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      “Oh, shit!” blurted Ben from the back seat. “Did you hear? Jack Ripley went missing. You know, the novelist?” He stared down at his phone, scrolling through a news story that loaded sluggishly in the absence of good cell reception. “They're thinking maybe he was kidnapped. He disappeared from his home, supposedly. That sucks. I really liked his book—”

      “That's nice,” interrupted Naomi, squeezing the steering wheel. It was her turn to drive and she was less than thrilled about it. For almost an entire day the three had navigated obscure roads in Maine, quibbling about where to go next on their road trip, and finding themselves lost along the way. That the large body of water visible in the distance was Cutler Harbor they felt reasonably sure, however in this semi-rural, unpeopled stretch of Maine, they found little else in the way of landmarks. Shooting Ben daggers in the rearview, Naomi continued. “It's been more than an hour since we've been able to find a signal. Now that you've got one could you try and do something useful with it? Like, I dunno... pull up a frigging map? Switch on the GPS so that we can figure out where the hell we are?”

      Yawning sleepily from the passenger seat, Sam set his ankles on the dash and wiped at his face. “Yeah, Ben. Not a good time for catching up on celebrity gossip.” His facial hair had grown considerably over the past few weeks, and he now sported a patchy beard, which he could never seem to stop scratching. The sounds of his fingers raking through his facial hair filled the air as he turned and glanced out the window. “If that's Cutler Harbor, then there's gotta be a town around here somewhere. Look—it's pretty far, but I can see boats on the water. There have to be fisheries or something.”

      “A fishery?” Naomi chuckled darkly, glancing down at the fuel gauge on the dash. “I'd settle for a gas station. We're going to end up on the side of the road if we don't get some fuel. And fast.” She'd put her black hair up into pigtails that morning, but had ruined the style with the picking of her nervous fingers over the course of the day. Cracking her window and letting a bit of the cool, sea-scented breeze into the car, she sighed. “I'm going to pull over. Maybe my phone will work too.” She didn't bother guiding the car to the battered shoulder, but rather let it idle in the middle of the lane. It was probably safe; they hadn't seen another car for what seemed like hours now.

      Frowning, Ben closed out of the news article and began fiddling with maps on his phone. Stretched out across the back seat, he held his cell up near the window in the hopes of capturing a solid signal and waited for the GPS to tell them precisely where they were.

      Unfortunately, it never did.

      The stray signal he'd picked up on had dried up. “Damn it,” he muttered. “I can't get a signal now.”

      Fuming, Naomi took to tugging at her hair ties. “Well, thank goodness you used our only signal to read up on your missing author story. That's grand. Now we're screwed.” Looking out the window at the expanse of tall, windblown grass that stretched all the way to the edge of the harbor, she shook her head. “What kind of backwater is this, anyway? I mean, no cell reception? We're not in the middle of the wilderness for Christ's sake. I don't get it.”

      Sam closed his eyes and flexed his bare toes near the windshield, shrugging. “It may not be the wilderness, but we aren't exactly in the big city, either. These roads are crumbling and there don't look to be any houses around here. We may as well be smack dab in the middle of a national park.”

      “Oh, yeah? I went on a school trip to Yellowstone years ago, and even back then more than half of the park had cell service!” spat Naomi. “This is such bullshit!”

      “Well, why don't we just try and go back the way we came?” offered Ben. His freckled face glowed a ghostly white in the dim car. The day was young but overcast, the sun hiding behind a wall of metallic clouds. “If we can just figure out what turns we took maybe we could go back to Nathan's place and get some better directions, yeah?”

      The trio had driven into Maine some days prior, visiting Ben's cousin Nathan in Kennebunkport, and had continued on their way, becoming lost several hours into their journey north. Retracing the route they'd taken to this remote area—and on such little gas—was impossible, and Naomi wasted no time in telling him as much.

      “We're SOL. We have about sixty miles left in the tank. Seventy if we want to chance it on fumes.” Naomi buried her face in her hands. “There's no going back to your cousin's place, Ben. That's like four hours away. Are you stupid?”

      Dropping his phone into a cup holder, Ben kicked the back of her seat. “Well, it's not my fault. I wasn't the one who insisted we keep going north. I seem to remember that was your idea, Naomi. Don't pin it on me. You wanted to see more of the area, wanted to take in nature. Four hours later and—” He motioned outside the window. “Well, have a look at that! All the nature and peace and quiet you can stand! Mission accomplished.”

      Bristling, Naomi turned to face him, fists balled. “Well, I thought we'd have some goddamn cell service, OK? I didn't think we'd end up in this dead zone! I thought that... that if we kept driving we'd eventually hit a town or something!”

      Sam clapped loudly, clearing his throat. “Guys, cut it out. Like it or not, we're in a bad spot. Bickering ain't gonna fix it. We should have all planned better than this. But then, that hasn't been the spirit of this trip, has it? We wanted to take chances, go wherever the road took us. When you choose to do that, setbacks like this are unavoidable.”

      For a time, there was only frustrated quiet in the vehicle.

      The three of them had decided to go on a road trip at the start of April. What they'd hoped to find on the road was anyone's guess; bored with their lives and wishing to take in new scenery, they'd been content to pack up and set off for parts unknown. Each of them had managed to save a fair bit of money in the months preceding the trip and, up to this point, things had been going pretty well. Funds were beginning to dwindle however, and the uncomfortable realization had slowly dawned on them that their inevitable return to Ohio was drawing near.

      And now, they were lost.

      Breaking the silence, Ben sat up and pointed to the water. “Let's go that way. Stay close to the harbor. Maybe we'll find a building... some fishermen... something. It's the only chance we've got.”

      Nodding, Naomi knocked her bangs aside and shifted back into drive, starting once again down the battered road. The roads they'd been traversing for the better part of the day were awful things, fraught with deep cracks and potholes that challenged the sedan's suspension. In some places, the very borders of the road had been pulverized by the elements into gravel, and nearly every road sign they encountered was too rusted to read.

      Sam fiddled with the radio for a time, attempting to tune into a local station. He failed to bring up anything but static, except on one channel, which streamed some religious talkshow in poor quality. Shutting off the radio, he shrugged. “Guess no one around here listens to the radio, either.”

      “Look around,” replied Naomi. “There isn't anyone around here to do any listening.” The closer they got to the water, the stronger the scent of the sea came in through her open window. She crinkled her nose at the stench of the brine, arriving at a T junction. “Right or left?” she asked. Then, not waiting for her passengers to reply, she hooked a left, starting onto another shattered road that at points flanked the water's edge, and which bore only a single identifying mark; a rusted street sign which could only barely be made out to read “Winthrop Road”.

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” said Sam, reaching back and jostling Ben. “Look for a building, a car—anything.”

      Ben nodded, opening his window and sticking his head out. From the direction of the water he heard the cries of gulls as they circled a beached fish. The waves looked calm as they lapped against the rocks and dressed them in foam, and the water fairly clear. It would probably make for a good swimming spot—

      “Hey, look there,” said Sam, voice curiously low. “Is that... is that a house?”

      Naomi narrowed her gaze and leaned forward in the driver's seat, stretching over the wheel. Then, grinning, she hit the gas and galloped up the pockmarked road. “I think it is!”

      Ben took in the sight of the large, dark house that appeared to sit alone on the quiet road. Maybe it was just because he hadn't seen a building in hours and hadn't expected to find one in this remote setting, but this house seemed to cut into the scenery sharply, almost unnaturally. The grey daylight could only be held partially accountable for its inky slant. The house just seemed to nest in darkness, as if the shadows of night were a veil that clung to it no matter the hour. It was situated on a generous plot and seemed to flank the harbor itself. The closer they got, the more he could see; a mailbox marked with the number “100”, a vastly overgrown lawn, a gravel driveway, evidences in the backyard of a beach.

      Naomi slowed down as they approached the house, the smile ebbing from her face as she took it in from up close. “Think anyone lives there?” she asked, parking tentatively at the entrance of the driveway.

      Sam scratched his beard once again, blinking up at the house from behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “Doesn't look like it, but... you never know.” He took off his seatbelt and thrust open the passenger side door, exiting with a groan. “Either way, I need to stretch my legs. May as well knock and see if anyone's home, yeah?”

      Naomi shut off the car, nodding, but didn't get out immediately. Instead, she scanned the house for a second time, something like apprehension strangling her features. Though she didn't say it aloud, it was clear that something about this place didn't sit well with her; that she was having second thoughts where only moments ago she'd been thrilled to come upon a house.

      Ben tapped on the headrest of her seat and opened his door. “Come on,” he said. “Let's just walk around for a little while. See if there's anyone inside who can give us directions.”

      She nodded vacantly, stepping out of the car. “OK.”

      The three of them, stretching and yawning, took their time in surveying the property. They looked repeatedly to the dark hulk of a house, to the remainder of Winthrop Road, which appeared to dead-end in a copse of tangled trees, and then to the harbor whose quiet lapping soon became the only noise to be heard.

      It was Sam who broke formation and stepped away from the sedan first, heading carefully into the tall grass for the front door. “Come on, guys.”

      The other two joined him with not a little reluctance.
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      Sam knocked on the door three times, with force, but it was clear from the hollowness of the sound that they'd paid a visit to a shell of a home; that the sounds of their knocking would echo throughout, never to meet the ears of an occupant.

      The three of them waited on the front stoop, inspecting the exterior of the two-story abode. Where they might have expected a house so out of the way and situated in a lot so wild and unkempt as this to have fallen into disrepair, the house appeared in rather good condition. Though there looked to be a bit of dust framing the inside of the nearby windows and there was no movement that could presently be traced inside of them, it looked like the kind of place where someone had indeed lived, perhaps not too long ago. “A summer home,” Naomi mused.

      When a second set of knocks produced no answer, they decided to walk the perimeter of the property and search for signs of tenancy. At the right, where a cramped garage sat tethered to the house's flank, they started for the backyard, finding tens of yards of overgrown grass which led to the sea. The back of the house was in good order, with all of the windows, as well as the rear door, intact. A chimney stuck out of the house's roof, and the gutters looked bogged down with leaves from a previous season.

      “There's no one living here,” muttered Sam, rapping against the back door and pacing in the grass. “Dollars to donuts this place is empty. Looks like it's been empty a little while, in fact. Maybe you're right, and it's someone's summer house, but there's no one here now.”

      Naomi smoothed out her T-shirt and approached the house, standing on tiptoe to peer into a darkened window that seemed to look in on a kitchen. “You're probably right. So, what now?”

      Ben approached the back door, nudging Sam aside and reaching at once for the knob. Giving it a twist, he was surprised to find it unlocked. With a firm push, the door fell open with a groan. “I'll be damned. It's not locked.”

      Sam straightened his glasses and divided his gaze between his two companions, a nervous smile spreading across his lips. “Whoa, shit, is this what we're doing now? Breaking and entering? Maybe we should turn around and go the other way, no, Ben? Before we resort to trespassing, I mean.”

      Standing at the threshold and staring into the kitchen of the house, Ben trained his senses on the interior and picked up only the murmuring of the sea to his back. The house, he felt reasonably sure, was devoid of inhabitants. The smell of dust, coupled with the acrid scent of a place too long shut up from the open air, further convinced him. “I'm not looking to trash the place or steal anything. Maybe there's a landline or something inside,” replied Ben. “Anyhow, there's no one home. We may as well have a look, no? What's the harm? We'll leave it the way we left it.”

      Cautiously, Naomi stepped inside, looking out across the room. It was a large kitchen, rather picturesque except for the veneer of dust. The stainless steel appliances looked new. The cabinetry and countertops, too, were swoon-worthy; nicer than she'd ever had in any house she'd lived in growing up. The attractive stone tiles of the floor were filthy, just like every other surface in view, making it clear that no one had passed through the room in a long while. Still, she couldn't keep from smoothing down the hairs on the back of her neck as they pricked up in alarm. It was hard to say why she felt suddenly distressed standing in the house. It's because you're not supposed to be in here, she told herself. “Guys, this is illegal. Maybe... maybe we should go...”

      Sam shared her reservations, and backed up into the yard. “You guys go ahead. I'm going to have another look around the property instead. If you find someone in there with a shotgun and they decide to stand their ground, I'll say some pretty words at your funerals, OK?” He turned and started through the backyard, leaving Ben and Naomi standing within the kitchen.

      Taking a deep breath, Ben led the way forward, exploring the downstairs and finding it perfectly empty, as expected. The kitchen was connected to a large dining room; this opening into a larger living room, which subsequently terminated in a little nook, with a window in it, that sat at the bottom of a stairwell. All throughout the downstairs, there was not a single piece of furniture to be found. There were a few bits of paper, of cardboard, here and there. Near the stairs Ben spotted a single styrofoam packing peanut. Standing at the foot of the stairwell, he peered up into the dark upper story, then turned to Naomi. “Not a damn thing. Isn't it weird? It's like someone just bought this house and then never moved in or something.”

      Naomi wet her lips, shying away from the dusty bannister and burying her hands in her pockets. “Or maybe they moved away.”

      Ben mounted the first step, the wooden board beneath his foot creaking noisily. “You think? I didn't see a 'for sale' sign out front... And if they're only using this place as a summer house, wouldn't they leave, like... something behind? A chair, a table... something?”

      Naomi hesitated before finally joining Ben in his ascent. “I don't know what to think. It's a nice house. I'm surprised there's no one living in it...”

      Arriving in the upper story, Ben stood at the end of the long hall, discovering six doors. Approaching them one by one, he pushed them open carefully, peeking into each room and sighing with relief as each proved unoccupied. There were five bedrooms and a full bathroom in total, and no furniture within any of them. The bathroom had been stripped of everything except for a half-used roll of toilet paper. Making a tour of the rooms and then finally relaxing, Ben shrugged, turning to Naomi with a half smile. “Totally empty, see?”

      She was less pleased. With a frown, she replied, “Yeah, it's empty. Completely empty. Which means that we aren't going to find anything helpful in here. This visit was a bust.” Running her hand against the wall, Naomi flicked a switch, turning on a light in the hallway. She startled a bit as it flashed on. “There's electricity,” she said. “That's weird.”

      “Well, it's not so bad,” offered Ben. “We can use the outlets to charge our phones, I guess.”

      Grabbing Ben by the arm, Naomi led him back to the stairs. “Nah, forget it. Let's go.” She was about to descend when she spotted something at the bottom of the stairs and suddenly lost her balance. It was only a last-minute grab of the handrail that saved her from falling face-first down the stairs.

      There was someone standing below, looking up at them, rendered partially in shadow.

      Stepping past Naomi, Ben cursed under his breath. “Jesus, Sam! A little warning next time!”

      It was Sam standing near the edge of the stairs, a paper clutched in his hand and a seasick grin on his face. “Sorry, I didn't mean to scare ya.” Glancing nervously around the room, he gave the paper in his grasp a little shake and then held it out for the two of them to see. “This was sitting in the mailbox. Looks like it's been there a while. No one's delivered mail here for months, by the looks of it.”

      Still shaken, Naomi snatched the paper from his hand—a flyer for what appeared to be a local pizzeria—and marched into the living room to have a look at it. “It's a a generic flyer, addressed to the 'Current resident of 100 Winthrop Road'. So, what?”

      “Yeah, but it's months old. Look,” said Sam, turning the flyer over and showing it to her. “The coupons expired in the autumn. Whoever was living here... they've probably been gone since before winter. Plus, there's an address for that pizzeria. It's in Cutler, see? Which means we're probably close to the town... maybe just outside of it. We should go back down the street in the opposite direction. Maybe that'll take us into Cutler.”

      Ben stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked out the window, into the backyard and at the waterline. “You might be onto something.” He knocked on the wall with a grin. “Shame there's no one living here, though. It's a nice house. Wouldn't mind owning one just like it someday.”

      Naomi rolled her eyes. “Yeah? And how do you plan to afford that? Last I checked you were going to have to go on the run to avoid repaying your student loans.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Oh, I'm sorry. Not all of us are lucky enough to have some dead parents to leave us inheritance money.”

      About to slug Ben in the gut, Naomi was guided through the living room by Sam. “Cut it out, both of you. We'll start driving down the road. I'll bet we'll find ourselves in town before too long. We'll have something to eat there. Maybe then you two will stop being such assholes.”

      Naomi shrugged him off, making a beeline for the back door and stomping out across the backyard. “Oh, yeah? And if we don't?”

      Sam chuckled. “Then I guess we'll run out of gas and spend the night on the roadside, sleeping in the car.”

      “No,” countered Ben, closing the back door behind him and jogging towards the sedan. “No, if need be, we can bring our sleeping bags in and crash here for the night. It's a big, empty house. A little dusty, but I don't think anyone would mind us taking shelter here until we can figure something else out.”

      The three of them packed into the car and Sam took the wheel. Pulling out of the driveway, he pointed the car at the opposite end of Winthrop Road. “Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” he said as they drove off.
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      The discovery of a shuttered convenience store some two miles from the house provoked in the three travelers a mixture of excitement and dismay. Passing the dilapidated structure by, they were pleased to find a seemingly thriving business just a short distance away; a boat shop, called Gillman's. Just beyond, they found evidences of a populated town, and a wooden sign hammered into a median told them they'd arrived in Cutler.

      They chose to stop at the first gas station they found, both because they hoped to fill up the nearly empty tank, and because they wanted to speak to someone who knew the area. They were thrilled to return to civilization after hours of driving on winding and unmarked roads, and when they'd filled the tank of the sedan at one of the three run-down pumps, they entered the adjacent store, greeting the cashier with wide smiles.

      Ben and Sam wandered the aisles, picking out cheap snacks with which to quell their growing hunger while Naomi approached the register. “Hi,” she began. “My friends and I are just passing through here. We got lost on our way through Maine and we're looking to head back south. I don't suppose you could point us in the direction of the nearest highway entrance ramp, could you?”

      The cashier was a tall man who stooped over an ancient cash register. Bearded, with greying red hair and some faded freckles peppered across his cheeks, he looked almost like an older version of Ben. “Certainly. You'll want to keep going down this here road and hang a right when you get to the post office. It's three or four miles down. From there you should be able to find signs pointing you towards the interstate.” Sam and Ben dropped several bags of snacks onto the counter and the man began to ring them up. “What brings you out to this area?” he asked. “We don't get a lot of tourists out here. Visiting family, maybe?”

      “Sort of,” replied Naomi, patting Ben's arm. “We were visiting with his cousin in Kennebunkport, but got turned around after we left this morning.”

      The cashier arched a silvery brow and whistled, his jagged teeth emerging as he grinned. “I'll say. You're a long ways from Kennebunkport.” He finished ringing up the snacks and accepted the twenty that Sam offered, making change.

      “Say,” said Ben, drawing the man's gaze, “do you know anything about that house?” He pointed out the window, in the general direction of the abandoned house. “We were lost, and we came upon this big, empty house in the middle of nowhere. Down the road, that way. It's right on the harbor.”

      Suddenly, the cashier's smiling face grew solemn, and he dropped a palm's worth of coins onto the floor. Startling, he bent down to pick them up with evident trouble, and then slid them across the counter with a metallic clack to Sam. His gaze traveled between the three of them, brow furrowed. Then, shutting the drawer to the register, he frowned. “Yeah, I know it. Wouldn't go near it, if I were you.”

      Uncomfortable for the man's sudden change in demeanor, Ben and Sam gathered up their snacks and took a step away from the counter. It was only Naomi who was interested in continuing the conversation. “W-wait, why is that?” she asked. “The big, two-story house at the end of Winthrop Road... we are talking about the same house, right?”

      Nodding slowly so as not to be misunderstood, the cashier leaned forward. “We sure are, and like I told you, I wouldn't go inside. Stay far away from it. It's empty for a reason. The people who were livin' in it before bailed on it, and its history before all of that ain't exactly good.”

      “Please,” replied Naomi, “tell me more.”

      Requests for more information were met with shakes of the head. “Not much interested in talking about that place,” he said, all but shooing the three of them out of the building. “Y'all stay safe. Highway's just a few miles off. Can't miss it.”

      Filing back into the car, Ben, Sam and Naomi sat in contemplative silence, the only sound being the rustling of snack bags. Reaching over and stealing a handful of Reese's Pieces from Sam's haul, Naomi funneled them into her mouth and then leered at the gas station shop, the window of which was filled by the cashier, who looked out at them furtively. “Now, what do you guys think that was about?”

      From the backseat, Ben loosed a laugh. “Guy's off his rocker. He talked about it like it was the House of Usher, about to split in two and crush us. Some paranoid townie, that's all.”

      Sam hesitated in bringing a piece of candy to his lips and turned around. “Nah, he claimed that the people living there before ran out on the house. So that's why it's empty. I dunno about you, but if I could afford a house that nice I sure as hell wouldn't abandon it. What do you think made them do it? What ran them out?”

      “Seriously? Who says anything ran them out? Maybe they decided they didn't like it and moved someplace else,” challenged Ben.

      “That makes literally zero sense,” said Naomi. “Anyhow, he also mentioned that the house has a long history—that things were bad there before these people moved away. I wonder what that was supposed to mean. I wish he'd told us more.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Look, all three of us have been in that house. Did either of you feel or see anything wrong with it? Be honest. Because I sure didn't. It was shut-up, dusty, but a fine house. Nothing wrong with it at all.”

      Neither Sam nor Naomi could argue with this, but still their curiosity persisted. “It's just strange that a nice house like that could be so... feared by someone in town,” finished Naomi, siphoning yet more of Sam's candy.

      “What, do you want to go back there?” asked Ben. “Spend more time looking around that house? I tell you, I wouldn't mind. I'm tired of being in the car. A night in that house sounds awesome, and you can't beat the price. I'm sure the motels in town are great, but none of them are gratis.”

      Sam glanced at the clock on the dash and sighed. The afternoon was nearly spent. Soon, evening would be setting in and the three would be getting tired. Spending several hours more behind the wheel obviously didn't appeal to him, because he ultimately agreed. “That's actually not a horrible idea. Free lodging is hard to come by, and I don't wanna drive more today, either. It'll be getting dark soon. That house has been abandoned, apparently, so no one in the world is gonna give a damn if we spend a night there.”

      Naomi paused mid-chew, eyes wide. “Look, I'll drive. No complaints from me. But I don't think spending a night in that house is wise. If it's got some kind of reputation, then—”

      “Why not?” countered Ben. “We've stayed in worse. Remember that empty apartment building in West Virginia? We stayed there for two nights before the cops found us. Saved us a lot of money. This is the same thing. It's not like we're rolling in cash, Naomi. Staying in that empty house for a night or two will help us save so that we can stay on the road longer. Unless you're looking to bring this trip to an end sooner?”

      “Oh, so now it's a night or two? What the hell, Ben?” replied Naomi. “Why don't we just get on the highway? We can sleep at a rest stop if need be. That's free, too.”

