, he raced for the stairs and began ascending. His pulse crashed in his ears, nearly masking the third scream; this one, his name.

      “Jack!” screamed Darcy. “Jack!”

      Nearly stumbling to the floor, Jack reached the top of the stairs and then glimpsed his wife standing in the doorway to the spare room. The lights were on, and Darcy seemed locked in a tug-of-war with someone.

      Darcy was struggling against Abigail, the object of their mutual interest none other than the glass statuette of the Jackal Man. The girl had a firm hold on the thing, and was trying to pry it from her mother's grasp with a devilish intensity.

      Stepping in, Jack grabbed Abigail's thin arms and quickly subdued her. “What are you doing with that, Abigail? Where did you find that damned thing?”

      Darcy took hold of the statuette and kept it close. “She had it in her dollhouse. She must've been hiding it. While we were looking for Amy, she came in here, and...” She motioned to the center of the room, where a crumpled ball of paper sat and three, black candles were lit.

      “Abigail, what were you thinking? How did--” Jack didn't get a chance to finish his sentence. From her pocket, the girl drew a small paring knife, and with ferocious intensity she dragged it across his cheek. Jack let go of her at once, clutching at the streaming gash.

      The minute she was free of Jack's arms, Abigail went racing towards her mother, the glass idol locked in her sights. She behaved in a violent fashion, scarcely like herself, and tried to grab the thing away from Darcy.

      “Abigail, that's enough!” shrieked Darcy, narrowly avoiding being cut by the knife. Darcy took hold of the girl's wrist with her free hand and pushed her against the wall.

      There was a lot of blood. Jack's palm grew slick with it as he cradled his shredded cheek. Furious, he walked over and wrested the knife from Abigail's grasp. He took, too, the glass statuette that Darcy held. The idol nearly slipped from his blood-slick grasp, but he held onto it firmly, leaving a layer of thick, red streaks all over the amber glass. “Abigail, what were you thinking?” he demanded again.

      The girl cast her gaze upon him, her eyes looking somehow unfamiliar. Jack had looked into those eyes of hers since she'd been a baby, but he'd never seen them look quite this way. They were washed out, immensely dark, like two smears of faded charcoal. This, he realized, had been what had scared Brian from the house. Something was appraising him from within his little girl. Something malevolent.

      Abigail's discolored gaze studied the bloodied statuette in Jack's fist. Then, smirking, the girl took a step towards the doorway. Darcy yanked her back, shaking her shoulders so roughly that her head rocked back and forth like a doll's. “Look at what you did to your father! Don't you have anything to--”

      The sound of slamming doors interrupted her. It was as if every door in the house had been shut at the same time, such was the enormity of the noise. Once closed, the doors opened once more, of their own volition, to repeat the slamming, until nothing else could be heard. The door to their backs worked its hinges over with a squeal as it blasted into the frame. Then again. And again. Overhead, the lights began to dim, the filaments in the bulbs growing white hot and then rapidly petering out.

      Darcy screamed as the lights failed, shrinking into the corner. She was no longer able to hold onto Abigail, who was now twitching uncontrollably and being drawn to the center of the room. She did not walk, but hovered in the air, a foot or two about the floor, till she was positioned just above the three glowing candles. The wicks burned with a newfound intensity as every other light in the house simultaneously went out.

      The last thing he saw before the lights failed was Abigail levitating, her face contorted into a smile and her eyes, two luminescent coals, boring into him.

      Chaos reigned. With the blackout came a cessation of the slamming from every quadrant of the house. Except for Darcy's terrible screams there was nothing else to be heard. Abigail, wherever she was in the darkness, did not make a sound.

      “Abigail!” shouted Jack, groping around in the dark. The center of the room was lit up, but the surrounding shadows seemed to encroach upon the remainder of the room, leaving him to navigate it blindly. He bent down and picked up one of the candles, waving it around before him and trying to make out his immediate surroundings.

      In doing so, he found Abigail running towards her mother, tears streaming down her face. The girl's eyes were no longer those of a malign spirit, but their usual woodsy brown. Somehow, she'd been released from the spirit's influence.

      Darcy scooped her up in her arms and backed out of the spare room. Jack caught a glimpse of her in the light of his candle, the dripping wax of which scalded his hand. She backed into one of the walls and couldn't seem to get her legs to move.

      “Babe, let's go!” Jack joined her near the door, candle held aloft. Wrapping a trembling arm around her shoulders, he guided her into the hall and towards the stairs. She followed his lead awkwardly, like an automaton, and seemed poised to faint at any moment.

      It was just as he walked out of the spare room, ushering the others out ahead of him, that he realized he was still holding the glass idol of the Jackal Man. Disgusted, he threw the bloodied thing away. It clattered into the dark room at his back, disappearing from view.

      And then, in the light of his candle, something met his eye.

      He glimpsed it in his periphery, the candle falling from his shaking hand the moment he laid eyes on it.