      Sam crumpled the empty bag of candy in his fist and motioned to his surroundings, demonstrating the lack of legroom. “Yeah, sleeping in the car is fine in a pinch, but I'd love to stretch out. Let's give the house a try, Naomi. Why not? We've been in there. It's a solid house. Nothing unsafe. We could even go swimming in the morning.”

      Ben continued from the backseat, chewing loudly. “And where are we planning on going next, anyway? We didn't really discuss it and we don't have much of an itinerary.”

      Naomi fumbled. “W-well, I dunno. I guess we haven't talked about it much, but...”

      “Exactly!” declared Ben. “So, let's spend the night in that house, get our plan straight. Sound good? If we don't like it there for whatever reason, we can leave at a moment's notice. But I reckon the shower in that place still works, and there's plenty of floorspace for our sleeping bags. This is what the trip's been all about! Making things work in our favor, making due with less. The important thing for us has always been to stay on the road as long as possible—to see as much as possible, right?”

      The two in the front seats nodded.

      “It'd be criminal to pass this up,” concluded Ben. “Let's head back to that house and relax.”

      Sam started up the car and maneuvered to the edge of the gas station lot. He looked to Naomi and pointed in the direction of the house. “You cool with this, Naomi? I could drop you off at a local motel or something and pick you up in the morning, if you'd rather.”

      Snatching a bag of Doritos out of Sam's haul, she tore it open and looked out the window, nibbling in silence till her frown was orange. “It's fine. We'll stay the night in that house. It's important we save money. The more we save, the longer we can stay on the road.”

      “All right,” said Sam, turning back onto Winthrop Road and putting the town behind them. “Here we go, then.”
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      Benjamin Reed, at twenty-six years old, was every bit as lanky and freckled as he had been when he and Sam Carroll had first met on the playground. His time in college had been spent shifting almost schizophrenically between majors. He'd gone for journalism first, and then medicine the semester after that. Anthropology credits, courses in Asian history and an ill-advised enrollment in the culinary program had rounded out his first two years. For his third, he'd signed on for a thrilling—and exorbitantly priced—year abroad in Austria, gaining an elementary grasp of German language before returning to the States and realizing he was closing in on 60K in student loans. Lagging academic performance had made it difficult for him to get enough loan money to continue his frenetic education. And so he'd dropped out. From there, he'd moved onto a string of odd jobs, living with his parents and fearing the day—not so far off—when his loans would come due for repayment.

      Sam's story wasn't so different, except that he'd quit college after only a single semester, choosing instead to take a job at his Uncle's car dealership. At twenty-seven, he was set to eventually inherit the business from his uncle, who was only a few years from retirement age. Though he had no interest in selling cars or in one day owning the lot, he would have been hard-pressed to say just what he intended for his future instead.

      One Friday during the autumn, now many years ago, Ben and Sam had attended a meeting of the Moorlake University Japanese Club in the student union, where a number of old Japanese cartoons were being screened. It was there that they'd first met Naomi Orzolek, an English major, who was minoring in Japanese. By night's end, only the three of them remained in attendance at the screening, and they bonded well into the night over a cheesy 80's cartoon called Armored God Tiamat. From that moment on, the three had maintained a close friendship.

      One night, after too many drinks, they'd begun considering a lengthy road trip around the US. Though none of them would've come out and said it outright if prompted, the idea of a long trip to parts unknown so appealed to them because they'd grown tired of their lives. They'd wanted away from their families, their responsibilities. Possibly, they'd always joked, they would set out on this grand tour of the country and never come home.

      Ben, drowning in debt and arguing constantly with his parents, had wanted to leave everything behind. Sam, fed up with his job and feeling a spot of remorse over the years he'd wasted out of school, had wanted to find a fresh start somewhere far from sleepy Moorlake.

      Naomi's situation had been a bit different from the others. She'd been on the verge of completing an advanced art degree and hoped to one day make a living drawing comics, however her father's death the previous year had taken her out of school temporarily. Raised from an early age by her father, a strict man with which she'd never seen eye-to-eye, Naomi had been left reeling by his passing. She'd been left, too, with a sizable inheritance, which she'd chosen on a whim to put towards travel. Deciding it was time to take a semester off, she'd gotten together with Sam and Ben and had suggested they set out in the Spring for their oft-discussed trip, starting with a leisurely tour of New England. She'd had a lot on her mind, many feelings to make peace with, and hoped that she might hash things out on the road, away from her hometown which was so crammed with memories.

      Life on the road was proving to be hard, though. They weren't experienced travelers, and the costs of cross-country travel had been higher than expected. They cut corners wherever they could, but their first few nights sleeping out of a car had been a rude awakening for them, far from the idyllic scenario they'd spent years imagining.

      As they brought their bags into the empty house on Winthrop Road, setting them down in the living room, they said little, all of them absorbed in their own thoughts. Once settled, it was decided that one of them would run out to pick up some proper food for dinner, and it was Sam who drew the short straw, cursing to himself as he started back out towards the car. “First drive-thru I find, that's what we're eating, got it? I don't want to drive an inch further than necessary. I'm going to be so happy to be out of that damn car tonight.”

      The grey sky was slowly turning black. Night was on its way, and with it was coming a peculiar chill to the air, which they figured was due to the wind coming in off of the harbor. Nevertheless, the windows in the lower story were opened so as to let the house air out a little, and when that was through, Ben and Naomi rifled through their bags for their hooded sweatshirts to insulate themselves against the nocturnal chill.

      “Where should we go next?” asked Ben, mostly to break up the silence. He leaned beside the window and canvassed the living room. The wall near the front door looked especially dirty, smudged up, and he ran his fingers against it. “Maybe we'll set off for Florida next?”

      Naomi wasn't in a talking mood. Hands tucked into the pocket of her Sailor Moon hoodie, she smiled disinterestedly, her mind elsewhere and her eyes fixed on the ceiling. “I dunno,” she said, a hint of resignation entering her voice. “I've been thinking about the trip a lot these past few days. It's been almost a month since we set out. And, you know, it occurs to me that maybe we ought to call it quits now.”

      “What?” asked Ben, standing upright. “You want to end the trip? Just... just go home?”

      The dreamy smile didn't depart from Naomi's face, and she shrugged weakly, like she was tossing off an invisible shawl. “Would that be so bad?”

      Ben began pacing, the wooden floors beneath him singing a discordant tune with each step. “Why, Naomi? We've been planning this trip for, like, years now. I thought... I thought it meant something to us. To all of us.” Like a child scorned, he shot Naomi a sad look, but then firmed up. “Not that it has to go on forever, of course. I just thought we'd see more of the country is all.”

      Naomi chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so. It's just that money's getting tight already, you know? And...” She licked her lips and laughed harder, her face reddening in embarrassment. “I was on FaceBook the other day, right? It's so silly, but...” She took a deep breath. “There's this girl I went to high school with. Her name is Ginger Collins. We haven't actually spoken in years, but I was looking through her pictures and status updates, and I guess she's getting married next month. In Cancun. Her husband's some kind of lawyer, or something. She looks... really happy.”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “And there's another one, a childhood friend, Shannon. She's a few years younger than me, but she's set to graduate at the end of this semester. She's in education, and she's got a few job offers lined up already. It looks like she's really doing well for herself.” Naomi gulped. “Do you ever look at the people in your life—or the people you used to know, and feel like they're doing better than you are? Like... maybe they're... leaving you behind?” She laughed harshly to preempt any response. “I know how dumb that is, to be jealous. But sometimes, I look at this art degree I've been working on... and the fact that my family is, well, kaput, and I wonder if I didn't do something wrong. Maybe I should have worked harder so that I could have graduated sooner, or chosen a more marketable degree. And when I look at my life, my choosing to spend my inheritance on this trip, I wonder if it's worth it. Maybe we should turn back before we're all broke. Invest that money more responsibly.”

      “Whoa, OK, I get it,” replied Ben. “A quarter-life crisis or something?”

      Naomi frowned. “You could call it that, I guess. Sounds dumb.”

      Ben grinned. “Trust me, we've all got regrets. We'd all do things differently if we could. You think I'd have taken on all of my loans if I'd known better? Hell no! I'd have gotten a job after high school, decided on what I really wanted to do. I probably would have skipped Moorlake U for awhile and gotten some general credits done at the community college.” Clapping his dusty hands against his pant legs, he shook his head. “We could have done better these last few years. All three of us.”

      “Yeah...” Naomi sat down near the foot of the stairs, staring longingly at the window, which was rapidly becoming crowded with shadow. “It keeps me up at night,” she admitted.

      Leaping past her and starting up the stairs, Ben guffawed. “Wouldn't know it by all of the snoring you do every night!”

      “Screw you!” she said, clicking her tongue. “I do not snore!” Then, watching him ascend, she asked, “Where are you going?”

      “I just want to have another look at the upstairs. If this house is abandoned, just sitting here, then maybe we can stay in it forever. I want to pick my own room before you guys do,” he replied with a wink.

      The upstairs, as day gave its last gasp, proved so dark as to be nearly impenetrable. It took him some moments to track down the switch on the wall, and when he found it he felt somewhat disoriented in the orange glow of the hallway light. The doors to the rooms were visible now.

      The first room on the right, the largest, had probably been used by the last owners as the master bedroom. Stepping inside, he looked around, peeked into the roomy closet, and wondered what could have driven them to simply abandon the house.

      I can't believe it, he thought to himself. The people who owned this house before probably had it all figured out, were likely a model family or something. But for whatever reason, this house didn't make them happy. They left it behind, completely empty. It doesn't make a lick of sense.

      Crossing next into the bathroom, Ben switched on the light over the vanity and had a look around. The shower, sink and toilet were covered in dust, but the fixtures looked sound. The knobs on the sink faucet turned easily enough, and after some sputtering, clear water flowed into the basin in an even stream. The toilet seemed to flush without difficulty and, though the faucet took him a moment to figure out, the shower, too, still worked. He let the water run a little while, guiding the flow with his hand to wash some of the dust down the drain. I could go for a nice, long shower, he thought. I wonder if the water heater still works.

      Shutting off the water, Ben continued down the hall, passing the other rooms by and entering the last one in the stretch, which appeared to be the smallest. There was a single window in it, but the view it provided was damn good. Through it he could see the dim outlines of the shore and the placid harbor that was just then beginning to shimmer with the light of a newly-risen moon. If not for the overgrown lawn directly below, the scene would have looked like something out of a travel brochure. I could get used to a view like that! It's gorgeous around here. I wonder what a house like this costs. Probably a good eighty or ninety thousand. Shame I took out all of those loans for school; I'd have much rather put the money towards a seaside getaway like this, he thought with a snicker that quickly died. As he started back down the hall, hands in his pockets, he remembered the bills he'd had piling up at his parents' house. The loans he'd need to be making payments on soon. “These loans aren't going to pay themselves,” his father had told him.

      He shut his eyes and forced his thoughts elsewhere. I don't want to think about that...

      Ben was half-way to the top of the stairs when he noticed a light in one of the bedrooms was on. It was the fourth bedroom, adjacent to the one he'd just been in. Pausing outside the closed door, he felt suddenly uncomfortable. The hairs on his arms perked up at the sudden intrusion of a draft from the downstairs.

      He hadn't gone into that room; he felt quite sure. The door was closed, and during his initial trip down the hall the lights had been off in that room, he was confident of it. Perplexed, he reached out and tapped the door open. It gave without resistance, offering a low squeal. Did we leave the lights on earlier, when we first explored the upstairs? We must have...

      This room, to which he'd given only a cursory glance during their previous trip upstairs, was on the larger side. The floors in it weren't quite so pretty as those in the rest of the house, and in the left-hand corner of the room there was a large break in the floor, where a plank or two had been pulled out. Thinking this strange, Ben stepped inside and looked down into the opening, finding nothing but a dusty patch of sub-flooring. Maybe the previous owners were planning on redoing the floors in here and just never got around to it?

      He turned, preparing to leave the room and turn off the light, when suddenly his heart popped into his throat.

      The large closet in the room was sitting ajar, and someone was standing within the darkened space.

      It took him a few moments to realize who it was, and when he did, he quickly regained his composure in the hopes of saving face. “Naomi, geez... I didn't hear you come up.” He gulped down his dread. “What's up?”

      Naomi was standing inside of the closet with her back to him. Her long, black hair spilled down over her shoulders as she studied the interior. Though she seemed to hear Ben's voice, nodding slightly at his words, she didn't turn to look at him. In fact, from this position, he could see nothing of her face. If not for the mane of familiar black hair and the eye-catching light pink of her Sailor Moon hoodie, he wouldn't have known who she was. From inside the closet, she offered a muffled reply. Her voice was distorted by the enclosed space, seemed a little deeper. “Wouldn't it be nice if we could just stay here?” she asked.

      Ben shrugged, eyeing her curiously. “Come around on the house, have you? It's pretty nice, yeah. The view is great. I dunno why anyone would ever abandon it.” He thought to add, And just what's so damn interesting inside of that closet? but he held his tongue.

      Strangely enough, Naomi said nothing more. She continued her bizarre examination of the closet, not turning to face him. If anything, she seemed only to move deeper inside, and he half expected to see her reach back and close the door, sealing herself in completely.

      Downstairs, the sound of the back door opening could be heard. “Oh, looks like Sam's back,” said Ben, motioning to the hallway. “I'm going to see what he brought back.” Leaving the room and hurriedly descending the stairs, he called out to Sam under his breath. “Sam, dude, Naomi's upstairs and she's acting kind of weird—”

      He arrived in the kitchen, where he found Sam using a bunch of napkins to clean off some counter space. When it was sufficiently clear, he accepted a few bags of Burger King from none other than Naomi.

      Ben stopped in his tracks, bumping hard against the wall as he entered the doorway. “W-whoa, hold up. How'd you get down here so fast, Naomi?” he stammered.

      Sam and Naomi both looked at each other, and then to Ben, frowning. “Are you insane?” asked Naomi, fishing a french fry out of one of the bags. “I've been down here this whole time.”

      “She was here when I opened the door just a second ago.” Sam smirked. “You, uh... OK?”

      Feeling the color drain from his face, Ben stared at his friends a long while, and then turned around, pointing back at the stairs. “N-no, that's not... that's not right. I just saw you up there. In that room—in the closet, you know?”

      Naomi frowned. “Uh, no. You didn't.” She stamped on the kitchen floor with her foot. “I was sitting by the stairs when I heard the car pull up. Then I came to the kitchen. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

      Ben felt short of breath and leaned against the wall. “But... but I was just... In one of those rooms, the lights were on, and you...” He pointed at Naomi. “You were in the closet. I swear!”

      “Sure, bud,” replied Sam, digging a Whopper out of the bag and tossing it to Ben. “Sure you didn't take something while I was gone? This isn't like what happened in New York, is it?” He and Naomi laughed and started into their food.

      During their travels through New York, the three of them had procured a bag of psilocybin mushrooms. After experimenting with them, Sam and Ben both had suffered awful, nightmarish hallucinations, and Sam had even gone running from their hotel room in the middle of the night, not to return until the next evening, when the mushrooms had finally worn off. “No!” barked Ben. “I'm not high. I just...” He massaged his temples. “Hold on.” Hamburger in hand, Ben returned to the stairs, climbing them hesitantly and pausing at the very top. Looking down the upstairs hall, he counted the doors, zeroing in on the room where only moments ago he'd seen Naomi standing in the closet.

      The door to that room was now closed.

      Standing outside, he held his breath and pushed the door open, finding the inside of the room dark. Slapping at the switch fearfully, he managed to get the lights on and looked immediately to the closet on the right side.

      The closet door was sitting ajar, as it had been, but there was no longer anyone standing inside.

      He backed out of the room in a hurry, somewhat relieved, and shut the door behind him. I must be losing it, he thought. Or maybe I fucked up my head on those mushrooms back in New York. I shouldn't have messed with those. Maybe it's like with LSD—a flashback.

      Returning downstairs, he found the burger in his hand had been squeezed so tightly that its condiments had leaked out of the paper wrapper, leaving a trail up and down the hallway.
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      As he often did after a meal, Sam was enjoying an after-dinner smoke. The others weren't fond of his habit; couldn't stand the smell and pestered him always about the effects it would have on his health. Sam, though, claimed that it aided his digestion and that a meal wasn't complete without a cigarette or three. “A good cigarette after a good meal elevates the entire experience,” he'd explained time and time again to his companions.

      With Ben and Naomi sitting on the beach, tossing rocks into the moonlit water, Sam was content to pace, taking contemplative drags from his second Viceroy and flicking ash into the grass. “I don't think I'll ever get used to that smell,” he said, looking out across the harbor with a squint.

      Ben rolled his eyes. “What, the smell of shitty cigarettes? Yeah, me neither.”

      “I mean the smell of the sea, you dumbass. It's not really my thing. Kind of fishy... overpowering when you get up close to it.” Sam exhaled a puff of smoke and pointed with his lit cigarette back at the house. “Maybe that's why the previous owners ran off. They couldn't stand the smell coming in off of the water.”

      Naomi raked a hand through the grass, plucking up a single, long blade of the stuff and blowing it out towards the water. She repeated this three or four times while she listened, then broke into the conversation, bringing her knees in close to her chest. “I don't think that was it. Whatever it was, it must have had to do with the house's reputation in the area. The stuff that clerk at the convenience store said... about the house having a history.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Do you guys think someone died in it?”

      Sam and Ben exchanged looks, and the former put out the Viceroy against the sole of his shoe. “Could be,” replied Sam. “Why don't you break out those tarot cards of yours? A reading might give us some clues about what this place is all about, no?”

      Naomi stood up and dusted herself off. “No. I'm not doing that. If someone did die in this house then I'd only be inviting trouble by playing with the deck.” For years, Naomi had carried with her everywhere a well-worn deck of tarot cards with rustic hand-drawn designs on them. She did readings on the regular and routinely sought the advice of the deck before making any important life decisions. As of late, she'd begun to wonder if her superstitious reliance on the cards wasn't at least partially to blame for the crummy state of her life.

      Ben, knocking sand from his backside, shrugged. “I dunno. Couldn't hurt, Naomi. Try one of those one-card draws you do.” After his seeming hallucination in the upstairs, Ben couldn't help but be curious about the house. He'd shaken off the dread, more or less convinced himself that he'd been mistaken, but a niggling doubt about the event remained. “Just a quick one before bed.”

      Sam led the way back to the house, holding the door open for the others. “Yeah, Naomi, why not? Put ol' Ben's mind at ease, won't you?” He grinned, reaching out and jabbing Ben in the ribs. “He wants to make sure the place isn't full of spooks.”

      “Shut up,” muttered Ben.

      Easing himself up onto one of the dusty counters, Sam threw his hands up and motioned to each of the appliances like a model showcasing prizes on a game show. “If I were a ghost, I'd totally want to live here! Think of the cooking they must do in a kitchen like this!”

      Seeking out her purse in the living room, Naomi returned to the kitchen a few moments later with her deck, rolling up the sleeves of her sweatshirt. It'd been a few days since she'd done a reading, and—being something of a tarot addict—she'd been jonesing to tool around with them. “I'll do a one-card draw. Nothing more, though. Got it?”

      Sam and Ben moved out of the way, giving her access to the cleanest portion of the counter. Naomi took to shuffling the cards, the backs of them discolored and worn thin for years of constant use, and then squeezed the deck in her hand, closing her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she placed two fingers on the top card and slowly peeled it away from the rest, setting it on the counter for all to see.

      Arms crossed, Sam leaned in and peered down at the drawn card, whistling. “Huh. What do you make of that?”

      Ben shook his head. “Naomi?”

      Opening her eyes, Naomi glanced down at the card she'd drawn. Almost immediately, her serene expression was replaced with a frown. “Oh.” The card she'd drawn was “The Devil”. It depicted a somewhat cartoonish horned figure with a trident in its hand; a sort of stereotypical demonic caricature. Over the years she'd known it to carry a number of meanings, none of them particularly good. Clearing her throat, Naomi tried to explain. “Well, that's not the card I was hoping for, but it's not necessarily a bad omen or anything like that.”

      Sam chortled. “Uh, it's the devil. Curious to see how you'll spin that into something positive, sister.”

      “Yes, it's the devil, but it doesn't mean that he's in the house with us or something like that. Rather, drawing this card could mean any number of things. It could mean, for instance, that someone in this house—or someone who once lived in it—was obsessed with wealth and power. Right?”

      “You got me. I could go for some massive wealth and power right about now,” said Sam.

      “Can you try it again?” asked Ben. “Maybe, if you do a few of these draws you'll get a clearer picture?” He paced around the kitchen nonchalantly, but his not-so-subtle glaring at the tarot deck in Naomi's hand gave him away. “You think that card has something to do with the people who lived here? Draw another... maybe the cards will tell us the full story.”

      Naomi hesitated, but after shuffling the devil card back into the deck, she felt compelled to draw again. “OK, fine. It couldn't hurt.” She closed her eyes, took another deep breath and cleared her thoughts.

      The newly-drawn card hit the counter with a smack.

      At sighting it, Sam burst into incredulous laughter. “What the—”

      The devil card sat face-up on the counter once more.

      Ben shot Naomi a confused look, red brows arched in alarm. “Did you not shuffle it well enough?”

      She stared down at her card. No, she thought, I definitely shuffled them well. I always do. This could just be a fluke. Either that, or the deck is trying to tell us something... Donning a sheepish smile, Naomi gathered up the card and shuffled it back in. “I must not have shuffled well enough. Let me try again.” Shuffling longer than usual, Naomi cut the deck and then drew the top card, seeing what it was before it even met the counter.

      The Devil.

      At that moment, Sam was no longer laughing. He picked the card off of the counter and tested it between his fingers, inspected it closely. “Is this card sticky or something? Shaped differently?”

      Naomi snatched it away from him. “No, of course not. There's nothing wrong with the card.” Slipping the persistent devil back into her deck, she returned the cards to her purse and zipped it. “We're done for the night.”

      Ben, looking not a little bothered for the repeat drawings, scratched at his scalp. “What the hell? Has that ever happened before, Naomi? Like... what are the odds of that same card...?”

      She left the room, effectively cutting him off. Math wasn't her strong suit, but she knew the odds of drawing the same card three times in a row were rather small. There are 78 cards in the deck. Why did that one have to show up all three times?

      It was decided that they should turn in. No decisions had been made about the next leg of their journey, but the three of them were tired enough to leave such discussions till the morning, after breakfast. Spreading their sleeping bags out across the dusty living room floor, the three of them changed into pajamas and brushed their teeth in the downstairs bathroom. Sam rambled for a bit, trying to bait the other two into conversation by discussing a number of different sites they might visit next, but it soon became clear they weren't in a talking mood. The three drifted off one after another, tucked into their sleeping bags with only the light over the kitchen sink left on. The cool sea breeze entered through the open windows, stirring up dust motes and giving them a final whiff of the brine as they fell asleep. Before conking out, Sam muttered to himself, “That damn smell...”
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      When she first opened her eyes, there was only darkness. Then, sitting up and loosing a cough, Naomi found herself facing the moonlit window near the stairs. Snores sounded from either side of her. Sam and Ben, curled up in their sleeping bags, had been sleeping soundly for hours. She, on the other hand, had tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable in a place so dusty. The air coming through the windows was getting a bit too cold for her likes as well. This combo, along with a full bladder, had roused her from her lousy sleep.

      Groggily, and narrowly avoiding Sam's outstretched hand, Naomi stepped across the room and shut one of the windows with a loud clack. From there, with one hand pressed to the shadowed walls, she made her way to the bathroom.

      It was a small thing, filled almost completely by the simple toilet and sink within, and as she entered she smacked her hip against the edge of the porcelain sink basin. Only one of the bulbs in the vanity fixture still worked, and at flipping it on she had to squint through the orange-yellow light to find the toilet.

      It was fatigue, probably coupled with the dust, that made her feel like she was hungover. Her temples took turns pounding, the ache issuing a steady beat that made her feel almost like throwing up. Her eyes were heavy and her nose felt stuffed with cotton. The back of her throat, too, tickled somewhat, and when she'd finished washing her hands she gulped down a bit of cold water from the tap.

      Drying her hands off on her pajamas, Naomi's thoughts drifted momentarily to the tarot draws she'd done just a few hours prior, in the kitchen. Sucking down a second palm's worth of water, the image of the devil card flashed in her mind's eye repeatedly, like a strobe. It was just a coincidence.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a sudden and hardly furtive trying of the doorknob. Startled, Naomi turned to the bathroom door, watching as the brassy fixture quivered from the other side. One of the guys had probably gotten up to use the bathroom. Thankfully, she'd locked the door. “Hold on, damn you! I'll be out in a second,” she hissed.

      She threw the door open, hoping to smack whichever of them waited on its other side, but at stepping out of the bathroom she found neither Sam nor Ben waiting to enter.

      There was no one there at all.

      Pausing in the doorway, the orange light still burning to her back, she stuck her head out and canvassed her surroundings. From the living room, she detected the unbroken chorus of snores, and wandering out a few steps she found she could make out both Sam and Ben in their sleeping bags.

      Cold air, probably entering through one of the windows she hadn't gotten around to closing, cut through her just then, leaving her skin clammy. “Guys?” she squeaked, hoping that one of them was awake. One of them probably had to use the bathroom and went back to bed when I told them to scram.

      There was no reply except for their snoring, however.

      She put out the light in the bathroom and eased the door shut, taking a few cautious steps into the dining room and glancing through one of its windows. The front yard and the lonely stretch of Winthrop Road awaited her through that window, all of it rendered in a ghostly white for the moon.

      I must have imagined it. Maybe I bumped into the door...

      From the kitchen there came a noise which served to cut her rationalizations short. It was a long, grating creak, the very sound of which made her shoulders tense and her chest tighten. Barely able to walk a straight line, Naomi started for the kitchen, hands locked around the hem of her night shirt.

      At first glance, there didn't seem to be anything awry. Her gaze traveled quite naturally to the back door, however it remained shut and locked, just the way they'd left it. She studied the window over the sink, finding it half-open; she'd left it that way herself after dinner. There was only one thing that could have made the noise, and at glimpsing it she actually chuckled, suddenly relieved.

      One of the cabinet doors was sitting ajar.

      “Stupid thing,” she muttered as she went to close it. The hinge was old and in need of oil. The wind had knocked the thing open, that was all. She pressed the cabinet closed and then prepared to leave the kitchen, though not before looking out the window, which showcased the beauty of Cutler Harbor.

      And something else, as well.

      Standing before the window, hands resting on the cool countertop, Naomi wasn't sure exactly what she was seeing. There seemed to be two people, tall and stocky, standing in the yard, facing the sea. Upon closer inspection, they both had short hair and were dressed in old, dirty clothes; denim overalls and black boots. They remained perfectly still beside one another, just staring out at the water as if in a trance.

      Should I wake the guys? Naomi looked back towards the dining room, fearing that they were about to have company. These men, whoever they were, might try coming inside the house. Who could they be? Who would possibly come out to this house at such an hour? Could it be that they're the owners? Or maybe they're coming by to check on the place for someone?

      She returned to the window and found that the scene had changed.

      Both men were still standing there, hadn't really moved, although their posture was different. Their shoulders were now slumped, and their legs—thick and strong though they appeared—had gone slack. Naomi watched as both men, still facing the sea, began to fall backwards. Like two pillars of stone, they hit the grass, one after another, their white faces lit up by the moonlight and staring up at her blankly.

      Taking a step back, Naomi began calling out for her companions. “G-guys? Sam? B-ben?”

      The two men in the grass weren't moving anymore. They'd crashed to the ground and looked like they planned to remain there, eyes unblinking and mouths hanging open in either pain or terror.

      And then the bleeding started. A wave of dark liquid erupted from their noses, painting the grass and their waxen faces crimson. The bodies convulsed very slightly at this, their lifeblood seeping into the ground and spreading onto their clothes. Their overalls darkened a shade as they were soaked...

      From the water, close to the shore, her eyes registered movement. She was too busy rushing out of the kitchen to give it much thought, but it looked to her as though someone—or something—was floating in the harbor, looking towards the house.

      “Guys! G-get up! Get up! T-there's... there's...” Her stomach roiled and she nearly threw up in the sink. She tripped on her way into the dining room and hit the floor with a loud smack that awoke both Sam and Ben. They fumbled out of their sleeping bags and clumsily gained their feet.

      “What's... what's wrong?” chanced Ben, eyes still closed and gait uncertain.

      Naomi clawed at the light switch on the wall, bathing the dining room in brightness. The guys cringed as they hobbled into the room, coughing and wiping their faces. “There are people outside!” she said, her voice on the verge of breaking. “Two people! And... and they're...” Rather than explain herself, she reached out and grabbed Sam by the arm, dragging him into the kitchen. Ben followed close behind. “There!” she said, pointing through the window. “In the grass!”

      Sam and Ben crowded the window, taking turns looking to the right and left. Ben reached out and opened it all the way, leaning so far forward that his nose nearly met the screen. “W-where?” he asked, voice gravelly.

      “Right there!” shouted Naomi, pointing straight ahead. “What do you mean, where? They're right fucking there, guys! Right in front of the window, in the grass. And they're bleeding—” Pushing past the two of them, she stood once more before the window, fighting back tears. A gust of briny wind knocked her bangs from her sweaty brow.

      Sam grimaced. “Whoa, good one. You really got us, Naomi. Great job.”

      Ben, pulling away from the counter, offered a curt laugh. “Don't do that. For a second I thought you were serious.”

      Naomi's face was bone white, as pale as the faces of those men who'd been—up until that very moment—laying out in the grass just outside the window. There was no one there now, nor any evidence that anyone had ever been. The grass looked crisp, wet only with dew, and no matter how long or hard she stared out the window the two figures never rematerialized.

      “I need to take a leak,” said Sam, slipping into the bathroom. “Hope there's nothing waiting for me in the bathroom,” he mocked with a yawn.

      Ben shuffled back to his sleeping bag and was curled up inside of it within a minute, fighting to return to sleep.

      Naomi remained in the kitchen for some time, staring out the window. Her eyes studied the shore, the backyard, but she could turn up no trace of the two men. Slumping against the counter, she rubbed her eyes, no longer burdened with sleepiness, and tried to come up with an explanation for what she'd seen.

      Or, what you thought you saw. Maybe, she theorized, it'd been a waking nightmare. She'd been tired upon rising to use the bathroom; was it possible that the sighting through the window had simply been part of a nocturnal hallucination—a state somewhere between dreams and wakefulness?

      It took her awhile to return to bed, and when she did, she found herself tossing and turning in her sleeping bag till daybreak. Only then, with some sunlight entering the room, did she actually manage a nap of some hours.
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      “Is there a Denny's in town?” asked Ben, rolling onto his stomach and checking the time on his phone. “I hope there's a Denny's, because I could use a Grand Slam right about now.”

      From upstairs came the sound of Sam humming in the shower. The rattling of the pipes had awoken the other two some minutes before. When he finally emerged half an hour later, he picked a clean shirt from his pack and threw it on, standing at the foot of the stairs and looking out the window in his underwear. “Looks like it rained overnight. A little wet out there.”

      Naomi, having slept poorly, was sitting in her sleeping bag, compulsively shuffling her deck of tarot cards. She hadn't said a word since waking and had reached for the cards out of habit. She wasn't interested in doing a draw, but sought to calm her nerves by mindlessly shuffling them. The events of the prior night were still fresh in her mind; her spotty sleep had done nothing to comfort her. Where usually she could get over a bad dream once the sun was out, that wasn't the case this time. What she'd seen through the window in the night seemed to her like something more than a dream, something of substance.

      Ben tried, and failed, to get a good signal on his phone. Setting it aside, he stood and looked down at Naomi, who still fussed over her cards. “You going to do another draw?” he asked, fighting back a grin.

      There was a small part of her that wanted to play around with the cards, to do another one-card draw, if only to prove that there was nothing strange about the house and that she'd overreacted the night before. I'll bet if you drew the top card right now it would be something more positive. It wouldn't be The Devil again. No, it would be one of the other Arcana... She picked up the top card of the deck, but set it back down without looking at it. “I don't feel like it,” she lied.

      “Still spooked after what happened last night?” asked Ben.

      Naomi nodded. “You know, you thought you saw something here, too. In the house.” She pursed her lips, giving him the side-eye. “Were you being serious when you said you thought you saw me upstairs, in that closet?”

      Ben grinned sheepishly, offering a shrug. “W-Well, yeah. I thought I did. But, looking back on it, I was probably tired. We were all tired, you know?”

      She nodded, not quite convinced by his answer. “You don't think that what you saw—and what I saw—could have possibly been real, huh?” When Ben shook his head, she put the cards away in her purse and set off for the bathroom to change her clothes.

      “Wonder what there is to eat in this town... Surely they've got a diner or something, right?” Sam stepped into his jeans and picked his wallet, keys and phone off of the mantle. “I could eat a frigging horse.” He ran a hand against his beard, smoothing out the wet strands. Then, cleaning his glasses with his T-shirt, he nodded towards the bathroom where Naomi was changing. “She still freaked out?”

      Ben nodded. “Seems that way.”

      “Man, you guys must be going crazy.” He knocked on one of the walls. “This house is great, I'm telling you. I'd stay in it for good if I could. Just think—no rent! It's out of the way and close to the beach. This is prime real estate. Whoever abandoned it wasn't in their right mind.”

      “It's a nice house, I admit,” replied Ben. “Ever since we got here I haven't exactly felt welcome, though. I'm not saying I believe Naomi, but... there is something about this place.”

      “Oh, I know. There's potential.” Sam clicked his tongue and pulled on a beanie. “I dunno what the laws are like here, but if we lived in this house for a certain amount of time we could probably petition the courts to make it ours. Squatters laws or something like that.”

      Ben laughed, his voice ricocheting off of the empty walls like a clap of thunder. “Oh, you want to settle here? This is the end of the road for you, huh? Just gonna move into this house and start living off the sea?”

      “Think about it,” continued Sam, “we're all looking for some place to set down our roots. If this house has been abandoned, I'll bet we could manage to buy it from the bank—or from whoever still owns it—for dirt cheap. We take our time furnishing it, living on the fringe of town. We could leave our old lives behind, start fresh out here. That wouldn't be so bad, huh? I mean, that's what this whole trip has been about since the beginning—charting a new path and starting over. Why not here?” Sam draped an arm over the mantle. “If I feel anything about this house, it's that we were meant to come here—that this is where we're supposed to be. Should we really be looking this gift-horse in the mouth?”

      “Let's focus on breakfast before making any stupid long-term decisions, yeah?” interrupted Naomi, returning from the bathroom.

      When the three were dressed and had packed up their things, they carried their sleeping bags out to the car and set them in the trunk. “Well, is this it, then?” asked Sam. “Are we really leaving this gorgeous old house for good?” He shook his head and leaned against the hood of the sedan. “It's a damn shame, I'm telling you.”

      Naomi tossed her purse into the passenger seat. “Save it. There'll be a hundred more houses like it later on down the road. Let's get moving.”

      “Now, hold on,” pressed Sam. “Let's at least get a picture of the place, no? A selfie with it?” Taking Ben and Naomi playfully by the necks, he directed them to the front of the house, fishing out his cell and pulling up the camera app. “Just a quick one. Both of you, come here, get close.” When Ben and Naomi had squeezed in on both sides, Sam held out the phone and snapped a picture, capturing as much of the house in frame as he could. “All right. There we go. A little something to remember it by, at least.”

      Suddenly, Naomi grimaced, jumping away. “Ew... what... what are those?”

      Ben looked down at his feet and then sprang to the side, nearly toppling Sam in the process.

      The grass was teeming with life. Scores of black insects writhed between the blades in heaps. Crickets. Stepping away from the mass of bugs, Sam shrugged it off. “Just some crickets, guys. No big deal.”

      In the space of a moment, the area in front of the house had become home to a tremendous number of crickets. Now and then they chirped, hopping over one another towards the house, as though the building were the site of some pilgrimage for their kind. “These weren't here a minute ago,” said Ben, backing away towards the car. “Why are there so many?”

      Naomi hopped back onto the driveway and slipped into the passenger seat. “Disgusting. Let's get the hell out of here.”

      Sam, unearthing his sneaker from beneath a mass of the things, wasted no time in starting up the car. “Well, there goes my damn appetite.” Letting the car warm up for just a moment, he pulled out of the driveway. Once, when the house had nearly passed out of view, he looked back at it with something like sadness. “Wouldn't be the worst place to end up living, you know? A house by the sea, like that one?”

      The other two didn't reply.
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      Steve's Diner wasn't much to look at, but their portions were big, and that was all that really mattered.

      “I'll have a breakfast platter. Scrambled eggs, hash browns, sausage, ham and bacon,” said Sam, pushing his menu aside.

      Nora, the waitress, jotted down the order and then leveled an overly mascaraed eye on him. “What kind of toast? White, wheat or rye?”

      “Wheat, I guess.” Sam took a pull from his orange juice and then leaned back in his seat, nudging Ben's arm. A few drops of juice ran down into his beard and he spent the next few moments dabbing at his face with a napkin. “What're you going to have?”

      “I'll take the same, the breakfast platter,” replied Ben.

      “Oatmeal and wheat toast, please,” said Naomi without invitation, gathering up the menus and handing them off to the waitress. Stirring her juice with her straw, she took a pull and frowned. “Ugh. There's pulp in it.”

      Sam, his beard sticking out in a cowlick for the spilt juice, reached over and helped himself to her glass. “There are two kinds of people in this world—those who like pulp in their juice...” He plucked out the straw and emptied Naomi's glass in a few gulps. “And those who don't know what they're missing. Frankly, I wish there was more pulp in this. Serve me up a great big glass of chilled orange pulp and I'll eat it with a spoon, as a matter of fact.”

      “That ranks among the most disgusting things I've ever heard you say,” replied Naomi, arms crossed. She was still wearing her Sailor Moon hoodie. The pink fabric looked a little dingy in the low lighting of the diner, and like the rest of their clothes it was likely in need of a wash. She'd worn the thing across numerous States, and the screen-printed character on the front was becoming faded. She flagged down the waitress and ordered a glass of water. When she'd managed to wash away the taste of the juice, she steered the conversation in a new direction. “So, guys... where do we go from here?”

      Ben had taken a napkin from the dispenser and was busy folding it into a flimsy airplane. “We should definitely go south. We could head for Florida, possibly. I've never been there, but I hear it's nice.”

      “You know what's in Florida?” asked Sam. “Alligators. That's what.”

      Naomi rummaged through her purse, taking out her notebook. It was a cute little thing, bound in pressed leather. She'd picked it up in a bookstore in Pennsylvania and had used it over the past month as a repository for odds and ends. Just cracking the front cover she had to smooth out a handful of old receipts; a ticket stub from a showing of The Void they'd attended in New York on a hot night when they didn't want to return to their un-air-conditioned hostel; a large, waxy leaf she'd found in Kennebunkport on the way to Ben's cousin's house that she rather liked the look of. The early pages of the thing had been filled with notes about their trip; the names of people they'd met, restaurants and motels they'd liked, along with old itineraries and doodles. An art student whose chosen medium was drawing, Naomi often doodled in the margins of her books and planners—whenever there was a pencil in her hand, she couldn't keep herself from using it. Flipping to the first clean page she could find, she tapped the notebook with the eraser of her mechanical pencil. “Florida sounds OK. Where might we stop on the way, though?”

      “I wouldn't mind going back to New York,” offered Ben. “It's so huge. I'd like to see more of Manhattan, if possible. And, technically, it'd be on the way down south.”

      Sam crinkled his nose. “No, I don't want to revisit places. We've gotta go someplace new. There's still plenty of New England to see. We should head to Vermont next. Maybe Rhode Island.”

      Naomi wrote out a list of the mentioned States in her notebook, the script neat and flowing. Then, at the top of the page in bubble letters, she wrote, Where to next??? “We should see more of New England, sure, but what about after that? We could skip Florida... maybe strike out to the west coast? I hear California's pretty neat.”

      Nora stopped by the table, delivering several plates of food and interrupting their talk. Once they found themselves staring down the heaping breakfast platters, Ben and Sam no longer had any interest in conversation and began at once to shovel in their food. Thanking the waitress, Naomi dumped a little sugar into her oatmeal—which proved scalding hot—and began doodling mindlessly while nibbling on toast.

      She began drawing a figure; male or female she wasn't quite sure. She gave it long legs, a long torso, and then began work on the arms. When it came time to work on the head, though, her imagination took her elsewhere, and she topped it with something animalistic. Sketching two large, floppy ears, two wide eyes and a long snout, she gave the figure a silly-looking dog's head, replete with a long, wagging tongue. Blowing on her oatmeal, Naomi chuckled to herself. It was a pretty crappy drawing, all things considered. Why'd you draw such an ugly thing? she asked herself.

      Deep into his hash browns, Ben pointed to Naomi's list. “Screw it, why don't you do a reading, Naomi? Let the cards decide where we head from here.” He licked at his greasy lips.

      Sam grunted, funneling a strip of crispy bacon into his mouth. “Beats arguing about it, I guess.” Then, laughing, he added, “Don't go drawing that devil card over and over again, though.”

      Testing her oatmeal with a wince, Naomi dug out her cards, clearing a space on the table for them. “I didn't do that on purpose, you know.” Feeling a twinge of apprehension at using the cards again, Naomi waited a few minutes before finally giving them a shuffle. “Do you guys really want to do it this way?”

      “Yeah, shuffle them up!” said Ben. “In fact, can I draw the card?”

      “Oh, I like that better,” blurted Sam. “That way, if we end up in some shitty place, we can blame Ben for it.”

      With a sigh, Naomi shuffled the deck. Squeezing it between her palms for a moment until the cards grew warm, she finally set them down on the table and invited Ben to draw one, though not without first giving him some instructions. “I have a list of different States here; Vermont is first. We're going to do a one card draw for each State on the list and then I'll try and interpret what the cards have to say about each. Try and clear your mind before drawing, OK?”

      Ben wiped his hands off on his jeans and then reached out, eyes closed. Taking the top card between his fingers, he flipped it over on the table, opening his eyes a moment later. “So, is Vermont the place for us?” he began. Then, noticing what card he'd drawn, he slumped in his seat. “Uh, guess not.”

      He'd drawn the Death card. It depicted a skeletal figure with a large scythe raised over its head and a pile of bones scattered around its feet. Though the meaning of that card was open to interpretation, it would be hard to spin it into a positive.

      Naomi picked up the card and eased it back into the deck, just relieved that it hadn't been the devil card. “OK, I don't think I need to explain it; Vermont's probably no good. Let's try again. Sam, you wanna draw this time?” She gave the deck a thorough shuffle and then presented him with the cards.

      With a wedge of buttered toast in one hand, Sam reached out and drew a card with the other, dropping it onto the table and then leaning forward to see what it was. “Huh.”

      Ben caught sight of the card and choked on his juice. “W-what? How're you doing that, Naomi?”

      “I'm not,” she spat, picking the card up and staring closely at it.

      It was the Death card again.

      “So... I guess this means that Rhode Island is off the table, huh?” uttered Sam, shaking his head.

      Shuffling rapidly, Naomi sat upright. “OK, well, whatever. What about stopping back in New York?” Pulling the top card from the deck, she glanced at it for only an instant, returning it immediately with a shudder. It'd been the Death card once again. For the third time in a row. She grit her teeth and began shuffling like mad, her nerves ratcheted, and wondered just what the deck was trying to tell her. Well, what's this about? Why does that card keep coming up? How is it even possible?

      “The deck says no to Vermont, no to Rhode Island and New York, huh? What gives?” asked Ben, losing interest in his food. He tossed a spent napkin onto his plate with annoyance. “Where the hell does the deck want us to go, then? If death awaits us wherever we go, then... what? Does it want us to stay here, then?”

      Sam cleared his throat and pushed his plate away. “OK, let me draw again.”

      Naomi didn't want to let him, wanted to stuff the deck away in her purse or—better yet—get rid of it altogether. It hadn't been a positive force in her life lately, had been doing her mental state more harm than good with its recent strange draws. “Why?” she asked.

      “I want to see what the deck thinks about us going back to that house,” continued Sam, pointing out the window. “Maybe this is some kind of sign, huh?” He knocked a few crumbs from his beard.

      Naomi set down the deck and looked away as he drew his card. If it's that same card again I don't know what I'll do...

      “Well, look at that,” said Sam, holding the card out triumphantly. “I don't know much about these cards, but I'd say the deck is in favor of us going back to the house. It's a better draw than Death, anyhow.”

      He'd drawn the Ace of Cups card. It depicted a golden chalice held in an open palm. Naomi took it from him and then shuffled it back into the deck. “I'm done with this,” she said. “These cards are going in the trash. I'm giving them up.”

      “What, why?” asked Ben. “What did that card mean, the Ace of Cups?”

      Sam perched his chin atop the back of his hand. “Yeah, what's the matter?”

      “The Ace of Cups is a fine card,” began Naomi. “It's supposed to be related to feelings of joy or fulfillment.”

      Sam and Ben looked to one another confusedly. “So,” asked Ben, “what's the problem, then?”