      Just outside the spare room, in the inky hallway, Jack had glimpsed a figure. He'd made out only enough of the thing to recognize it for what it was. It had two ears, which stood up like a devil's horns, and a snout. There was the suggestion of razor-sharp teeth, and of glowing, leering eyes, though what disturbed him most was that this bestial head was fixed to a human body of considerable size and bewildering proportions. Breaking into a sprint, Jack shepherded Darcy and Abigail towards the stairs, feeling certain that he'd just avoided one of the thing's malformed hands. Jack's airways were filled with the stench of the sea, and from the darkness to his back there came a guttural vocalization of some kind.

      The figure was the stuff of his nightmares made manifest.

      The Jackal Man. He's real.

      It was only after several bumps and scrapes that the trio managed to claw their way down the stairs and to the front door of the house. Once outside, the three of them ran to the back yard, where Becca still waited with Amy near the shore. The lights returned to Winthrop House a short while later, and in the brightly-lit windows there could be seen doubtful shadows as of occupants wandering within.

      When everyone was accounted for and no life-threatening injuries were found among them, they piled into the SUV and drove off at such high speed that Jack could barely maintain control of the vehicle on the disintegrating stretch of Winthrop Road. Their house by the sea disappeared into the rearview mirror.

      He kept on driving until he was well outside of Cutler.
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      Jack awoke with a pounding heart. Nearly falling out of bed, he sucked in a few deep breaths and tried to calm down. A bad dream. It was just a bad dream.

      He looked to his right, the massive window of the hotel room emitting a touch of moonlight from between the blinds. Standing up, he stretched and paced around the room a little, careful not to wake Darcy or the girls as he did so. Abigail and Amy were splayed out across the other bed in the room, both of them snoring peacefully.

      Quietly, he crept to the bathroom and closed the door. Cupping a bit of cold water in his hands, he splashed himself in the face and then drank a paper cup's worth of the stuff. It'd been a week since their escape from Winthrop House. They'd driven for hours that night with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Their frightened wandering had led them to the State capital, Augusta, where they'd checked into a good hotel. Becca had stayed with them up until the previous day, only leaving when the Ripleys felt they could get by without her.

      And, by some miracle, the family seemed to be doing fine. Despite everything they'd faced in that house of horrors, and all of the fighting they'd done up to that point, their bonds remained unbroken. Living out of a hotel without any of their belongings had been uncomfortable, but they all made due with whatever they could find in local stores. Jack had arranged for a moving company to pack up and ship all of their things in Winthrop House to a storage unit until they could figure out more permanent lodgings. He and Darcy had come to the decision rather quickly that they would never return to Cutler, much less to 100 Winthrop Road.

      Upon leaving the accursed house, Jack had enjoyed his first night of restful sleep in ages, and had awoken the next morning feeling like a new man. The trouble was, his nights were growing increasingly restless. With every passing night he suffered vivid nightmares, waking up with an overwhelming despair like clockwork. He'd seen a lot of things back at the house that his mind wasn't ready to accept yet, he told himself, and it would be a long time before he'd made peace with the existence of the supernatural.

      There was something else bothering him, too. Though he assured himself he was being silly, Jack kept on thinking back to that last night in the house, to the glass statuette of the Jackal Man. The cut on his face had been serious, but it had scabbed over pretty well in the subsequent days. That cut had bled profusely however, and in taking hold of that glass idol, he'd inadvertently smeared his blood all over it. At the time, he hadn't given it the least bit thought. The longer he ruminated on the events of that final night however, the more he came to worry.

      Becca had described, in brief, the ritual in which Franklin Stambaugh had offered his infant daughter to the Jackal Man in exchange for riches. The child's hand had been pricked, and its blood had been rubbed all over the surface of the glass fetish. This, she maintained, had been sufficient to summon up the Jackal Man. To coat the curious statuette in one's blood was to be bound to the hellish creature. Before committing suicide, Ronald Stambaugh had refused to go back to the house, knowing that his father had “promised” him to the Jackal Man. Perhaps Franklin had intended to do to him what he'd done to Sophie, the vanished infant.

      You got your blood on it, but you're far from the house now. That statue's probably broken, sitting in that empty room. It can't hurt you. I mean, it's been a week and you're still alive. He massaged his heavy eyelids, the bathroom lights feeling a touch too bright. He didn't have much insight into the workings of the little statue, knew precious little about the elusive Jackal Man or of its wants. Probably it was only interested in children; that was why the spirit of Franklin Stambaugh had tried to compel Abigail to offer her own blood.

      He shoved the memories out of his head. Remembering all of that shit isn't going to help you sleep better, he thought, shutting off the bathroom light and returning to bed.

      As he walked on tiptoe through the hotel room, he fancied he heard a light scraping at the door to their room. He froze in his tracks and peered over his shoulder, eyeing the thick, beige door nervously.

      Scratch-scratch.

      There it was again.

      Heading towards it, he leveled his eye against the peephole and stared out into the bright hallway.

      There was no one outside the room, of course.
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      The first time Jack Ripley bought a house, it had ended in ruin.