      Naomi zipped her purse and then slurped up several spoonfuls of cool oatmeal. “The problem is that you asked whether it was a good idea to go back to that house. And there's no way in hell I'm doing that.” She arched a brow. “You can do what you want, but I'm not going to hang out around that house anymore. I don't like it there.”

      Sam was poised to argue but the waitress came by with the check. Ben reached over and dropped a few bills onto the plastic tray, and then waited for the other two to contribute their fair share. When they'd forked over enough to cover the bill and leave a decent tip, they handed it back to Nora, who stuffed the extra into her apron.

      The waitress was in her mid-thirties and possessed of a cheery disposition. As she cleared away their plates, she made a bit of small-talk with them. “You folks aren't from around here, I take it?”

      “Is it so obvious?” asked Sam.

      Nora, carrying their plates off, continued from across the nearly empty restaurant. “It's not that. You see, I'm used to seeing the same faces in here, day in and day out. The three of you don't look familiar in the least. You just passing through, or are you new in town?”

      Ben spoke up. “We're just passing through.”

      “Actually, we were considering settling here in town,” interrupted Sam, giving Naomi the side-eye. “My friend Naomi here doesn't want to, though. It's a shame; I had a house picked out and everything.”

      “Oh?” asked Nora, wiping her hands off on a towel. “Where were you thinking of moving to? My brother's a realtor in town; if you need help finding a place he could probably find you a real bargain.”

      Sam chuckled. “Nah, I have my heart set on this one old house, not too far from here. It's the only house on Winthrop Road. You know it?”

      An uncomfortable laugh escaped Nora's lips, and the sudden change in her expression cut through her makeup and lent her an additional ten years. “The house on... Winthrop Road?” Her voice had sunk into a whisper. “You're... you're not serious, are you?”

      For the second time now the mere mention of the house had proven enough to unsettle a local. Wanting to know once and for all what the fuss was about, Naomi donned a smile and asked the waitress what she knew. “Listen, I hear that house has a reputation. Can you tell us more? I've been wanting to know about that house ever since we first drove by it.”

      Nora looked around the restaurant, wringing the hand towel as she neared their table. Her voice remained low. “W-well, how much do you know?”

      “Not a thing,” replied Ben.

      Sam straightened his glasses and gave a weak shrug. “I'm curious too—why's that lovely old house have everyone in this town all nervous?”

      “They say,” began Nora, “that the Jackal Man lives in that house.”
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      Sam nodded. “Right. And... what exactly is the Jackal Man?”

      Nora looked down at the towel in her hands for a beat, a sheepish smile spanning her lips. “Well... that's just one of the things that people say about that house. You see, it's not a well-liked spot here in town. There's something about that property that's kept people away for years and years—we're talking centuries—and I remember my mother telling me as a girl never to go there. Some people have died on the property, it's true, but even more have gone missing. That house just eats people up, I've heard it said.”

      Naomi glanced down at her notebook, eyeing her sketch and then shutting it quickly. “S-so, there's a monster of some kind on the property?” She put on an unconvincing smile. “You're not serious, are you?”

      “Yeah,” said Ben, “you called it the Jackal Man?”

      The waitress didn't look like she wanted to talk about it anymore and turned towards the kitchen as though she'd heard someone calling her name. The restaurant was almost empty though, and she'd already toured the tables to dispense refills. Not finding a convenient excuse to cut the conversation short, she told them a bit more, voice still low. “This spot, where Winthrop House sits... they say it's been bad from the very start. You know what my mother used to say when I asked? 'When God created the Earth, He neglected that little spot near Cutler Harbor. The ground beneath the house is hollow. Had the Lord only filled it, nothing would have ever moved in.' I don't know how true that is, but if you ask the older folks in town about that house they'll tell you something like that. The ground isn't right, and even in the old days, when our ancestors first settled here, they knew to stay away. The house was built in the 20's or 30's, I guess. For some years an old man lived in it alone... a hermit. And then there was a rumor going around just a few months back that someone else had moved into the place... Though why anyone would choose to live there is beyond me. Since it was built all those years ago, the house has spent more time vacant than occupied.”

      Sam nodded. “I'll be honest with you, the house isn't the nightmare you'd expect after hearing a story like that. We spent the night there and it was just a nice, normal house. And there weren't any boogiemen, either.”

      Nora clicked her tongue. “Well, if you don't mind me saying so, that was a damned reckless thing to do. I've lived in Cutler my whole life but I've never been within a mile or two of that house. No sensible townie has, as a matter of fact. Those that do pay the house a visit often end up regretting it—if they come back at all. Curious schoolboys have gone missing around the place, and even grown adults, too. From an early age we're all warned away from that house. 'Don't stay out too late—don't wander too far—else the Jackal Man will get you.' Sometimes mothers will tell their kids things like that to make them behave, but I'm inclined to think that this is more than just a story. I don't know what's out in that house, if the ground is really hollow and all of that... but I suspect there's something there and I prefer to stay far away.”

      A new customer wandered in to the restaurant and, pulling away from their booth, Nora put on a wide smile. Welcoming and seating the new patron, she threw herself back into her work and said nothing more. Minutes later, when they left the diner, Nora didn't even look up to watch them exit.

      Filing back into the car, Ben decided to take the wheel, starting her up and idling in the parking lot. “What do you guys make of that?”

      Sam was unimpressed, patting his belly as he stretched out across the back seat. “It's crap, all of it. There wasn't a thing in that house; certainly no wolf-man. The people here are just superstitious bumpkins. Honestly, it pisses me off. Letting that house go to waste because of some hokey urban legend is plain backwards. Don't you agree?”

      Naomi buckled herself in, sparing Sam a glance over her shoulder. “Maybe, but don't you think there could be something to it? I don't believe in Jackal Men, but if people have really gone missing around that house... then where did they go? What happened to them? Do you think she was making it all up?”

      Sam took his phone out of his pocket. “Let's see how the signal is out here. I wonder what the internet has to say about ol' Winthrop House. Bet you what she told us is all bullshit.” Then, cursing under his breath, he held the phone out to Naomi. “Shit, the battery's just about dead. Could you charge it for me? I left my cord in the glove compartment. Plug it into the stereo, will you?”

      Ben slipped a toothpick into his mouth and gnawed on it, straightening out the rearview. “Should I just head for the highway, then? South?”

      Rifling through the glove compartment, Naomi frowned. “It's not in here, Sam.” Running her fingers through her hair, she slammed the little door shut. “Your charger. You must have put it in your bag.”

      Grunting, Sam sat up and thrust a hand into his bag, leaving pieces of clothing and other stuff strewn about the floor of the car. “No... no, it's not in here. What the hell?” Then, snapping his fingers, he pointed out the window. “You know what? I left it in the house. I was going to charge my phone in the kitchen last night and I forgot all about it. I'll bet it's still on the counter. Let's go back. I'll run in and grab it.”

      “Oh, fuck off!” blurted Naomi. “You're lying!” Reaching into the backseat, she yanked up Sam's bag by the straps and began digging through it. After rummaging through his clothing and toiletries, she could find no trace of his phone charger however. “Screw this, we're not going back to that stupid house just to pick up your five dollar phone charger. You can use mine, if you want.”

      Sam leaned between the two front seats, shaking his head. “Sorry, sister, but I've got an iPhone. You and Benny here have got Samsung phones. Your micro-USB charger is worthless to me. And I'll have you know that the lightning cable I left behind costs more than five bucks...”

      “We can just stop somewhere and buy another one,” said Ben.

      “You think there's a Best Buy in Cutler?” scoffed Sam. “Just head back to the house, dude. I'll only be a minute.”

      Naomi threw Sam's duffel back at him, hitting him square in the face. “Did you do this on purpose? Did you really want to go back to that house so badly?” Arms crossed, she seethed silently for a time. “I'm so over this trip.”

      “What?” snapped Sam. “Are you really so scared of that gorgeous old house? The house—I might add—where we spent the night sleeping peacefully? The worst thing that happened to you in that house was that you had a nightmare, Naomi. Get over yourself. That waitress is an idiot, a hick. If you're seriously putting stock into her old folk story then you're dumber than I thought.”

      Naomi looked on the verge of exploding. Ben interceded before she could reach back and take a swing at him. “Look, guys, there's no need to fight. We can pick up a new charger for you somewhere else, Sam. Hell, I'll buy it, OK? Naomi doesn't want to go back to the house for something so minor, and—”

      “Dude, shut up. I didn't ask what Naomi wanted, all right? She's busy in la-la land, thinking that some dog-faced freak is going to fuck her shit up like a villain on Scooby-Doo. The house isn't very far. Let's stop by real quick and I'll grab my charger. Is that so hard?” Sam cleared his throat. “And I might remind you that this is my car. If you don't want to drive there, that's fine, but then I'm going to take the wheel and do it myself. If you two are really so chickenshit about this whole house thing, then you can stay here and call yourselves an Uber back to Ohio. How's that sound?”

      Ben stared back at Sam in the rearview, a wounded expression spanning his freckled countenance. “Whoa, come on. Since when is this just your car, Sam? Last I checked, this was our trip. Are you the boss now just because the car is in your name? That isn't what we signed up for. That isn't how we've done things for the last month. You're being a jackass.”

      “At least I'm not being a superstitious idiot,” was Sam's rejoinder. “Are you siding with her because you're scared, Ben? You need to man up.”

      Still fuming, Naomi shrugged. “Have it your way, Sam. This trip is over. Let's go. We'll get your stupid charger and then you can take this car and drive it all the way back to your uncle's dealership. I'm sure he misses you by now. I've been thinking that I've had enough of this road trip anyway. Let's head back to Moorlake.”

      “Guys!” protested Ben. “Are you serious right now? We've been planning this for years! Quit bitching at each other! We don't have to go home yet—there's still so much to see and do! We still have money, and—”

      Sam held up his two middle fingers, kicking the back of Naomi's seat. “At least I've got a job. Unlike you, Naomi. When that art degree doesn't work out and you've spent the last of your daddy's inheritance, then what? Going to make a living with those tarot cards?” Sam chuckled caustically. “Oh, no, never mind. You won't, because you're too spooked to touch them now, am I right?”

      While the other two hurled insults at each other, Ben pulled out of the diner parking lot, navigating back onto the main drag and heading in the direction of Winthrop Road. “Shut up! Both of you!” His pale cheeks were nearly as red as his hair and he pounded on the steering wheel with a balled fist. “I don't want to hear it anymore.”

      Sam settled back into his seat, contemplatively smoothing out his beard, while Naomi kept her narrowed eyes glued to the scenery outside her window. The car skipped over the pockmarked roads as they left Cutler behind them. Silent minutes passed. Gillman's boat shop came into view, and then, some distance later, the shuttered convenience store.

      When they caught sight of Winthrop House, the mood among them underwent a marked change. None spoke, though as they approached the dark abode, still rain-soaked for the night's showers, their body language communicated much. All three of them seemed determined to look at anything but the house itself. Even as they approached the gravel drive they averted their gazes elsewhere, unease springing up unexpectedly where only moments before raw anger had reigned.

      Ben inched up the driveway and then shifted into park. Sam opened his door and stepped out of the car. “I'll just be a minute,” he muttered, hiking up the yard and heading for the back door. He disappeared around the corner.

      Listening to the rumbling of the engine, Ben sighed, fogging up his window. “Do you really want to call it quits, Naomi? Do you want to go back home now?”

      Naomi inhaled sharply, wearing a firm grimace. “We should have never gone on this trip to begin with,” she spat, her voice a hot mix of tears and anger. “We thought we could go out on the road and find happiness. That we could escape our lives and find something worthwhile far from home. But we were wrong. All this time—while we planned this trip and saved up for it—we've been running away from our problems and letting our lives fall to pieces. We're losers, Ben. That's why we've stuck together up to this point, have remained friends all these years. Other people in our age group—other friends of ours? They've grown up. They're doing things, living their lives. But us? We're still wasting time, trying to find ways to shirk responsibilities. We should be done with school, should be finding jobs and...” She motioned at the property outside the window. “Instead we're out here on the road, wandering. And I'm fed up with it. It took me a long time to get to this point, but I'm sick of this life. I want to go back home, use what little money I have left to try and make a life for myself. When my dad was still alive, we used to argue a lot about my future. He always advised me to work hard and find a steady job. When he died, he left me this money... and what did I do with it? I've wasted it on this trip. I'm not a kid anymore, and I shouldn't be acting like one. When this trip ends—whether it's today or a year from now—I'll be no closer to finding happiness, to having a stable life. I'll still be a lost soul looking for ways to push off the inevitable. It's the same with you, Ben. You're wasting your time and money on this when you should be paying off your loans, getting your own place...”

      “It's not a waste,” Ben insisted. “Yeah, I've got a lot of debt, but so what? You think that I want to settle in Moorlake? Live like my mom and dad, in some little house, with a 9 to 5 job? Raise a kid or two of my own and then work until I'm dead? If I'd wanted that I could have pursued it a long time ago. It's just not for me. Maybe it's a fantasy, but I'd hoped to find something else out here on the road. Another option.”

      Naomi twisted her black locks into loose braids and glanced at the clock on the dash. “Where the hell is he?” A few minutes had passed since Sam had gone into the house and there was still no sign of him.

      “Maybe he's taking a piss,” replied Ben, hitting the horn a few times.

      Naomi began rubbing her eyes. “Up until recently, the kind of life you're describing didn't sound so good to me, either. I balked at the idea of working a normal job, of settling down and getting married... kids... But when I saw other people, old friends of mine going that route, I got to thinking that it wouldn't be so bad. Maybe, I thought, I really would like that. The clock's ticking now, though. I have a degree to finish, and while I had high hopes for it initially, it doesn't look like it's going to land me a steady job. I can work on my comics just like I've always wanted, but when my dad's money runs out... I don't know what I'll do. I feel helpless, directionless. And now I see that running away from Ohio was a stupid thing to do. If anything, my dad's passing should have been a wakeup call.” She gulped. “I wonder what he'd think if he knew I'd pissed a bunch of his money away on a road trip. I can practically hear him berating me for it right now. 'Why do you have to be so irresponsible, Naomi?' I just...”

      Ben tapped the horn again. “Jesus, Sam. What's taking you so long?” A light drizzle began falling, covering the windshield in small droplets. “What the hell could he possibly be doing in there?”

      Naomi buried her hands in the pocket of her hoodie. “Should we... should we go check on him?”

      Ben glanced at her in the corner of his eye. “We could, I guess. You want me to go in there and get him?”

      She tossed her shoulders casually. “Let's give him another minute.”

      Another five minutes ticked by with no sign of Sam. The rain fell harder, pelting the top of the car till all they could hear was its ceaseless crashing. In the distance the waters of the harbor appeared to be getting choppy, the waves crashing hard against the shore. A storm was brewing.

      Shutting off the car, Ben sighed. “I don't know what he's up to but I'm tired of waiting. I'm going in there and I'll drag his ass out if I have to.”

      “W-wait,” said Naomi. “I'll come along.”

      Throwing open their doors quickly, the two of them jumped out of the car and began racing up the muddy lawn, splashing through puddles and striking towards the back yard. Rounding the corner, the pair came upon the back door and suddenly stopped in their tracks.

      It was sitting wide open.
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      “Sam?” Ben led the way inside, taking shelter in the kitchen and calling out. “Sam, where are you?” He waited for Naomi to enter before easing the door shut behind them. The two were fairly drenched, and the air in the house proved chill enough to make them both shiver.

      The light over the kitchen sink was on, but that was all. The remainder of the room—and every other room visible to them from where they stood—was cluttered with shadow. Outside, a powerful gust of wind sent a wave of rain against the side of the house, making the whole structure creak. On the counter, nearest the sink, there was a white cord plugged into the wall; the charger that Sam had come looking for and their only reason for returning to the house in the first place.

      But where was Sam?

      Both of them tried calling out his name, Naomi staying close to the door and pawing at her damp hoodie. “Where could he have gotten off to?” she asked, glancing over at the bathroom.

      Ben was about to leave the room, to make a search of the rest of the house, when both he and Naomi noticed something in the kitchen they hadn't really paid attention to during their previous visit. There was a large wooden door in the kitchen, sitting slightly ajar, and from behind it there came a steady stream of cool air. “What is that, a pantry?” he asked, stepping towards it and nudging it open further.

      The door gave with a squeal, revealing a flight of rickety wooden stairs.

      “A basement,” mumbled Naomi.

      Ben looked around the room and then leaned into the doorway to have a look into the basement. There was a switch on the wall, but flipping it did no good. There didn't appear to be any working lights down there. “Sam?” he shouted, taking a tentative step through the doorway.

      Naomi was upon him in the next moment, tugging on the back of his shirt and trying to lead him into the kitchen. “What're you doing?” she asked. “You're really going to go down there?”

      Shrugging, Ben tested his full weight on the steps. They were worn-out, ragged, but bore his weight without trouble. “The door's open,” he replied. “Maybe he went into the basement just to have a look around.”

      “The asshole's probably waiting down there, planning to jump out and scare us,” she added.

      “If you're down there, Sam, say something,” yelled Ben. “I'm coming down, and if you try anything funny I'll pop you in the nose. You've been warned!” Taking the handrail, Ben used his free hand to pull out his cellphone. Switching on the flashlight app, he began descending the stairs, stopping at the half-way mark to look back at Naomi and reassure her. “It's real dark down here, but the stairs are safe. You can come down, if you want.”

      She shook her head fervently, eyes wide. “N-no, thanks. I'll stay right here. In fact, I'd rather go back to the car...”

      “Just wait a second! I'll be back up there soon,” said Ben, continuing down the stairs. The basement floor was dingy concrete; he cast his light all around, painting the cold, cavernous space in an eerie white glow. “Sam?” he chanced, voice quivering. “You down here, man? Naomi and I came in to check on you... you were taking too long...”

      A drop of rain fell from his hair onto the nape of his neck, sending him into a fit of shivers. It was probably just his imagination, a fancy borne of the nigh impenetrable darkness that surrounded him and the conversation they'd had with the waitress before leaving the diner, but the further Ben wandered into the basement, the more certain he became that there was someone down there with him. It was hard to put a finger on just why he felt this way; it was a sixth sense, maybe. An animal instinct. Somewhere, though, in the blinding darkness, he was confident there was another presence in the room with him. And the more he called out, only to be met with silence, the less sure he became that the other presence in the room was Sam.

      “Is he down there, or what?” demanded Naomi from the top of the stairs.

      The sudden ring of her voice damn near stopped his heart. “H-hold on!” shouted Ben, going deeper still. The basement looked more or less empty. There were some dust-covered fixtures to be found; a cylindrical thing he took for a water heater, as well as a boxy furnace unit, but little else. Whoever had lived in this house last had taken every scrap with them.

      No, not quite.

      Up ahead, in contrast to the darkness, he saw it.

      Light.

      There was something on the floor, something lit. The light coming off of it was dim, but it was light all the same. Using his phone to survey the remainder of the room—which proved empty—Ben rushed forward and picked up the lit object.

      It was an iPhone. Sam's iPhone.

      The battery display in the top right of the screen had only a sliver of red remaining. The phone was set to die at any moment. Peeking at the screen, Ben found that the camera had been left on. It was actively recording video. Hitting the stop button, Ben turned around, had another look at the room with his light, and called out once more to Sam. “Sam? Are you down here?” It was clear he'd been down there at one time; he'd left his phone behind. But where had he gone?

      Glancing back down at Sam's phone, he decided to have a look at what had been recorded. The video was several minutes long; had been recorded before Ben and Naomi had even entered the house. It began with Sam descending the stairs. He wasn't looking at the camera and didn't even appear to notice he was being recorded. It was possible he'd tried to turn on the flash to see by and had accidentally begun recording a video. Sam's face was only partially in frame as he arrived at the bottom of the stairs, and he started into the basement cautiously. The sounds of his steps on the concrete floors echoed from the phone's speaker. And then there came a curious change in Sam’s expression; a narrowing of the eyes, a shake of the head. “What in the...” he said in the recording, voice muffled.

      Sam continued walking through the basement, heading for what appeared to be the very corner where Ben had only just recovered the abandoned iPhone. Sam could be seen to study something in that corner—to run his hands against the cool walls. And then, just as suddenly, he shrugged, turning back towards the stairs.

      Had the phone battery not died then and the thing not powered down, Ben might have been able to say for sure. As things stood however, he managed only to glimpse the barest outlines of what he took for another entity in the recording. Sam had turned around, the light from his phone jumping off of the walls, and something—it was difficult to say precisely what—had been captured in frame along with him. It looked human in shape, was roughly the same height, but had far more substance to it than a mere shadow. It had stood in that very corner, entering into view for only an instant before the cell camera shifted in its user's hand and the shot changed. Ben wanted to rewind, to pause it there, but the phone died before he could do so.

      Then, from somewhere in the cellar, a markedly warmer current of air struck him, sending him running blindly for the stairs. It'd been warm and concentrated as someone's breath and had teased his neck. The smell of the sea, of a briny wind, rose up and pummeled his airways. Ben staggered to the foot of the stairs, spotting Naomi waiting nervously at the top, and then turned around, thrusting his light out into the darkness in search of the presence he felt sure must have been only a few paces behind him.

      There was nothing there.

      Taking the stairs up two at a time, Ben slammed the basement door shut and collapsed breathlessly against the counter, dropping both his phone and Sam's noisily.

      “What happened?” asked Naomi, jostling him. “Was he down there? Is... is that his phone?”

      “Sam?” shouted Ben, peering through the doorway into the dining room. “Where are you?” There was no reply. Forcing himself upright, he asked Naomi, “Did you hear anything while I was down there? From elsewhere in the house, I mean? Footsteps... anything?”

      Naomi shook her head. “N-no, I didn't see or hear a thing. What are you doing with his phone?”

      “I found it down there,” replied Ben. “But there was no trace of him. The battery died, but he'd been recording a video down there. I watched part of it, and...”

      “And what?” asked Naomi, brow furrowed.

      “Nothing, never mind.” Ben started into the dining room, then the living room—both empty. “We need to look elsewhere, see if he isn't upstairs, maybe.” Charging up the stairs, Ben began opening the doors to all the rooms. He checked the closets, the bathroom, but moments later he found himself standing in the hallway, shaken.

      “He's... he's not up here?” asked Naomi, poking her head into one of the rooms.

      Ben steadied himself against the wall. “Doesn't look like it.”

      “T-then... where?” she asked. “Could he have left the house without us knowing it?”

      “Maybe?” He shrugged. “I doubt it.” Stepping once more into each of the bedrooms, Ben had a look through all of the windows. He could see the front and back yards in their entirety, as well as the driveway where the empty car now sat. The shore, too. There was no sign of Sam anywhere.

      “So, where has he gone?”

      Looking up and down the hall, Ben licked his lips. “I don't know.”
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      They watched the torrential rainfall through the kitchen window as they paced. The lawn was being turned into a brown soup by the rain and the harbor seemed engorged, encroaching well onto the shore. The lights in the kitchen flickered in a house-rattling gust. “Is he fucking with us?” asked Naomi. “If he is... if you're in on this, just tell me. I won't be mad, I promise.”

      “No,” replied Ben flatly. His head was starting to pound. “If he's messing with us then I don't know what he's thinking. I'm just as lost as you are.”

      Naomi took a seat on the counter, rocking back and forth, and let her damp shoes fall to the floor. “I mean, if he isn't playing some sort of trick, then... where could he have gone?”

      Ben didn't answer immediately, but his mind wandered to one possibility. This house. They say it eats people up. Clearing his throat and crossing his arms, he did his best to look unaffected when he replied, “He's pranking us, hiding around here somewhere. There isn't any other explanation.”

      Naomi frowned, looked at him as if to say, “There is another explanation, but neither one of us wants to say it out loud.” Nodding, she eventually replied, “You're right.”

      Wandering into the dining room, Ben shouted across the empty house. “Sam! Come out, wherever you are. You got us. I'll admit it. Come out now and we'll head back to the car. We're tired of messing around, all right?”

      “And I'm sorry for what I said,” added Naomi, joining him in the dining room. “I didn't mean it. Please, stop this and come out now, Sam.”

      Moments passed and there was only silence.

      Sighing, Naomi tugged on Ben's sleeve. “OK, fine. He doesn't want to come out. How long should we wait for him, then? How long are we going to stand around and wait for him to show himself?” The living room windows quaked against the rain, and the sound of the heavy drops meeting the glass nearly drowned out her quiet voice as she went on. “I want to leave, Ben. If he wants to stay here for whatever reason, then that's his right, but we don't have to stay here. And I won't.”

      “Calm down,” mumbled Ben. Lulled into a trance by the sound of the rain, he walked across the living room and took a seat at the bottom of the stairs, kneading his temples to beat back the emerging ache. “You know Sam. He's unpredictable sometimes. Like in New York, when he ran off after we tried the shrooms. He eventually came back and everything was fine. Let's give him a little time before we talk about leaving him behind.”

      “But this isn't New York,” said Naomi. “This is middle-of-nowhere Maine—a house the locals are convinced is... is...” She looked around the room but didn't want to finish the sentence.

      “Give him a little while. He'll come out, try and scare us. And then we'll sock him in the arm and get the hell out of here.” Ben nodded towards the window. “The weather sucks. We don't want to drive in this downpour, anyway. May as well take advantage of this shelter while we've got it. I don't want to be here either, but let's try and look at the bright side.”

      Naomi scoffed. “Bright side? Are you stupid? Sam has done a lot of irresponsible stuff on this trip, but making us come back to this house just to have a little fun with us ranks pretty high on my shit-list. I don't know what he's thinking, but if he doesn't turn up—and soon—I'm going to kick his ass.” She looked up the stairs, shouting, “You hear that, Sam? You've had your fun. Show yourself, else I'll kick your ass!”

      The rumbling of thunder sounded from somewhere across the harbor. Outside, the rain showed no signs of slackening.

      Closing his eyes, Ben worked his palms across his brow. “Stop yelling, please. I've got a terrible headache.”

      Reaching into her purse, Naomi pulled out a bottle of Motrin, handing Ben two orange pills that he swallowed dry. “Those should take the edge off,” she said. “But headache or no headache, I want to find Sam and get the hell out of here, OK?”

      Ben stood, trudging back to the kitchen and taking a swig from the faucet. In doing so, he noticed the white charging cable on the counter and decided to plug in Sam's phone. When it had charged enough to turn back on he'd have a closer look at the video Sam had recorded before disappearing.

      He hasn't disappeared, Ben was quick to correct himself. The jerk's probably hiding in some hidden closet or crawlspace, laughing his ass off at us.

      Still, what he'd seen of that video, taken in the basement in almost complete darkness, had left him unsettled. He hadn't shared what he'd seen in the recording with Naomi; any talk of shadowy figures in the basement would only send her into a panic attack.

      “How long are we going to wait for him?” asked Naomi again, breaking into his thoughts.

      Ben took another gulp of water, trying to wash away the bitter taste of the painkillers. “We'll wait as long as we have to, Naomi. We can't just leave him. First of all, the car is his; if we drive off with it that's technically theft, you know? And as pissed off as I am, I can't just...”

      “So, what you're saying is that we're his hostages? That we have to wait here until he decides he's had enough of this joke and says we can leave? Fuck that! I want to go now! Why don't we call a cab, or—” Suddenly remembering the lack of cell service in the area, she cursed. “You stay here. I'll take the car into town and then come back with a cab or something.”

      “No. Stay put a second, will you? It's raining cats and dogs out there. Wait for the weather to calm down a little, at least.” Ben walked circles around the kitchen, waiting for the Motrin to kick in. The view through the window was getting nastier every minute. The skies were darkening, the rain was as heavy as ever and the waves coming in off of the sea were growing taller.

      Naomi took a seat on the counter once again, looking out the window and frowning at the scenery. “The minute this rain stops I'm going out to the car! You have until then to show yourself, Sam!” she yelled.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It seemed the rain would never stop.

      The skies grew even darker, the wind and rain more insistent, and the lights in the kitchen flickered off and on as the two of them stood around waiting for Sam.

      When they could find neither hide nor hair of their missing companion and their calls went unanswered for the dozenth time, they began to consider the possibility that something was truly wrong. Maybe, they theorized, Sam wasn't just playing a trick on them. Maybe something had happened to him in the house just minutes after their arrival.

      “If this is a game, then he's playing on a whole other level,” said Naomi, holding up her phone and waving it around in search of bars. “I'm calling the cops. I don't think he's messing with us; I think it's more likely that something happened to him. Maybe he was hiding and got stuck somewhere. Or hit his head and passed out in the yard.” She shrugged. “I'm spitballing. Point is, I'm tired of wondering. It's not my problem anymore. I just want out.”

      Ben, his patience worn thin and his headache showing no signs of abating, agreed. “If you can't get reception then we'll just take the car into town. We'll go to the police station and ask the cops to come back with us. I have a feeling something weird is going on here. It's been over an hour and we haven't heard a thing. If he were hiding then we'd have found him by now. He isn't in the house.” He felt a twinge of dread as he spoke, and was reluctant to admit what they both knew. His phone had been in the basement—Sam had entered the house at some point. He just wasn't there now. “I don't know where he could be, but I'm starting to get worried.”

      Gathering their things, the two of them threw open the back door and headed out into the punishing rain. Heads down and feet sinking into the swampy lawn, they soldiered towards the driveway, Ben fiddling with the keys in his pocket and almost dropping them into a puddle. The wind was punishing every tree in sight, sending their limbs into a frenzy of quaking. The raindrops borne on such gusts were painful when they struck bare flesh, and so both Ben and Naomi tried covering their faces with their arms.

      Arriving at the car however, the two noticed something that distracted them from the heavy rain.

      Cold water seeped into every inch of his clothing, overcame the soles of his shoes, as Ben walked around the car slowly. He shivered terribly, though not for the cold, and stood staring at the car in disbelief. “W-What?”

      Naomi followed him, her black hair matted to her face and her soaked hoodie clinging to her skin. “The tires,” she gasped, “they're all flat. All four of them... How?”

      It was true. The very same tires they'd driven on for hundreds of miles over the past month sat utterly flat. Messes of deflated rubber, the things looked almost as though they'd never had any air in them to begin with.

      Ben, though, had only given the tires a passing glance. Something else, nearby, had captured his attention instead.

      There were footprints.

      The rain was falling so hard that the prints were already quite faded; had he waited another minute to come outside they might have been eroded completely. In the grass however—and more noticeably in the muddy driveway—Ben spied a few large, unusual footprints that gave him pause. Could those be Sam's? he thought. A moment's examination told him they couldn't possibly belong to Sam—to begin with, they were simply too big. Sam's feet weren't exactly small, but the feet that had made these tracks were larger in virtually every capacity. Something rather heavy had made them. The prints were filling with rain as he studied them, and he told himself that the flow of water was responsible for their strange shape and depth. The toes... nothing, human or otherwise, had long, pointed toes like what he saw in these prints. And yet the impressions were deep in the forefoot, and the overall shape looked somewhat human...

      “Did Sam do this?” demanded Naomi, wiping her hair out of her eyes. “He slashed the goddamn tires, didn't he?”

      Ben couldn't speak. He glanced between the flat tires and the rapidly-fading tracks in the mud. Those are Sam's prints, he told himself. They have to be. They look weird because of the rain, but... it's like Naomi said. He must have been out here. Must have slashed the tires because he wanted us to stay here. No matter how long he stood in the pouring rain, following this train of thought, he couldn't get himself to fully believe it however. But that doesn't make sense. Sam wouldn't do that. I've known him for most of my life... he wouldn't pop the tires of his own car just to strand us here. Not as some kind of joke...

      Naomi, looking like a drowning rat, took Ben's arm and pushed him back towards the house. “He's dead meat when I get ahold of him,” she growled. “I'll never forgive him for this shit. Sam! You're dead!”
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      “Where are you, Sam?” screamed Naomi. Her voice tore through the air as she stomped, sopping wet, through the house. “Staying in this house was so damn important that you had to go and slash your own tires? You're insane!”

      Ben followed behind, trying to get her to pause her rampage. “Naomi, hold on! We don't know that it was Sam, OK? It's weird, but it's possible we just hit some glass or something. Let's not jump to conclusions.”

      Naomi turned quickly, looking like she was about to slap him in the face. “Don't you defend him. Don't you dare stand here and defend that idiot. He wanted us to stay in the house. At this point I'd put nothing past him. He didn't want to go home and this is his way of keeping us here even after I called the trip off. Well, when I find him he's going to be sorry he ever—”

      As Naomi trudged up the stairs, dripping a steady trail of rain, Ben tried to stop her. “It's no use. He isn't in the house, Naomi. We've checked. We've checked so many times now that it'd be stupid to look any further. I don't think... I don't think Sam is behind this.”

      Still, Naomi was determined to look into every room, every closet, and spent some minutes rushing between the bedrooms. When she'd had a look into the last one, she returned to the hall, confident that Sam was hiding in some place they hadn't checked. “There must be some sort of secret room. A door we're missing. Is there an attic? A crawlspace? Maybe you missed something while you were in the basement...”

      “Enough!” shouted Ben. “Let me be absolutely clear: I don't think Sam is in the house, and I don't think he's behind what's been going on. Something happened to him. I don't know what, and I don't know where he is, but we've looked everywhere. Let's calm down, talk this through.”

      Wringing out the hem of her sweatshirt, Naomi frowned. “Suppose that something did happen to Sam... suppose that something in this house was waiting for him when he came inside.” For an instant, the anger on her face fell away and fright took its place. “What are you saying, then? That the stories about this house are true? That it was... the 'Jackal Man'?” Perhaps it was simply that she didn't want to consider this possibility, because Naomi narrowed her gaze and pushed past Ben, heading back downstairs. “No, that's crap. I'll believe it was some monster when I see it with my own two eyes. We're talking about Sam—there's zero doubt in my mind that he's lurking around here somewhere, having a laugh at us. And I'm going to find him.”

      At the mention of the Jackal Man, Ben felt his knees buckle. “N-Naomi, hold up,” he stammered. “Outside... did you see those footprints?”

      She was hardly listening, her mind too flooded with rage. “Footprints? No. What footprints?”

      “Out near the car,” he continued. “In the mud... the driveway. You didn't see them? They were big, and—”

      “See?” declared Naomi, marching towards the back door. “If he left footprints behind, then that settles it. Which direction did they lead?”

      Ben pressed a palm against the back door, keeping Naomi from opening it. “Hold on. What I'm trying to say is that I'm not convinced they were Sam's.”

      “Move aside,” barked Naomi. “I'll go and have a look for myself.” As Ben let go of the door, she burst out into the pouring rain, leaving deep ruts in her wake.
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* * *

      Her insides felt cold. There wasn't a single part of her that was shielded from the rain. It'd soaked into all of her clothing, seemed like it was seeping into her skin, her bones. Naomi shivered, backing out of the garage and slamming the door shut.

      She'd walked around the entire property at least twice, had gone as far as the shore, but hadn't found any sign of Sam. Moreover, in the driveway, she'd found no footprints. If they'd been there at all, the rain had since washed them away.

      Looking up at the house, the furious rain pelting her face, Naomi gulped. Ok... maybe Sam isn't messing around. Maybe something really did happen to him. But... but what? Where could he have gone? People don't just disappear into thin air. And yet... there's no trace. I don't understand it. I watched him leave the car... He must have made it inside, gone into the basement and then...

      Unnerved for the lack of evidence, she shuffled back into the house, slamming the door behind her and shivering in the kitchen. Ben had been watching her through the window and had grabbed a towel out of her bag. He tossed it to her, shaking his head. “You're an idiot, going out in that rain. It's freezing. You're going to give yourself pneumonia or something.”

      Peeling off her drenched hoodie, she started toweling off her ice-cold flesh, wringing out her hair and clothing. “I didn't find anything,” she said. “Not a single trace of Sam. How can that be?”

      Ben took a seat upon one of the counters, fidgeting uncomfortably. “It doesn't make sense. Not unless you take the house's reputation into account, but...”

      Feeling a twinge of dread in her stomach, Naomi shook her head. “Spare me. The water heater in this place works, right? I want to warm up in the shower.”

      “I think so.”

      Naomi picked up her bag and carried it upstairs. “I'll be just a few minutes.” As she climbed the stairs, she found her joints pulsed and ached. Setting her bag atop the bathroom sink and stripping off her wet clothes, Naomi stepped into the shower and toyed with the faucet till hot water surged into the basin and filled the air with steam.

      If Sam isn't hiding, playing a trick on us... then where is he? Naomi let the water flow across her face. Eyes closed, she toured the property once more, her mind mapping out each and every detail. Could he have gone into the water? she thought. What about the basement? That's where Ben found his phone...

      The water felt good against her skin, though even as she stood in it for some minutes, the shower failed to completely rid her of her chill. Her head felt heavy, and the dull pain in her joints remained even after she'd washed and scrubbed. Toweling off, she plucked a dry set of clothes from her bag and was dressed within minutes, leaving her rain-soaked clothing on the bathroom floor in a heap.

      “I was thinking I might take a shower myself,” said Ben as she returned to the kitchen.

      “Make it fast,” she replied, tossing her hair over one shoulder. “I want to get out of here.”

      Ben frowned, easing himself off of the counter. “Honestly? I think we're stuck here. We're good and stuck until morning.” He pointed to the living room. “We can set up in there again. When the rain stops and we have some daylight tomorrow we can head into town. But not in this rain.”

      Naomi looked to the window, through which she spied the dimming sun. Night was on its way. “But... but isn't there something we can do?” she asked. “What about the car?”

      Ben laughed. “We've got four flats. That thing's not going anywhere except in an emergency. And I don't think we'd make it too far.”

      From somewhere in the kitchen there was a loud, sudden beep. Both of them startled, looking around for the source, only to find Sam's phone on the counter, its screen lit. “Was that Sam's phone?” asked Naomi, edging towards it.

      Ben nodded. Picking the thing up and disconnecting it from the charging cord, he tapped the screen. “Yeah. Looks like it's done charging.” Swiping at it, he frowned. “Damn, do you know what his password is? I can't remember.”

      Naomi took the phone from him, tapping in the sequence slowly. “I think it's 0-8-0-8,” she said. “His birthday month and day.” Sure enough, as she typed in the final digit, the phone was unlocked and the camera app flashed on. “You said he'd been recording a video down there, right?”

      Ben stood beside her, looking down at the screen. “Yeah. I don't know if he knew he was recording, but it should be saved to his camera roll.” Pointing to the icon in the bottom right, he took a deep breath. “I think that's it. Click on it and play it.”

      Selecting the video, Naomi held the phone out so that they could both see it clearly, her shoulders tensing. This was the recording Sam made before he up and vanished. Is it going to show us anything important? she wondered.
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      Precisely why Sam had chosen to go into the basement neither Ben nor Naomi could say, but as they looked down at the cellphone video they watched him do just that. In the recording Sam wore an interesting expression. His lips were pursed, his brows knit; something was weighing on his mind. The video got a little choppy as Sam descended the stairs, and the sounds of the groaning boards beneath his feet made for an unsettling soundtrack.

      “Why did he go down there at all?” asked Naomi, holding out the phone.

      Ben shrugged. “Maybe he heard something... or saw something. I don't know. It's especially hard to say because the recording is of him.” The two of them theorized that, in an attempt to get the phone's flashlight on, Sam had accidentally recorded himself. As the footage wore on, Sam didn't so much as look at the camera and no indication was given that he was even aware of his being recorded.

      In the video, Sam arrived in the basement, pausing at the foot of the stairs. Eyes narrowed, he looked out into the space, the white light of his phone throwing strange shadows about the frame. His gaze appeared to be tracking something—something moving—across the room, though just what it was remained to be seen. Judging by Sam's body language, even he wasn't sure what he was looking at, and this led him to walk deeper into the cellar.

      Save for the sounds of Sam's shoes scraping the concrete floor, the recording was silent. His face remained pensive, eyes searching constantly in the darkness for something that the viewer was not made privy to.

      “He's looking at something,” said Ben. “But what?”

      Naomi's hands trembled a bit as she held the device.

      Sam paused in the recording, evidently standing in the corner where Ben had stumbled upon the phone some minutes later. The light was especially scarce in this shot, but it looked as though Sam was frowning.

      Then, as Sam turned away from the corner, they saw it.

      It was only there for an instant, but lurking in the darkness they spotted the outline of another presence in the cellar. Naomi nearly dropped the phone, and hurriedly set it on the counter. “W-Who is that?” she asked.

      Ben carefully set about rewinding and then pausing the shot, scrolling through it frame-by-frame until he could zero in on the silhouette. Then, they took turns appraising the figure.

      It was a dark thing, the bulk of its shape hidden in shadow, but what they could see of it indicated an individual of some height, and with shoulders a good deal more broad than Sam's. These characteristics were jarring enough, however it was the presence of what looked to be a triangular, pointed ear mounted atop the head that most unnerved them. Though the image was incredibly hazy and they could not altogether dismiss the possibility that it was merely a product of the shadows, the figure captured behind Sam looked to have a pair of pointed, black ears.

      “Those look like a dog's ears,” muttered Naomi, backing away from the counter. “Tell me I'm wrong.”

      Ben couldn't find it in himself to disagree. Studying the screen intently for several moments, from numerous different angles, he couldn't find anything in the image except for a tall, dark man.

      A man with a head like a jackal's.

      The rest of the video would offer no clues about the identity of this shadowy creature, nor would it shed any light on Sam's whereabouts. Not long after the dog-headed thing left the frame, Sam could be seen to drop the phone. From that moment on, there was only darkness on screen. Curiously enough, no further sounds were recorded till, near the end, Ben's own face flashed on screen. That had been the moment he'd found the phone, several minutes later. The video came to an end shortly thereafter.

      Eyes wide, Naomi crossed her arms. “What the hell did I just watch?”

      Ben set down the phone and joined her in pacing. “Beats me. It looks like there was someone else in the frame.” He hesitated to name the thing, to describe it as the “Jackal Man” said by locals to inhabit the property. “Immediately after that, Sam drops his phone and... that's it. We don't see or hear what happens to him. If someone beaned him down there, then he didn't make a peep.”

      Naomi bit her lower lip. “It's like he just vanished. Evaporated.”

      “Maybe, when he dropped the phone, the bit that records audio got messed up. Maybe that's why we didn't hear anything.” Ben didn't much buy that hypothesis himself. Taking up the phone once again, he gave the video another viewing. “Anyway, it looked liked there was someone down there, but we can't rule out the possibility that it was just Sam's shadow. I mean, I walked down there minutes after he dropped his phone and I didn't see a soul down there.”

      “Right, so, someone was down there with Sam, but then they pulled a Houdini and magicked their way out when they heard you coming? That doesn't make sense.” Naomi was chewing on her nails, shivering. Her cheeks and forehead looked a bit flushed. “There has to be some kind of clue in that video. I mean, what did he see? Why'd he go over there to begin with?”

      Ben scrolled past the video, wondering if the phone's camera roll might provide more evidence. The next item was the selfie the three of them had taken in front of the house that very morning. At sighting it, Ben felt a pang of sadness in his chest. It was a pretty good picture. The three of them, though tired, smiled up at the camera. The photo felt like a relic from some long-lost world. That morning seemed so far away now; when that picture had been taken, things had been all right between the three of them. They'd still had plans to continue their trip. They hadn't fought, and Sam had still been among them. Though it was too early to mourn Sam—it was possible he was still around, somewhere—Ben couldn't help but think of that photo as the end of an era.

      There was something else about it, too. Something he nearly missed as he studied it melancholically. They'd been standing in front of the house when they'd taken it, capturing the front door and front windows. Part of the upper story had been caught in frame, too.

      Ben held the phone so close that he nearly smudged the screen with his nose. “Hey, Naomi, come look at this.” He handed her the phone. “This is the photo we took this morning. In front of the house. Have a look.”

      Sparing Ben a nervous glance, she grabbed the phone and had a look at the picture. “What about it?” she asked.

      “There, in the upper story window. Do you see what I see?” Ben stood beside her, taking another look at the photo, which seemed to feature a blurry humanoid presence in the upstairs window, leering out at them as they stood on the lawn. Its face was bloated, pixellated and grey; it looked like a knot of fog. The slender, black body, however, was unmistakable.

      Naomi gasped as she noticed the figure, shoving the phone back into Ben's hand. “W-Who is that? Do you think it's the same person who was down in the basement with Sam?” Her fingernails found their way back into her mouth.

      “I'm not sure,” he admitted. A far-off crash of thunder made them both tense. “But I think it's fair to say we aren't as alone in this house as we initially thought.”
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      Naomi pressed a hand against her flushed face. “That settles it, then. We need to get out, right away. We've got to leave, Ben.” She shuffled around the kitchen, gathering her things, and marched for the door.

      Before she could open it and head out into the rain, Ben took hold of her arm. “Hold on just a damn second!” She turned and sent him daggers, and he let go of her. “We can't go. It would be a terrible idea. We'd be soaked to the bone by the time we got to town, and you're already not looking so good, Naomi. You're warm to the touch. Wandering in that cold rain for a few miles would be miserable for us.” He paused. “And... look at it this way. This isn't our first night in Winthrop House. We stayed here, the three of us, without anything happening. There could be something else in the house, but staying put—at least until the rain stops—seems like the better idea.”

      Looking through the kitchen window at the rain, at the black clouds that churned in the sky and blocked out the new moonlight, Naomi shook with anger. “You want to wait until the rain stops? Look out there—does that look like it's going to stop anytime soon? I don't want to stay here another night; one was enough. Let's go. Get your things.”