      The second time, he made an informed decision, choosing a newly-built house just outside of Augusta, surrounded by kind neighbors and with no negative history to speak of. The schools in the area were great, and both Amy and Abigail were able to attend classes despite missing the first two weeks of the first semester.

      The moving process was a tiring one; the last thing Jack wanted was to go through the trouble of relocating again. Unpacking boxes, dealing with movers, arguing over who got which bedroom was a great strain on him, however he soldiered on with a smile on his face, knowing what they'd left behind.

      Darcy's mood was thoroughly improved. She delighted in their new home, and had hit it off with various of their neighbors. Everything was coming together. In the end, this was all she'd ever wanted. A nice, safe house where they could all have a fresh start. Though it wasn't an oceanfront property, it was still within driving distance of the sea.

      After everything that had happened in Cutler, Jack had put his literary ambitions on the back-burner. He'd fired off a long message to his agent, explaining that, due to a family crisis, he was going to need at least a few more months to get his book done. To his surprise and delight, the publisher had reacted favorably to his request and allowed him to extend the deadline.

      Finally settled into the new house, Jack felt inspired to write for the first time in ages and began setting up his office.

      The office was a little smaller than what he'd had back in Cutler, but it suited him just fine. He unearthed his computer from the mess of boxes and set it up on his desk. He arranged his lamps the way he liked them, placed books in bookcases and did his best to make the room his. Finally, after a day's work, he was down to just two medium-sized boxes. Hoisting them up onto his desk, he began to sort their contents.

      One of the boxes contained most of what he'd stored in his closet back at the other house. Thick folders full of character bios and setting notes. These he kept in the box and scooted onto the floor, beside his chair. He'd be making use of them soon. Using his car keys to slice through the tape on the other box, he began rifling through it.

      Something caught his eye right on top.

      His tape recorder.

      Chuckling to himself, he picked it up, giving it a little shake. The tape he'd placed in there was still inside, and upon further inspection, he realized that the whole first side had been recorded on. That night, when you got home, you left it running on your desk. You never shut the thing off, so it just kept on recording in your office.

      He fidgeted with the tape a few moments, wondering what might be on it. Had he captured something after all? You know what's in that house. There's no point in listening to this tape. Even if there is something recorded on it... Jack couldn't bring himself to just throw it away, however. His curiosity was piqued. Loading the tape back into the slot, he began to rewind it. Then, when it clicked, he set it down on his desk and hit PLAY, cranking up the volume.

      There was a warm crackling sound as the tape began. A minute or two of straight silence elapsed before Jack decided to fast forward a little. He skipped ahead a bit and then resumed the tape, crossing his arms and listening for anything that might pass for a genuine EVP.

      He had only to listen a few seconds before he heard a voice on the tape.

      The speech was muddled, but it was clear enough to make out. The warbling, echoey nature of the voice was what disturbed him most. It sounded like a defect on the tape, but he knew better. He stopped his pacing, the recording playing behind him, and tried not to shiver.

      He failed.

      “Hello, Jack,” came the deep, distorted voice. “Hello, Jack.”

      Jack listened with a growing sense of dread as the phrase was repeated again and again. Just like it was during the séance, on the Ouija board, he recalled.

      “Hello, Jack. Hello, Jack. Hello, Jack.”

      Losing his nerve, Jack hit the STOP button on the recorder and knocked it off of his desk in a rage. The box it had been in also tumbled to the floor, spilling its contents across the room. Papers, pens and paperback books fell out of it.

      There was something else, too. Rolling out of the box and arriving at Jack's feet was a small object, made of amber-colored glass. Sculpted into the rudimentary shape of the Jackal Man, the primitively-hewn face stared up at him from the ground.

      “How did you get in there?” he gasped, kicking the thing away. It disappeared under his desk.

      The air grew still. Outside, the sun sank into a wall of clouds, steeping the office temporarily in shadow. A shiver crawled up his spine as he sensed another presence in the house. No, no... there's no one else in the house, you idiot. Darcy's out, the girls are at school. You're all alone here...

      From behind, Jack heard the turning of a doorknob. The door to his office popped open, falling ajar and showcasing a sliver of the dim hallway outside.

      The feeling of being watched was redoubled.

      That was when he heard it, the same voice he'd heard on the tape. It issued from the hallway, just as a long, misshapen shadow crossed into view.

      “Hello, Jack,” said the Jackal Man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading! I hope you've enjoyed A House By The Sea. Want to know when my next book comes out? Consider joining my mailing list below for news and updates!

      

      

      

      
        
        Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      

      

      
        
        Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      

      

      

      
        
        http://eepurl.com/bovafj

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Once upon a time, a young Ambrose Ibsen discovered a collection of ghost stories on his father's bookshelf. He was never the same again.

      

      Apart from horror fiction, he enjoys good coffee, brewed strong.

      

      Connect with author Ambrose Ibsen on his official website:

      

      https://ambroseibsen.com/

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/house_by_the_sea_final.jpg
HOUSE

i 5





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