      Ben shook his head. “No, seriously. I want to leave, too, but you look like you're already getting sick. Let's stay here, just until the rain stops. We don't want to do anything reckless.”

      She was practically in tears, clutching at her bag and pacing in front of the door. She made no move to open it, to leave the house on her own. “Ben... let's get out of here. Please. Please.”

      “I'll spread out the sleeping bags in the living room. You need some rest,” offered Ben.

      “I'd rather sleep in the damn car,” she said, wiping her eyes.

      “I wouldn't if I were you,” replied Ben. “Separating would do us no good. We should stick together. The house will be warmer than the car, anyhow.” Carrying their things into the living room, Ben began spreading their sleeping bags on the floor. “Come lay down, get some sleep. It's just for tonight.”

      Quaking with frustration, Naomi tossed her purse onto the floor and plopped down onto the sleeping bag, cradling her limbs. “There's something in the house with us—something that we've only seen in a damn video, and you're convinced we're safe here? Need I remind you that Sam is missing—and that he went missing shortly after encountering that thing in the basement? This whole thing is stupid. We're going to end up just like him...” She clenched her teeth to keep her voice from breaking.

      Trying to keep the mood light, Ben sat down across from her. At recalling the video Sam had taken, his heart had begun to race, however he did his best to put the footage out of his mind and donned a smiled. “Maybe it'll help if we talk about what we know. Discussing the house—what we've learned about its history—might do the trick. I mean, if we understand what's happening here, then it can't scare us, right?” He thought back to the diner, to their conversation with the waitress. “That waitress said something about the land here being weird, didn't she? Like... there's an emptiness under this property?”

      Naomi nodded sullenly. “Something like that.”

      “Well, I'm no expert, but I did take a course in Geology once,” offered Ben.

      Rolling her eyes, Naomi stretched out in the sleeping bag. “You changed your major a million times. Is there any sort of class you didn't take in college, Ben?”

      He continued, ignoring her. “During one lecture, I seem to remember the professor talking about places like that... empty pockets in the Earth. They're rare, but can cause all kinds of geomagnetic anomalies. I think he even mentioned something about the gravity being weird... The point is, it can cause a lot of issues, right? And where those issues exist, they can influence our brains in weird ways. You ever watch one of those ghost shows, where they walk through haunted houses with all of their equipment and then their compasses go crazy? Maybe it's like that, and the cavernous space beneath this house is toying with our brains somehow?”

      “That's a stretch,” shot Naomi. “But even if you're right, it doesn't change anything. Can changes in gravity or whatever also fool a camera? Because we've got footage of something in the basement—something standing behind Sam just before he went missing. There's a picture of someone standing in the upstairs window, too. Explain those.” She sneezed suddenly, looking away as if to make it seem like no big deal. “I'm not getting sick.”

      “The waitress mentioned someone who lived here—a hermit or something, no? Maybe that's who we saw in the window. An old house like this one has probably seen a lot of activity in its time. Maybe it's picked up a few ghosts over the years.” Ben snapped his fingers. “And if there really is an empty space under the house, then maybe there are, like... sinkholes or something! I've seen those popping up in the news everywhere lately. It could be that Sam fell into some hole somewhere and is—”

      “That's the stupidest thing you've said yet,” replied Naomi. “I walked all around this property and didn't see anything like that. If there was any hole to fall into, I'd have fallen into it with all the exploring I did. The fact is, we saw something on that video, Ben. And it has everything to do with whatever happened to Sam.”

      Ben sat cross-legged, rocking back and forth. “OK... then, suppose there really is a... Jackal Man in this house. What is it, and why is it here? What could it want with Sam?” Looking out the window, he recalled the footprints he'd seen in the driveway. “I mentioned earlier that I'd seen footprints out there, near the car. It was probably just a trick of the rain, but they didn't look right to me. They were too big, too weird-looking to be Sam's. The toes were kind of pointy, and...” He gulped. “Supposedly this thing's been in the area for a long time, right?”

      “That's what the woman at the diner said.” Naomi stirred uncomfortably. “It all makes sense now, though. These things we're seeing. It's enough to send me running. No wonder the people who used to live in this house abandoned it. It all makes sense.” She looked up at Ben, eyes wide. “Our first night here, I had some kind of vision. Do you remember? I woke up in the middle of the night, used the bathroom, and then saw two men standing in the back yard. They both collapsed and bled all over the place like their insides were erupting. Do you think that might've been... real?” She shook her head furiously, adding, “I mean, do you think it could have been real? Like, maybe that's something that happened on the property in the past, and the vision I had was just a replay of previous trauma?”

      Ben shrugged. “It could be. I mean, that makes sense considering everything else we've been seeing. This house, maybe, has accumulated several spirits. They say a lot of people have gone missing here, so why not?”

      “But were they all taken by the Jackal Man?” asked Naomi, her voice dropping to a whisper. She winced as she said it, eyes darting about the room.

      “I'm not completely sold on the idea of a Jackal Man yet.” Grabbing Sam's phone, Ben began rewatching the strange footage taken in the basement. “I dunno... it could just be his shadow. There isn't enough light in the shot to be sure.” Chuckling, he put the phone away. “Anyway, what's this Jackal Man supposed to be, anyway? Sounds like something from a cartoon—or stolen from an ancient Egyptian story. Why would he live in this house and spirit people away? Maybe the story scares the local kids, but it doesn't really make any sense.”

      Naomi stretched out and shut her eyes. The wind howled and the living room light dimmed for a beat. “I wonder if it won't make sense by the time this is all through,” she sighed.
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      The rain was ceaseless.

      “Do you think Sam is still alive?” chanced Naomi, pursing her lips immediately thereafter as if she regretted asking.

      “Of course,” Ben was quick to reply. “Something strange is happening around here, but there's no reason to believe that anyone's died.” He'd fished a bag of candy from his things and was chewing nervously on a ribbon of licorice. Naomi had refused all offers of food and instead tossed and turned in her sleeping bag. “Let's get some sleep. We'll leave the lights on, just in case we have to leave in a hurry, or Sam shows up.”

      Sam... will we ever see him again? wondered Naomi as she fought to sleep. Her body was achy and willing, but her mind kept her up. She was lost for a time in memories of Sam, of sitting in the student union at college, watching Japanese cartoons late into the night with him and Ben. The concerts they'd gone to together, the movies they'd seen over the years, the adventures they'd had while trying to make the best of life in a boring Ohio suburb. The three of them had a long history together; Ben and Sam, she realized, were her oldest friends. The thought of losing Sam to this house, of never seeing him again, made her sick with sadness, and she knew Ben must be feeling it too, despite his attempts to stay rational and strong.

      Eventually, fatigue won out and the two of them drifted to sleep. The sounds of the rain, of the crashing surf and heavy winds, lulled them. In the dusty living room, near the fireplace, they curled up in their sleeping bags and let their bodies relax against the wooden floors.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was a creak.

      It wasn't the sound of the house bracing itself against the wind; no, it was closer. It was the floor creaking, she felt quite certain. Opening her eyes was no easy task; once sleep had gained a foothold it was loathe to depart. Her forehead felt incredibly warm, and a shiver coursed through her limbs as she forced her eyes open.

      She couldn't see a thing, her vision blurry. The light was still on. The sound of Ben's heavy breathing met her ears from nearby, but the creaking noise had stopped just as suddenly as it'd begun. Licking her parched lips, she sighed and rolled onto her back. For a second, I thought it was a footstep.

      Water sounded mighty fine to her. She considered getting up to drink from the kitchen tap, yawning. Maybe she had a scrap of fabric somewhere in her bag that she could use as a cool compress for her head. Naomi wiped at her eyes and looked up towards the ceiling.

      And then she spasmed, her entire body seizing into a fetal position. Her aching limbs clutched at her core and a yawn retreated into her throat.

      There was someone there, laying across the ceiling.

      Sam.

      Shuddering uncontrollably, Naomi looked up at him. She wanted to say his name, but her voice had abandoned her. Blinking rapidly to clear the sleepiness from her eyes, she succeeded only in growing bleary-eyed as hot tears began to form.

      As though gravity had been reversed, Sam was laying against the ceiling, directly above her. Staring down at her. Feverish though she was, she knew this to be impossible. You're dreaming... she told herself. This is... this is a fever dream!

      Slowly, Sam began to descend, floating lower and lower till he was within a few feet of Naomi. His beard was matted down and his glasses were missing. There was something else about him, too. He reeked of seawater, smelled like something left to bake on a sunlit shore. Face pale, lips chapped, Sam stared down at her from above, his body held in place by some kind of supernatural magnetism.

      Sam opened his mouth, loosing a fresh wave of that briny smell, and whispered down at her. His eyes widened, and from the sockets there dripped a profusion of hot, clear liquid. Whether it was sea water or tears Naomi couldn't say. “We shouldn't have come back,” he whispered. His voice was frail, weak as a faint breeze. “We shouldn't have come back.” From the corners of his mouth, more of the clear liquid splashed out, hitting her face as she looked up at him. “We shouldn't have come back.”

      The stench of the sea emanating from within him became overwhelming. Naomi felt herself gagging but couldn't pull her eyes away. She was smelling something incomparably foul; the scent of something that had rotted on the seafloor for eons.

      “We shouldn't have come back.” Sam's body began to twitch. His abdomen could be seen to undulate beneath his clothes, and an instant later, his mouth flew wide open, a torrent of hot, foaming seawater rushing forth. The murky water struck her like a blast from a firehose, carrying with it all manner of detritus. She felt the grit of sand against her face, felt the brush of tangled seagrass on her cheeks, caught the flopping of small fish against her breast. All the while, she couldn't draw breath, felt herself drowning in the surging current.

      Coughing, gagging, drowning, the waterworks slowly wound down, until Sam—eyes in the back of his head and body still twitching awfully—began to choke loudly on something. His throat bulged, the veins in his neck quivering, as something wormed its way up his esophagus. She caught only the faintest glimpse of it before she managed to snap free of her trance and cover her eyes, freeing a scream that'd been trapped for too long.

      The object in Sam's mouth had been glassy, amber-colored.

      Next thing she knew, she was being shaken violently. Screaming till her throat was raw, Naomi opened her eyes to find Ben kneeling beside her, hands on her shoulders. “What's wrong?” he asked, alarmed.

      She couldn't speak. Her clothing, hair and the sleeping bag beneath felt absolutely drenched to her, and her skin felt clammy. Sam was nowhere in sight; where only an instant ago he'd been floating just above her, he'd disappeared. Only Ben was there now, trying to sit her up.

      “You were choking in your sleep,” said Ben. “And you're drenched. You're burning up, Naomi. Are you all right? We need to get some water into you.” He grabbed her purse, unzipping it and taking a look at the bottle of painkillers she kept inside. “This Motrin should work as a fever reducer. You need to take some. Are you OK?”

      Naomi wept, her heart still sprinting. “S-Sam,” she managed to gasp. “I saw Sam.” Whether she'd actually seen him, or had merely dreamt it, she wasn't sure yet. It had certainly felt real. If she closed her eyes she could still smell the brine—could still feel someone in the room with them. She accepted Ben's help and sat up, her shirt clinging to her body and her head pounding. “He was... he was right here,” she said.

      Ben looked around the room, towards the stairs and then to the dining room. “I haven't seen—or heard—anything, Naomi. You must have been dreaming.” Standing up, he counted out three of the orange painkillers and dug a plastic water bottle from his things. “I'll be right back,” he said. Returning moments later with fresh water, he administered the pills, which Naomi struggled to swallow. Despite her intense thirst, she couldn't bear the taste of the water. It was cool and clear, but she fancied she could taste some kind of grit in it. And the smell of that water...

      Choking down the pills, Naomi let Ben help her out of her sleeping bag. She could barely stay on her feet.

      “We need to change your clothes,” he said. “Staying in these clothes isn't going to—”

      There was a sudden thump as Naomi stood. Something had fallen from her lap—something solid. Bending down and digging through the sweat-soaked sleeping bag to have a look, Ben unearthed it. “What the hell is this?” he asked.

      Naomi looked down at it dreamily, her body struggling to remain upright.

      It was a little statuette made of amber glass. Rough and primitive, it looked to be in the shape of a man.

      A man with a dog's head.
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      Ben set the glass idol on the mantle and turned to Naomi. “OK... where did that come from?”

      Naomi limped across the room to take a closer look, panting. She'd seen it in her dream—or vision—coming out of Sam's mouth. It was a small thing, perhaps seven or eight inches tall, and looked like something one might encounter in a museum exhibit for prehistoric art. The fact that it'd been made in the shape of a man with a canine's head—a Jackal Man—was not lost on her, but most upsetting was that it had somehow ended up in her sleeping bag. Had the glass fetish transcended the bounds of sleep, entering into the real world from her dream?

      There was another possibility—that her vision of Sam had been real—though that was far too frightening to comprehend.

      “I saw it in my dream,” was all she could say. “I don't... I don't know how it got there.”

      Ben arched a brow, regarding the statuette with a grimace. “Are you sure you weren't up and out of bed? Maybe you found it somewhere in the house and...”

      “I don't sleepwalk,” muttered Naomi. “I swear, I don't know how it got there.” Then, she added, “It shouldn't be there.”

      “Well, what happened in your dream?” he pressed. “Did Sam give you some kind of clue?” He looked around the room. “Dreams in this house are strange. They always seem to have a touch of reality to them, don't they?”

      Naomi nodded. “It was very realistic. I'm not even sure it was a dream.” She took another sip of water. It went down easier than the last time. “I saw him on the ceiling. He was just... floating there. And he told me that we shouldn't have come back to the house. He was drenched and smelled like the sea. After he said that, he started to vomit water all over me. Seawater. And that little statue came out of his mouth at the end...” She shut her eyes, doing her best to drive the images of Sam from her mind. “It was twisted. I felt like I was drowning.”

      Ben said nothing for a long while, pacing before the mantle and looking at the figurine. The facade of courage he'd donned up to that point was slipping, and his movements were becoming noticeably nervous. He chewed on his lower lip, ran his hands continuously through his red hair, cleared his throat repeatedly. “I don't know what this thing is, but we should get rid of it,” he muttered. “I'm going to throw it outside, all right?” He sighed. “I feel like I'm losing my mind here, Naomi. Things in this house don't make sense. I wish we could leave, but even if I carried you we couldn't make it into town. The rain still hasn't let up, and you're not looking too hot. Maybe in the morning we'll work something out.” He picked up the statuette.

      “Where are you going to throw it?” she asked.

      Walking into the kitchen, Ben put up the hood of his sweatshirt and didn't bother with shoes. His sneakers were still sitting by the door, soaked and muddy from their last trek into the rain. “I'm going to throw it into the water,” he said.

      Naomi shuffled into the kitchen behind him, watching as he opened the door and stepped outside. He jogged into the backyard, heading straight for the shore, when suddenly he lost both his balance and his grip on the glass fetish. Slipping to his knees, which sank into the murk, Ben gasped.

      “What happened?” shouted Naomi from the door. “Are you all right?”

      Ben didn't give any audible reply. In fact, he made no move to gain his feet and instead remained kneeling in the soupy yard, staring out to sea.

      She hadn't seen where the statuette had landed. The rain was still falling hard, and deep puddles were many. “Ben?” she asked. “Are you OK? Did you hurt yourself?”

      He gave a half-shake of his head, then raised one of his hands limply, pointing to the sea. “Look,” he said, his voice a whisper that could scarcely compete with the rain.

      She looked beyond him, beyond the edge of the yard, to the area where land gave way to sea. There was little moonlight to see by; the black, roiling clouds had made for an especially dim night. But just past the line of sand... inside the waterline... she thought she could make out something if she squinted. “What?” she asked. “What is it?”

      Ben slowly rose, his legs caked in dripping mud. He didn't seem to notice the chill rain that pelted him from every angle, didn't pay any mind to the bite of the wind. “There's someone there,” he uttered, taking a shaky step back towards the house. He didn't turn around, instead keeping his eyes glued to the shore. “There's... there's someone standing there.”

      Feeling short of breath and weak, Naomi stepped just outside the door, the cold rain splashing her face. It was almost a refreshing sensation. Leaning forward she combed the edge of the property with her gaze, glimpsing something dark in the water that was impervious to the tall, crashing waves.

      Her heart found its way into her throat. “Is... is that...?”

      Ben lost his balance a second time as he backed into the house. Slipping on the kitchen floor, he landed ass-first on the stone tiles but didn't react. His eyes were still glued to the back yard, to the figure they could both see, standing in the water.

      Whoever it was, they were tall. Where the moonlight or lightning did fall upon the individual's body, porcelain-colored skin was revealed. Broad shoulders gave way to long, unnatural arms. The figure lacked a single scrap of clothing, and seemed to raise one of its large, misshapen hands to beckon them.

      But the face... the face was darker. It blended in with the night, almost as if it didn't match the body, or was otherwise obscured by dark fur. The only feature they could make out from where they stood were the two red eyes that stared back at them. Eyes of that color—a quiet, burning red, like coals—were something that neither Ben nor Naomi had ever seen before.

      Ben scrambled to his feet and pulled Naomi back into the kitchen, slamming the door shut. Dripping with rain, he scanned the floor and hurriedly stepped into his soaked sneakers. Then, taking Naomi by the arm, he led her towards the front door. “Come on,” he said. “We're leaving.”

      Naomi had just enough time to put on her own shoes and grab her purse. “W-what? Where are we going? How are we going?” Fear and fever competed within her as she clumsily slipped into her shoes. The entire ordeal seemed hallucinatory, dream-like as Ben threw open the front door and guided her to the car by her wrist.

      “We're gonna drive!” he shouted, rushing towards the driveway and throwing open the passenger side door. “Get in!”

      Naomi plopped down into her seat and Ben followed suit, jamming the key into the ignition. The engine roared to life and he wasted no time in reversing, the car bouncing down the driveway. “Will it work?” she asked. “All of the tires are flat. Can we drive it this way?”

      Ben grit his teeth and hit the headlights, swerving onto Winthrop Road. “We're going to have to try,” he said. “We have to get away from here.” Shifting into drive, Ben lurched forward, the car wobbling terribly along the waterlogged roads. Driving down Winthrop Road was bad enough in good weather; the asphalt was crumbling and hosted numerous deep ruts. In the rain however, it was even worse, with large swaths of the road filled with deep, standing water.

      He couldn't gain much speed. Ben sent the car down the road, the flattened tires unable to find purchase. Sent reeling to the right, where a deep pocket of rain consumed the bulk of the road, the car sent up a wave of water, which crashed against the windshield and across the hood. A number of lights flashed on near the odometer as Ben tried to steer back onto the road. “Damn it! We've taken on some water.” The battery light came on as he tapped the accelerator.

      Naomi fiddled with her seatbelt, hands on the dash, as the car sped forward. The rims crunched as Ben forced the car down the battered road, the engine suddenly hiccoughing. Turning around, she saw that they'd gone only a short distance. Winthrop House was still in view. They were never going to get to town at this rate.

      Just then, Ben cursed, the car listing once again to the right, where the front bumper met the trunk of a stubborn tree. There was a great splash as the front of the car folded against the obstacle and both airbags were deployed.

      Ben and Naomi both were struck, pinned against their seats, as the sounds of the engine died out. Gasping, Naomi clawed at the airbag, pushing it away and feebly undoing her seatbelt. Feeling out the door handle, she opened it, pushing her dented door open. “Ben, Ben are you all right?”

      Ben stirred, knocking the airbag aside. He was dazed, and blood was gushing from both of his nostrils. Leaning to one side and kicking his door open, Ben staggered out onto the flooded road and steadied himself against the car. “Shit,” he said, vision blurry. His blood dripped down onto his clothes, into the calf-high water that pooled all around them. “We're fucked.”

      Naomi rounded the edge of the car, taking in the damage. The car was utterly wrecked, totaled. Even had the damage to the front not done it in, the water seeping into its every nook and cranny surely had. “Y-you're bleeding,” she said, touching Ben's arm. “Are you OK?”

      He nodded, but he certainly didn't look it. “I hit my head pretty good,” he replied, sniffing back blood. “I'm a little woozy, but...” Linking arms, they stepped out towards the center of the road and looked back at the house. They couldn't have gone even half a mile before crashing.

      “What do we do now?” asked Naomi, her hair matted to her face by the rain. She was shaking, felt as though she might collapse at any moment.

      “We... we have to go back,” he replied. “We'll... we'll never make it to town. Not like this.” He clutched at his brow, grimacing. “That house is all we've got tonight.” He took a shambling step forward.

      “N-no!” Naomi pulled him back, nearly toppling him. “We can't! What about that thing we saw, out by the water? What if it comes after us?”

      Ben wiped the rain and blood from his face, tugging Naomi along. “We'll lock the doors, sleep in shifts... whatever we have to do...”

      Breaking into sobs, Naomi fell into step behind Ben as he began hiking back to the house. “This can't be happening,” she said.

      Ben stayed a pace or two ahead of her, and his shoulders quaked as he fought back cries of his own.
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      They tried, and failed, to call 9-1-1. Standing in the living room, shivering and woozy, Naomi and Ben both attempted to place a call. No matter how many times they dialed however, a dispatcher never answered. Unable to find a reception, Naomi threw her phone across the living room in a rage, where it landed near the stairs.

      They made a sorry-looking pair. Ben, his face smudged with blood and mud, stomped throughout the entire house upon their return, ensuring that all of the doors and windows were locked, and that the red-eyed thing from the shore hadn't entered in their absence. The thing they call the Jackal Man, he thought, recalling the way it'd beckoned them from across the property. Walking through every room, including the cellar, Ben declared the house empty and collapsed on his sleeping bag, not bothering to take off his muddy clothing.

      Naomi, feverish and wandering about the room in a daze, couldn't keep herself from looking out the windows into the rainy night. “The car was our one ticket out of here,” she said. “Without it, we're going to be stuck here.”

      “No, we won't be. We'll get some sleep, all right? We'll rest up for the night, regain a little strength. When we have some daylight and the rain quits, we'll make the walk to town. It's not so far, even in our current state. The important thing is that we not give up. Just keep your wits about you. If you hear or see anything, tell me.” He winced, a sharp pain flashing through his skull. “The best we can do is wait until morning.”

      Sitting down, Naomi nodded. “Are you sure everything's locked?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” replied Ben. “I made sure.”

      “What if...” She hesitated before continuing. “What if it can still get in?”

      “Then I guess we're royally screwed, aren't we?” Massaging his temples, Ben sighed. “I'll keep an ear out, OK? Try and get some sleep. With any luck you've just got a twenty-four hour bug of some kind. We need you to kick that fever, else tomorrow's hike is going to be a lot tougher.”

      Naomi tried to get comfortable, to relax, but sleep wasn't going to return. The last time she'd slept she'd had a vision of Sam, and had woken up to find the glass statuette in her sleeping bag. She frowned. What was that thing? That statue... How did it end up in my sleeping bag? I'd never seen it before in my life...

      Ben was glued to his phone, checking the time every few minutes as though he might speed it up. The two of them remained in silence for a long while, in a state of frightful alertness. The rain came and went, built and subsided, and the clouds shifted on occasion, allowing them a view of the surrounding property through the windows. Now and then, when wishing to stay alert and fend off sleep, Ben would stand and peer through them, searching for threats. He spent most of his time looking through the window near the stairs, which gave him a perfect view of the shore.

      Unexpectedly, during one of his many trips to the window, there was a disturbance.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Ben held his breath as three loud knocks sounded through the house. They were noisy, deliberate, and rather hurried. Looking to the front door, he braced himself. “Who is it?” he asked.

      Naomi rose to her feet, backing up so that she was beside Ben. “Do you... do you think it's that thing? The Jackal Man?”

      Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Louder, more insistent this time.

      “I don't know,” he admitted. “It could be... or maybe it's Sam.” Ratcheting his nerve, Ben started for the door. Pressing a hand against it, he called out once again. “Who's there?” He waited with bated breath for a reply, expecting to hear someone through the door.

      Instead, there was more knocking. Thud. Thud.

      Strangely, it didn't seem to be coming from the other side of the door, though. Glancing back at Naomi, eyes wide, Ben stepped away. “W-where's that coming from?” He looked around the room, walked back towards the stairs.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      “It's coming from inside the house,” whispered Naomi, hands covering her ears. “It's... it's something in here that's making that racket. Someone in here with us!”

      Ben raised a hand to silence her, stepping towards the stairs. He peeked around the corner, into the second story, before pausing against the wall.

      Thud.

      He jumped back.

      “It's... it's coming from inside the wall,” said Ben, bumping into the bannister. He'd felt the wall vibrate as if someone were on its other side, knocking. Trembling, Ben placed his palm against the drywall, eyes narrowed in anticipation. “It's coming from inside the wall, I'm sure,” he whispered.

      Thud. Thud.

      He couldn't help but fall back a pace as the vibrations coursed through the wall.

      Naomi shook her head. “No, that can't be right. That can't be! It must be coming from the outside somewhere!” She approached Ben, intending to drag him away, however he resisted her.

      Pressing an ear against the wall, Ben raised his voice. “S-Sam? Is that you back there? Is that you in the wall, Sam?” He gulped, face going bone white. “Sam, if that's you, then give me a sign. Say something. We've been... we've been looking for you.”

      As he pressed his ear to the drywall, Ben listened for some kind of reply. A strange sound came from the other side of the wall, a sound like something was actively shifting in reaction to his words. Then, a voice. Ben's knees knocked against one another as he heard something say, “Hello, Ben.” It had not been Sam's voice; he was certain. This voice, quiet and frail, had nothing of familiarity in it and everything of repulsion.

      Ben grit his teeth. “W-What... what is this? Why are you messing with us, huh? Just what the hell is it about this damn house?” Balling his fist, Ben began smacking the wall, making the nearby window shake. “Why are you doing this to us? What did we do to deserve this?” Losing all control, Ben reared back and buried his fist in the drywall. “How do you like that?”

      “No, Ben!” Naomi tried to drag him away. “Don't!”

      Shaking with anger, Ben threw her off and struck the wall again. And again. By the time he quit, panting, he'd punched two holes into the wall and left a number of blood-stained, knuckle-shaped dents behind. “How do you like that?” he screamed.

      “You're hurting yourself!” blurted Naomi, taking a fistful of his sweatshirt and shaking him. “Don't do this! You're losing it!”

      Looking down at his bloodied fist, Ben wiped his knuckles against his sweatshirt and sat down on the bottom stair, burying his face in his hands. “I heard something. Something spoke to me behind that wall. It knew my name!”

      Naomi glared at the holes in the wall, shaking her head. “No, Ben. That's impossible. You and I both know it. There's nothing back there, see?” She knelt down beside him. “This house has been playing tricks on us all night. Don't let it get to you.”

      Voice breaking, Ben asked, “How did we even end up in this godforsaken place, anyway?”

      Naomi urged him back to the center of the room, to their sleeping bags, and sat down with him. In her purse, she found her notebook, the one she'd used to chronicle their travels, and spread it out before him. “Don't think about that. Don't think about any of this right now. Think of everywhere else we've been. Remember New York?” She showed him a ticket stub from a late-night cinema show they'd attended in Manhattan. “Or,” she continued, “what about your cousin's place in Kennebunkport? Remember that?”

      Shaken and disoriented, Ben nodded. “Yeah... yeah, I remember. Everything was going well until we came upon this house. We should never have come here. We should have passed it by, gone for the highway like that man at the gas station suggested.”

      “We're going to leave,” she continued, trying to reignite his hope. “We're going to leave here just as soon as the sun comes up and the rain stops. Remember?” She flipped through her notebook in search of other anecdotes to share—anything that might steer Ben's thoughts from the house and fortify his sanity. In doing so, she happened upon one of her many sketches.

      The sketch she'd done at the diner, of a man with a dog's face.

      Naomi let the notebook drop with a thud, the thing falling closed. Why did I draw that? How could I have known that such a thing might really exist? Maybe, she thought, their arrival in this house had been fated. Perhaps it had been their destiny to visit this place, and her subconscious had urged her to sketch that frightful, dog-headed thing before she even really knew what it was.

      She was finished with the notebook and quickly tucked it away. In doing so, she stumbled upon her tarot cards and immediately bristled. “These damn things,” she growled, grasping the deck. “These damn things... All of this started because I played with them. Relied on them. I can't believe I was ever so naive as to think that these could show me something useful.” She stood, wobbly on her feet. She no longer felt overheated though, and her shivers had temporarily ceased—likely thanks to the painkillers. “I should have gotten rid of these damn things ages ago,” she said, leaving the room.

      “Where are you going?” asked Ben.

      Naomi didn't respond. She marched into the kitchen, threw open the door and cast the deck of tarot cards out into the rain. “I'm done with you!” she shouted. “No more magic... no more bullshit. I'm only going to believe what I can see with my own two eyes from now on!” She slammed the door shut and returned to the living room, dropping down onto her sleeping bag.

      Having regained a bit of nerve, Ben sat up. “I'm sorry for freaking out,” he said. “I... I don't know what got into me.”

      “Forget it,” she replied. “This house has been getting to both of us. We'll be leaving soon. All we have to do is not let it under our skin. Don't let yourself get paranoid... This house can't hurt us. We're alone here; you and I both know it, as we've checked all of the rooms. Come morning, we'll leave, and nothing will happen to us in the interim.”

      “Yeah, you're right,” agreed Ben, not a little unconvincingly. “There's nothing to worry about. We have just a few hours till daylight. We'll make it out just fine.”
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      Ben dozed, but Naomi sat awake.

      Someone was staring at her. Canvassing the space around her and peeking guardedly through all of the nearby windows, she could see no one. Even so, the feeling persisted. From somewhere—nearby but just out of her view—someone was watching her with closeness. Studying her. She would have liked nothing more than to lay back and relax, to sleep through the remainder of the night and awaken to a bright, dry morning.

      Things weren't working out in her favor, however. More than likely she was going to have to fight tooth and nail for the scarcest shred of calm this night. It's all in your imagination, she told herself. The things happening in this house are difficult to explain, but so much of it is just your imagination going into overdrive. What you've seen can't possibly be real...

      This lie wasn't going to instill any comfort. Thinking back to the scene on the shore, to the figure both she and Ben had seen standing in the water, she shuddered terribly. Of alternate explanations she had no shortage; possibly that dark figure with the red eyes had been some lost passerby wearing a Halloween mask, or else they'd mistaken a large piece of flotsam for an ominous figure.

      She shut her eyes and tried not to think about it.

      Naomi pictured herself in her childhood home, in her bedroom, with sunlight coming in through the window. Her dolls lined the shelves and stuffed animals covered the bed. Then she pictured herself in her old dorm room, sitting at her computer chair, getting ready to work on a research paper with an energy drink in hand and some calming downtempo music on in the background.

      She would have liked to be anywhere but Winthrop House.

      Sighing, she fought the urge to bite her nails and opened her eyes, looking at the bare walls that surrounded her. Who built this damn house? If this land has always been considered “off”, then why put a house here? Her ears perked up at a slight change in the rain; for a moment, it slowed to a trickle, the drops becoming a small mist that sprayed the window near the stairs from the direction of the sea.

      People had gone missing in this house, died in it. Sam had gone missing in it. When all was said and done and she had gotten back to town, what would happen? Would the authorities cooperate with them and assist in finding Sam? Her fingernails found their way to her lips and she began to nibble at them without realizing it. Leaving this house won't be enough, she thought. If we can't find Sam, then...

      In order to ward off despair, she clung to the silly theory Ben had put forth earlier. Sam fell into some ditch on the property. That has to be it. The property is sitting on some sort of earthen cavity, right? So, he must have fallen down into it, and that's why we haven't been able to find him.

      The thought of that actually happening was so ridiculous that she nearly found it in her to laugh.

      That is, before the staring of foreign eyes accosted her afresh. A piercing gaze tracked her from some unknown quarter, turning her blood to ice. She felt herself an animal, hunted. The jaws of some predator would quickly find their way to her throat if she didn't get up and move. Flee.

      The thing on this property, the Jackal Man... Since the first mention of Winthrop House's resident beast, she'd regarded it with a hint of noxious fear. Such a thing couldn't possibly exist in the hyperconnected modern world. No, dog-headed entities were more at home in the folk tales of a distant age. Human culture had outgrown such fantasies, relegated them to films about wolf-men and the like.

      So, why did the story of the Jackal Man so upset her?

      Her head ached, felt like a hollow gourd, and as she massaged her temples she thought she could feel her brain rattling around within it like a dried-out seed. She craved water and, despite her dread, rose up out of her sleeping bag and hiked her achy body into the kitchen where she stood by the faucet and let the tap run until it was nice and chill. Drinking her fill, Naomi pulled her hair back into a messy ponytail and braced herself against the counter.

      The scene through the kitchen window was dreary. The moon was still fighting to emerge from the knot of storm clouds, and it was a losing battle. The rain had thinned to a mist, and in places near the water's edge there existed now an opaque barrier of sea fog. The conifers peppered throughout the property gathered up this fog, grew thick with it, until their edges were blurred. The sun would be out soon... within an hour, by her estimation.

      “Take a nap,” she told herself, surprised at the raspiness of her voice. “The sun will rise before you know it.” Her eyeballs pulsed as she shuffled back to the living room, her joints feeling as though they'd been stripped of all cushion. It was likely she'd been carrying some bug with her over the course of the trip, and that her playing in the frigid rain had allowed it to transform into a full-fledged fever. Singling out the source of the infection that now flourished within her was impossible, of course, but as she sat back down in her sleeping bag and pulled the top over her shivering body, she wondered if she hadn't been infected by something native to Winthrop House.

      Some germ... some illness has been biding its time in this foul place, and when I entered it took hold of me...

      She was brought out of her thoughts by Ben's stirring. He rolled over, looking to her narrowly. Smacking his dry lips and then reaching up to massage the top of his head, he motioned to the dining room. “N-Naomi, who is that? Is it Sam?”

      Whipping around, Naomi glanced into the dining room, clutching at her covers. There was no one there. “What are you talking about?” she demanded. “T-There's no one there.”

      Raising himself up on one elbow, he blinked repeatedly. “Oh,” he said. “I guess not.” He flopped onto his back and groaned. “I must have been dreaming. For a second, I thought I saw someone standing there, near the dining room window. Couldn't see their face, though. It was like a grey fog.” He chuckled. “You get any sleep?”

      She shook her head. “Not a damn wink.”

      “You should,” he replied. “We're going to have a lot of walking to do soon.” He looked at his phone and then sat up enough to see through the window. “It sounds like the rain has mostly stopped, thank God.”

      Covering her face with the covers, Naomi exhaled loudly. “I'm going to try and nap.”

      Ben fell silent as he drifted back to sleep. With her thirst quenched, Naomi wasn't far behind. Pretending that the borders of her sleeping bag were capable of keeping out any menace, she curled up within it and willed herself to sleep.

      She could feel her chest tightening.

      Though enveloped in a restless sleep, her mind having powered down out of necessity, the physical sensation produced by her dread was enough to penetrate the veil of sleep. Naomi registered only blackness all around her for the moment, and remained completely still. From within the darkness came a faint, recurring noise, like the sound of a muffled drum.

      It was her heart.

      The shadows parted, giving way to windows she knew all too well. I'm in the living room, she realized. There was a touch of moonlight drifting through each, which served to highlight the forms of people standing outside the house. She didn't react at once to the presence of the silhouettes in the windows; as things stood she could only make out their general shapes. The finer details remained enshrouded in darkness.

      But they were looking at her.

      Of that she never had the remotest doubt.

      Stop looking at me. Leave me alone. Get out of here.

      The beating grew in volume, gradually waxing until she could no longer be sure it was the beating of her troubled heart. It sounded more hollow than a heartbeat to her; more violent, too. Frozen in place, she let her eyes wander the darkness, catching glimpses of movement. It was difficult to say, but she felt quite sure that the beating was coming from outside of her, from all around her. It's coming from behind the walls...

      A flash of lighting lit up the room for an instant, allowing her to glimpse the multitudes that lurked within the walls, straining to escape. The drywall bulged unnaturally, as if it were putty, and from behind it there were thrust reaching hands, jabbing elbows and warped, moaning faces.

      They were everywhere. The figures in the walls made up the very fabric of the house, were the bones that helped it stand, and from all around her they came to life, clamoring to be released. Legions locked away between the walls clawed at her, and rising above their cacophonous pounding came a chorus of tortured groans.

      It's like the house has eaten them. It's... it's as if this house, which never had a proper foundation, has built one with its victims. They're reaching out...

      “Naomi!”

      She jerked awake and found she'd crawled half-way out of her sleeping bag. A thin band of orange sunlight was coming in through the nearest window. Her throat ached; she'd been sleeping with her mouth open and was in need of a drink. Ben was standing beside her, stretching. He had a faint mark on his forehead; the very beginnings of a bruise.

      “You awake?” he asked. “Sun's up. We should get moving, yeah?”

      Though she felt anything but rested, Naomi gained her feet dizzily and began to roll up her sleeping bag. “Yeah. Let's get out of here.”

      “Sleep OK?” chanced Ben, making his way to the bathroom.

      “No,” she replied flatly.

      Naomi gathered her things and stationed herself beside the kitchen sink, where she splashed cold water in her face and took a drink. “Looks like the rain stopped, huh?” she said, peering out the window. Her eyes itched awfully, were bloodshot, and her head still carried an ache. She wasn't sure whether she still had a fever; she'd been so miserable the whole night that she was having trouble remembering what her baseline felt like.

      Ben threw open the back door, allowing a cool, salty breeze inside. “You feeling better?”

      She raced out the door, almost knocking him down in the process. “I'll feel a hell of a lot better once we're miles from this damned house,” she said.

      With that, they marched through the swampy grass and out onto the road.
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      The walk was hard for the two of them. When they'd built some distance from the house, Naomi slowed her pace, finding it difficult to push herself as hard as Ben. For his part, Ben limped along the side of the road as quickly as he could, wincing whenever the bump on his head acted up. At one point, on a particularly crumbling bit of road, he managed to twist his ankle. This slowed him down some, but he was determined to march them into town as quickly as he possibly could, and after taking a moment to stretch, he soldiered on.

      When they finally arrived in town nearly two hours after leaving the house, morning was in full swing. Cutler was a quiet place, and on this morning they had to wander well into town before they came upon a passerby they could ask for directions to the local police station. The man who gave them directions, a middle-aged fisherman type in a knit cap and navy sweatshirt, looked them over with no little suspicion. “Long night?” he asked the two of them, sniffing the air as if to see whether they were drunks.

      Naomi and Ben certainly looked disheveled enough to be homeless alcoholics. “You could say that,” said Naomi. “We need to speak to the police. Please, it's urgent. We have something of an emergency.”

      Ben echoed this request, and the man pointed out the police building in the distance. “Straight down Moore Avenue, on the left side. A few cop cars parked out front so that you won't miss it,” said the man, waving them on.

      Willing their punished bodies onward, Ben and Naomi struck out into town, keeping their eyes peeled for Moore Avenue. It took them about twenty minutes more of walking before they spotted the first of Cutler's police cruisers parked along the curb. The police station was a rather small building, looked about as large as a McDonald's.

      Leading Naomi across the parking lot, Ben chuckled darkly. “We look like hell, so don't be surprised if they make you piss in a cup, OK?”

      “Whatever,” replied Naomi. “I'll do whatever they ask—would sleep in a cell—so long as they help us.” Hopping onto the walkway, she reached out and pushed open the glass entry door, Ben stumbling into the carpeted lobby behind her.

      The police station was every bit as small and stuffy as it had appeared from the outside. Save for a token potted plant—which sat half-withered in the corner for weeks of neglect—there were no decorations to be found in the lobby. Or chairs. There wasn't a single anti-drug campaign poster in sight, either. Nothing but a boxy little kiosk covered in bulletproof glass with a small sliding window at its center. Behind it sat a cop who was so involved in stirring Splenda into his coffee that he didn't notice their entrance.

      “Excuse me,” said Ben, walking up to the window.

      The cop startled, looking up at Ben and fixing him with a stern look. “Yeah? What can I help you with?” His gaze shot next to Naomi, not thawing in the least.

      Naomi approached with as friendly a smile as she could manage, reading the officer's desk placard. It read “Officer Bolton”. “We need some help, officer,” she said, combing a hand through her hair.

      “With?” asked the cop, leaning back in his chair. That the two scruffy visitors had him on edge was obvious. He looked at them narrowly. From behind the glass barrier came some hushed office chatter.

      “A friend of ours,” began Ben. “He's missing. We need some help. We're worried that something might have happened to him.”

      Officer Bolton licked his lips and then took a pensive sip of his coffee, leaving the edges of his mustache damp. “All right, how long has he been missing? I'm gonna need a lot more than that.”

      “About a day now,” said Naomi. “We don't know where he could have gone. We're afraid he's hurt.”

      “Right,” continued the officer, “and what brings you two and this friend of yours to Cutler?” The narrow, suspicious look returned to the cop's eyes with a fury. “Don't suppose your friend was getting up to some mischief when he went missing?”

      “No, no, it's not like that,” countered Ben. “He disappeared. Listen, the whole thing is really strange. I'd like to file a report and get a search going if possible. We've been looking for him all night, which is why we look like crap. We would have called 9-1-1, but our phones weren't working.”

      This seemed to make the officer more pliable. Reaching into his desk, he licked his thumb and flicked through a number of forms. “OK, but first we're going to need to fill out some paperwork. Uh, where did you say you last saw this friend of yours?”

      Naomi looked to Ben, raising her voice nervously. “He went missing at... at Winthrop House, sir.”

      Bolton's grip loosened suddenly and he nearly dropped the clipboard. “Excuse me?” A half-smile, which bespoke anything but amusement, flashed across his lips.

      Ben cleared his throat. “She's right, sir. We paid a visit to that house on Winthrop Road, the empty one. Our friend went inside to get something and he didn't come back out again. We waited up for him all night, but—”

      Bolton stood up, leaning towards the glass and raising one of his hands. “Now, that's enough of that talk. I can see you two are from out of this area, right? Well, that house is no place to be messing around. Is that understood?”

      Rubbing at his arms nervously, Ben loosed a small laugh. “W-We're not kidding, sir. Me and my friend here, we were passing through Cutler with our friend, Sam. We spent some time at the house, not knowing anything about it. I know that the people around here don't like the place, but...”

      Officer Bolton chortled dismissively. “Now you're on the right track, kid. It's true what you say, that no one in Cutler much likes that damn house. And we have good reasons—damn good reasons—for that. I'm going to tell you this once, and only once: Stay far away from that house.”

      “B-But, sir,” interrupted Naomi, “Sam, our friend... he really did go missing there. We spent the night in the house, all right? Then, after we left, Sam went back inside to look for something and... we haven't seen him since. Please, can you help us find him? Can we launch a search around the property?”

      The cop actually went a bit pale as he returned to his seat. He ran his fingers against his graying mustache and straightened the collar of his shirt compulsively. “Y-You ain't lying?” He glanced between the two of them. Lifting up the abandoned clipboard, he took a pen and made a few messy notes at the top. “So, he was last seen in the house... What was his name?”

      “His name is Sam Carroll. He's twenty-seven years old. About 5'10” or so, regular build. He has a beard and he wears glasses.” Ben looked to Naomi. “We haven't seen him since yesterday afternoon.”

      The cop damn near scribbled the details onto the form and then hurriedly tucked it away beneath his desk. For all they knew, he'd just thrown it in the trash. Blustered, he grabbed up his cup of coffee and shook his head. “All right, well, thanks for stopping in. We'll send a patrol car out there and see if he doesn't turn up.” His voice was shaky; the response was obviously canned.

      “T-That's it? That's all you're going to do?” Naomi stepped up right against the glass. “A patrol car? No... officer, we need to get a team of people into that house, to comb the area. Please, this is important. We aren't making it up.”

      “We'll do a drive-by, all right?” spat the cop, taking a gulp of coffee. “That's the best we can do.”

      Ben threw his hands out, motioning to the entrance. “That's bullshit! You've got a few cars out there, so why can't you send some guys out to have a proper look at the house?”

      The background chatter in the office had died away. Bolton stuck a red finger out, jabbing it at Ben from behind the glass as he spoke. “Listen and listen good, kid. Your friend ain't the first to go missing in that terrible house, and I'm sorry to say he ain't likely to be the last. What I can say is that none of us here are going to do a damn thing about it, because we've all got families to go home to. Beyond that, we don't launch investigations related to that house any longer. It's just out of our jurisdiction, as a matter of fact, in an unincorporated area that's no longer considered Cutler. If we started an investigation every time some idiot kid went near that goddamn house we'd just keep on publicizing that local eyesore. We don't do that anymore. You shouldn't have gone near it, and I recommend the two of you get back to wherever it is you came from.” A thick vein bulged in his forehead as he finished, plopping back into his chair.

      Furious, Ben stepped away from the glass. “Come on,” he uttered, nudging Naomi.

      Naomi shot Bolton a tearful parting glance—one which he actively avoided—before following Ben out of the lobby. Wiping at her eyes, she looked up into the bright sky, then to the line of idle police cars parked out front. “Ben... what are we going to do?”

      Spitting on the ground, Ben kicked the side of the brick building and cursed. “Fucking cowards. This entire town is made up of nothing but cowards.”
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      No matter where they went, Ben and Naomi couldn't avoid dirty looks from the locals. Naomi couldn't help but feel as though the locals of Cutler were looking down on them because they could sense, in some abstract way, that the two of them had entered Winthrop House—something that even the local cops would not do.

      There was little optimism between the two of them and few words as they walked up and down the sidewalks considering their next move. Reaching out to the police had seemed like a sure bet, which made their refusal to assist in any meaningful way an especially punishing development. “We can't lean on the authorities, so... what are we supposed to do? If Sam's still out there, then who can we turn to? Seems to me that everyone in this city is too chickenshit to approach the house. Hell, most people don't even want to talk about it.” Ben kicked a stone down the sidewalk and watched as it rolled into the grass. “This feels hopeless.”

      Naomi had little to add. Winthrop House was infamous for being the site of mysterious disappearances, and in the stories she'd heard so far, the disappeared never came back from wherever it was they got spirited off to. This meant that their odds of ever seeing Sam again were extremely slim. She recalled her dream from that morning and cringed as she pictured Sam somehow stuck between the walls of that dark house, pounding away in the hopes of being heard.

      Questions regarding Sam's safety aside, Naomi felt all the more helpless because her interactions with the house had left her feeling emotionally drained. No, it was more than that; in its way, the house had imprinted on her, left a kind of mark on her soul. In time, her memories of its rooms would fade, but the particular breed of fear it'd dredged up in her during her stay was something she'd never be able to forget. She felt like a changed woman, a different person.

      Ben suggested they get a bite to eat. “It's been awhile since we had a proper meal. We've got a lot of work ahead of us and it won't do to die of hunger. Plus, we can get a reception around here. I'm going to see what I can pull up about this house. If no one wants to help us out, then fine. We'll see what answers we can come up with on our own.”

      Naomi agreed, despite her lack of appetite, and they entered the first restaurant they encountered. It was an eatery specializing in breakfast foods—namely, pancakes. Compared to the other buildings they'd passed in their wanderings, this one proved surprisingly full, and despite the nasty looks both she and Ben received as they were seated, Naomi found the concentration of other people comforting. The hostess dropped them off at a table with a pair of menus, and within moments of the waitress' arrival they'd both placed their orders.

      With a coffee in hand, Ben took out his phone and started searching for info about Winthrop House. Meanwhile, Naomi rummaged through her purse for her wallet, discovering that her debit card was nowhere to be found. “Shit,” she said, turning her bag inside out, “my card is missing. That's not good.”

      Ben looked up at her with a shrug before returning to his reading. “Don't worry about it. I'll pay.”

      “That's fine, but... I kind of need my card to access the rest of my money.” Frustrated, she took another look through her wallet. “I can't believe I left it behind.”

      “We sure as hell aren't going back for it,” added Ben.

      “Obviously. It's not that important. They can send me another one. It's just going to make traveling back home a little more difficult.” She flipped through the various items in her wallet and then stopped cold. Her fingers dug into the leather as she slowly worked something out of the slot where her debit card had once been. “How... How did this get in here?” she asked, hands shaking as she held it out for Ben to see.

      It was the devil card from her old tarot deck. She let it drop onto the table, fingertips itching. “Didn't you get rid of those?” asked Ben. “You threw them outside, didn't you?”

      She nodded. “That house... it played games with us. Manipulated us. It infiltrated every aspect of our lives.” She shuddered, flipping the tarot card over so that she couldn't see the cartoonish devil printed on it. “There's a part of me,” she confided, “that feels like I'm still there.” She gulped. “Will that feeling ever go away?”

      Ben gave her a reassuring nod, as if to say, “I know what you mean”, though he stopped short of answering her question. Returning to his phone, he grumbled. “So, there are a few things to be found about that house if you punch the address into Google. Most of the hits come from the local paper. There's another one—some ghost hunter's site. Brian Klein?” He scrolled a moment. “He lists Winthrop House as a haunted location in his little database of spooky places in Maine, but this site of his looks like it hasn't been updated since the late 90's. It's trash. There's an email listed here... Skeletor473@gmail.com. Think I should message him?”

      Naomi twisted a lock of hair between her fingers. “If the site is that old, I wouldn't bother. What else have you found?”

      The waitress dropped their food off and the two of them took a few bites before continuing. Ben crammed a sausage link into his mouth and then dabbed at his lips with a napkin. “Well, here's one thing. Remember how that waitress told us about the man who used to live there? The, uh... hermit or whatever? There's an article about his death. His name was Franklin Stambaugh, I guess. They found his bones in the garden. Something strange, though; no one in town seemed to know he had died. The remains were allegedly old—twenty or more years old—but locals who passed by that house claimed to have seen him in the windows much more recently.” He swallowed hard, almost choking on his food. “You think that's the guy we saw in the window? In the picture, I mean.”

      “Could be,” said Naomi, carving away at her stack of pancakes with her fork. She took a big bite; they were fluffy and delicious, but they did nothing for her. With every bite she took, she felt more and more like pushing the plate away.

      “There's this other article, older. Much older. It's a scan... let's see here...” Ben read the article under his breath before filling her in. “Says here that back in the 30's, a pair of railroaders died outside the house. Not sure what they were doing there... I don't remember seeing any train tracks out that way, do you?” He gulped down some coffee. “Well, they were both found dead on the lawn. They were young and the paper says they were healthy, but they both showed signs of brain hemorrhage post-mortem. Dropped dead in the grass outside the house—at the same time. No one was living in it then, apparently.”

      Naomi paused mid-chew and gripped her fork so tightly that she nearly bent it out of shape. “They died on the lawn?” Her stomach roiled. “They... they died outside the house? Of brain bleeds?” She blinked, and for an instant her mind's eye brought her back to the vision she'd had during their first night at Winthrop House. Through the kitchen window she'd seen two tall, sturdy men suddenly collapse. She could still remember the paleness of their faces as they'd begun to bleed profusely. “I think I saw them,” squeaked Naomi. “That night, in the yard. That sounds like what I saw.”

      Ben picked up a waffle and ate it with his hands. “I believe you. That house... it probably showed us some of its greatest hits.” He started scrolling through the search results once more. “Let's see what else we can find...”

      “Hold on,” said Naomi. “What good is this going to do? We could learn everything there is to know about the house and never get any closer to finding out what happened to Sam. What are we going to do now?”

      “Hold on, I'm getting a call,” said Ben. The phone in his hand had begun to vibrate, and as he looked down at the screen he took on the strangest expression.

      First amused confusion.

      Then wide-eyed terror.

      “Who is it?” asked Naomi.

      Ben glared at her, the color fleeing his face until it was slate. He held it out so that she could see the screen. “It's Sam.”
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      It continued ringing until it went to voicemail. Ben hadn't been able to summon the courage to answer, and stared down at the thing with bewilderment. “Could it really be him?” he asked. “His phone is still in the house... I forgot to bring it with me...” Looking to Naomi with a mix of fear and hopefulness, he punched in his voicemail password. “What do you think?”

      Naomi stole a sip of his coffee. “Are you going to listen to the message?”

      Ben nodded, bringing the phone to his ear. Covering his other ear with his palm to block out the background noise in the restaurant, he lowered his head and listened.

      The recording started, and as best he could judge, the voice in it was indeed Sam's. The sound was a little muffled.

      “Hey, Ben. It's me. Look, I want to apologize to you and Naomi. I flaked on you guys because I was angry. I'm at the house now. I saw what happened to the car, too. But... I'm not mad. It's my fault for bailing on you guys and making you worry. I wish I'd just stayed behind and talked things out. Anyway, I know I'm asking a lot, but could you two come and get me? I hurt my leg just now and I don't think I can make the walk back to town. I'll wait for your guys in the kitchen or whatever. Just... please, if you get this, come pick me up. Hope all is well, man.”

      The message ended and Ben pocketed his phone with a sigh. “It was Sam.” He licked his lips. “It sounded like Sam, and the call came from his phone. Apparently he ran off on us because he was angry. He was messing with us, just like we initially thought.”

      Naomi stiffened. “OK, and where was he all this time?”

      Ben shook his head. “Well, he didn't say.”

      “And how did he manage to get cell reception at that house when the two of us couldn't manage it all night?” She brought a hand to her brow and kneaded it. “That doesn't make sense. Call him back.”

      Stirring his hash browns, Ben scooped a forkful into his mouth. Jabbing the contact button, he redialed Sam, and waited only a few moments before an automated message let him know that the call couldn't be completed. He glanced down at his screen; he had a good signal in the restaurant. “It won't go through. It's not a problem on my end, though. Anyway, it's possible that he got a signal for a short while. It's not like we were on our phones all night, testing them out in every room. Plus, the weather could have been making things hard on us. The storm could have prevented us from getting service.”

      “I'm not buying it,” she shot back.

      “Me neither,” admitted Ben, “and yet, that was Sam. I know the guy's voice. We've been friends since elementary school. I'm sure it was him. He wants us to come back for him. He says he hurt his leg and doesn't think he can make the walk into town.” His voice trailed off towards the end and his gaze drooped to the table.

      “Absolutely not.” Naomi smacked the table with her fist. “He can call a taxi. We're not going anywhere near that house. No way in hell. If that was really him, I'm glad he's all right. Really, I am. But we're not going to that goddamn house. We're getting in a cab and going back to Ohio, got me?”

      Ben accepted the check as the waitress came by and he fished a few bills out of his wallet to cover it. “I can't make heads or tails of this, Naomi. I mean, that was Sam's voice on the phone. I can't explain how he called us, or where he was all night. But... if that's really him, would it be right for us to leave him in that house by himself with no way to get to town? Especially if he's hurt?”

      She nodded resolutely. “Yes. He did it to himself. Me? I've carried out my sentence in that house. Since he loved the place so much, he can hang out in it until his leg heals up or whatever. I won't go back, Ben. You're not thinking clearly. I love Sam like a brother, but...” She looked around, making sure no one else was within earshot. “You're not considering the alternative. What if... what if that wasn't Sam?”

      Ben cocked his head to the side. “B-But it was! It sounded just like him!”

      “Yes,” said Naomi, “it sounded just like him. But... nothing in that house is what it seems. Can you be sure—one-hundred percent sure—that it was Sam on the phone? Or, do you think there's even a fraction of a chance that it was something else that left that message... something that wants to lure us back there?”

      “What, like the Jackal Man?” asked Ben, a bit more loudly than he should've. “I mean...” He took another bite of food, chewing almost indignantly. “Naomi, this is Sam we're talking about. He wandered off on us, just like we suspected. He was just being Sam. The rest of it... we let the house and the stories about it get to our head. And just think! So much of what we saw last night can be explained by Sam's presence. He was probably fucking with us behind the scenes, knocking on walls and standing in the water. It makes a lot more sense than the alternative.”

      Naomi was sick to her stomach and pushed her plate away, refusing the waitress' offer of a box. “Sam's a big boy. He should have come with us this morning. He'll find a way back to town. We can even send a cab to pick him up for us... but I doubt any local cabbie is going to drive anywhere close to that house.”

      “I think we should go back,” pressed Ben. “We can't leave him. He needs our help. Sure, he did something stupid, but we can't leave Maine without him. This is Sam! I mean, what can I do to make you come around on this?”

      Naomi chuckled, standing up. “Bring some gas and matches so that we can torch the place if it's empty.”

      Ben stood, walking with Naomi out the door and back into the warm sunlight. Stretching, he pointed across the street at a gas station. “If that's all it takes, sure. No problem. I'll burn that house down without a second thought. No one in the world would care about it, either. Is that what you'd like to do?”

      Though the idea of returning to the house filled her with an intense apprehension, she did feel a certain thrill at the prospect of burning it down. If we torch that house, it won't be able to hurt us anymore. It won't ever hurt anyone again. “No, really, I think we should steer clear.”

      “Naomi, I'm serious about this. We have to go back and see if Sam's there. If you want, only I'll go in. And if it's empty, we'll burn it down. If we don't find Sam there then we'll burn it and it'll never be able to play tricks on us again. But we can't leave Sam behind. If there's any chance that he's back there, we have to try and help him.”

      “Fine, I'll go,” replied Naomi, “on the condition that we burn the house down. I want it wiped off of the map, Ben. I'll sleep better knowing that it doesn't exist anymore. Ever since we went inside, I've felt off. It's like something in that house clung to me, right from the very start, and the only way I'll ever rid myself of it is to burn it away. If you're serious, I have a lighter in my purse we can use. All we need is some gas.”

      They crossed the street. Ben plucked a twenty from his pocket and stepped into the convenience store to purchase a little red gas can. He returned a few minutes later, filling it at the nearest pump. When he'd filled it to capacity, he clamped it shut and met Naomi on the sidewalk. “OK, then. We're going back. If this turns out to be some kind of trick, then whatever is in that house is going to regret it.”

      Tired and sore, the two of them began the long walk back to Winthrop House. Where minutes before the two of them would have never considered returning, they were both invigorated by the thought of destroying that nightmarish property. “I'll sleep better knowing that house is gone,” repeated Naomi as they started down the road.
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      It was war.

      Though their return to the house made them both want to turn tail and run, there was a certain excitement to their plot. After having passed a miserable night in the house, the idea of striking back, of leveling it completely, appealed to them greatly. Where previously they had felt powerless within its walls, Ben and Naomi now had a way to turn the tables.

      The gas sloshed around within the red vessel as they approached the house. The walk had taken them, as before, just under two hours. They were well into the afternoon as the house entered into view.

      The sight of the thing induced no little nausea. “I think I'm going to be sick,” muttered Naomi, rubbing her belly. “I never thought we'd come back. Is it... is it really such a good idea?”

      Ben nodded firmly as they passed the ruined sedan. It was exactly where they'd left it the night before, against the tree trunk and still dripping wet. “We're going to put this all behind us one way or another. If Sam's there, it'll be all the better. We'll make the trek back to town, all three of us, and look back on this someday for a laugh. Either way, it's going to go up in flames and we'll never have to think about it again. We're going to do the people of Cutler a great service in getting rid of this miserable house.”

      I don't think I'll ever be able to laugh when the subject of Winthrop House comes up, thought Naomi. They quickened their pace, treading through the muddy yard and rounding the corner. “He said he'd be waiting in the kitchen, right?”

      Ben nodded, wasting no time in spreading the gas. He sidled up to the house, dumping fuel all about the exterior. He walked a quick circuit around the house, spreading it as he went, and then asked Naomi for her lighter. “I'm going to go in there, see where Sam is at. I'm also going to spread some gas through the upstairs to make sure that this thing burns good and proper.”

      Naomi hesitated in handing him the lighter. “Hold on, are you sure?” Casting a fearful look upward, at the second story windows, she frowned. “Should we really be going inside? Open the door, call out to him. If he's inside, he'll let us know.”

      With the half-empty gas can in hand, Ben threw open the back door and stuck his head in the doorway. “Sam? Sam, are you here? It's me. We came to get you.” He paused, leaning against the doorframe while waiting for an answer.

      None came.

      Ben looked to Naomi, shoulders tense. “It's possible he didn't hear me.”

      Naomi backed away from the open door and looked out to sea. The waves had calmed considerably since the storm, and now murmured against the shore. “It's also possible he's not in there at all.”

      As if to prove her wrong, a voice suddenly rang out from inside the house. “Ben, that you? I'm up here, dude. I'm having some trouble. Can you help me out?” The voice, they both recognized, was Sam's.

      From beneath their terror there emerged a granule of hope. “He's inside!” blurted Ben, stepping into the kitchen. “I'm going in.”

      “Be careful,” said Naomi from the entrance. “Please, hurry.”

      With a nod, Ben started into the house. “I'm coming, Sam! And when I get up there, I'm going to kick you in the ass!” he shouted, laughing. He passed through the kitchen, into the dining room, the living room, and then approached the stairs. As he went, he sprinkled a trail of gasoline. He doused the bannister thoroughly and then gave the container a swirl, ensuring that he had enough left over to coat the floors of the upper story. Trudging up the stairs, Ben shouted, “Where are you, man?”

      The hallway was empty, dark. Only one of the many doors along its length was open. 
      The second to last door on the right side of the hall sat ajar. It was the room with the dingy, unfinished floors in it—the room where floorboards had been pulled up by previous tenants. “Sam?” he called out, “You in there?” He tossed a wave of gas across the hallway and then peeked into the room.

      Sure enough, Sam was inside the room. He stood within the closet, his back to Ben. The shirt and jeans he wore had been torn up, stained, and they sagged on his frame. At the sound of Ben's voice, Sam didn't seem to react. He was looking at something intently within the closet.

      Ben's pulse suddenly shot up. “S-Sam? What are you doing in there, man?”

      Unmoving, Sam replied from within the closet, though the voice that drifted out into the room wasn't what Ben expected. It wasn't Sam's voice, exactly, but something deeper, warped. “Wouldn't it be nice if we could just stay here?”

      Ben nearly dropped the gas can as he backed out of the room. “You're... you're not Sam,” he said under his breath. As he exited the room, Ben glimpsed the slightest hints of another occupant within the closet. They were tall; head and shoulders over Sam. Porcelain white arms hung unevenly from broad shoulders.

      It was the burning red eyes that looked out from the darkness that gave the figure away, though. Eyes like burning coals set deep within a black visage of dense fur.

      He'd seen enough. Throwing the gas can over his shoulder as he barreled down the hall, Ben made a mad dash down the stairs. When he reached the bottom with a thud, he took the lighter from his pocket and quickly flicked it on. “I've had it with this house! I should have done this from the very start!” He cast the lighter into a puddle of gas at the foot of the stairs and then backed away.

      The flash, the wave of heat he expected never came.

      Inexplicably, the lighter remained lit, sat within the confines of the puddle, but did not ignite the gas. Nudging the lighter with his foot did no good; for some reason, the gas seemed incapable of burning. “What the hell?”

      From the second story there came a gust of wind. It smelled like the sea; salty, fishy notes struck him with disorienting force. He ran, legs growing weak with terror, and cut through the living room, though not before nearly wiping out at the sight of a long, white arm emerging from one of the holes he'd knocked into the drywall the night before. In its hand was clutched something small and glassy; a statuette like the one he'd thrown into the back yard.

      He fled in blind terror through the dining room and kitchen. In exiting the house, Ben ran into Naomi and the two of them hit the muddy ground. “Jesus Christ, watch where you're going!” she cried, pawing at her muddied jeans.

      Ben was out of breath. Now that he was out of the house, in the sunlight, he found he couldn't move. The scents of gasoline and seawater combined into an awful whole that pushed his nausea over the edge, and he emptied his gut in the grass, coughing.

      “What happened in there?” asked Naomi, standing up. She offered her hand, but he didn't so much as look at her. “Are you OK?” She glanced into the kitchen and then carefully reached inside the doorway to shut the back door.

      Remaining in the grass, eyes rendered vacant by fright, he shared all that his clumsy tongue could manage. “I-I saw someone upstairs. It was S-Sam, but... but it wasn't really him. And the Jackal Man...” He retched, clutched at his stomach. “There are things in this house...”

      “What kinds of things?” asked Naomi, kneeling down beside him and trying to guide him up by the arm.

      “The things behind the walls,” he replied. “And that statue, Naomi... the one you found in your sleeping bag...” He shook his head, gaining his feet.

      Naomi dragged him to the driveway, patting down his pockets. “Well, where's the lighter? Let's burn this place already!”

      He grabbed her wrist, staring into her eyes and trying not to burst into tears. “It won't burn! I tried while I was in there. I used the lighter... but the gas wouldn't ignite. The things living in that house are protecting it somehow. I left the lighter on the floor, in a puddle of gas.”

      Blanching, Naomi backed away from the house, motioning to the second story. In one of the windows, looking down at them intently, was a dark, bent figure. It was thin, dressed in something like a black suit, but its face was less clear. It looked grey, like a graphite smudge or a puff of smoke. From somewhere within that face, Naomi felt a familiar set of eyes boring into her. The watcher raised a thin hand to beckon her.

      “Come on,” she said, taking Ben's arm and leading him to the street. “We have to leave. We have to get far away from here.”

      Dazed and silent, Ben stumbled towards the road.
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      There was one motel in Cutler, a run-down place with a neon sign that read CUTLER INN out front and some ten or twelve rooms on offer. It was situated about a mile from the highway entrance ramp, across from a liquor store, and judging by the lack of cars in the parking lot it had more than a few vacancies.

      They fed the man at the front desk the lie that their car had broken down and that they were stuck in town without any shelter. This story went a long ways towards convincing the man to let them have a room. At first sighting them, he'd stood up from his chintzy desk, one hand on his phone, and had looked at them with unveiled disgust. The price was reasonable enough, though considering their financial situation even the eighty dollars they forked over for a night's stay felt like too much.

      Ben had managed to pull himself together during the long walk back to town, though in those quiet moments he often took on a glazed, frightened look and his thoughts would return to the nightmare that was Winthrop House.

      Naomi's situation was different. Where she had been the one to lead the charge away from the house, the closer they'd gotten to town the more nervous she'd become. She'd had plenty of time to think while hobbling back to Cutler, but that hadn't been enough for her to pinpoint the source of her increasing unease. Even in the daylight, while they walked down unpeopled streets, she felt sure that she could feel eyes upon her.

      The gaze of that specter in the upstairs window had never really left her. She felt like she could walk half a world away and she would never escape those eyes.

      There was more. Her sickness was returning, and with a vengeance, so that by the time they got into town she found herself swallowing a couple of painkillers dry. Considering the way she'd been pushing her body while combatting fever over the past twenty-four hours, it was no surprise that she had difficulty recovering. Still, she couldn't rid herself of the thought that something else was wrong with her; that she wasn't suffering solely from a case of influenza, but that something more exotic had infiltrated her body's defenses and was now wreaking havoc on her mind. Since setting foot in that house, she fancied her very chemistry had changed in some way. She scarcely felt like the same person despite not being able to put her finger on precisely what'd changed.

      Once in their room, they took turns using the shower, washing off the grime of the day and then flopping on the bed. Hunger and fatigue and anxiety swept over them in waves, but as they crashed on the king size bed, they decided they would focus first on rest.

      Using a towel to wring out her hair, Naomi sat up at the edge of the bed. “How much money you have left?” she asked. “Since my card went missing, I don't know how soon I'll be able to access my funds.”

      Ben fluffed his pillow and then buried his face in it. “You don't want to know. I've got a fair bit of cash left, but when that runs out things are going to get dicey. Are you sure you don't have your card on you?”

      She nodded. “The Jackal Man made off with it, remember? I wonder if he's going to go on a shopping spree with it,” she said, forcing a laugh.

      Ben didn't reply, except to sigh.

      “Should we call Sam's parents?” asked Naomi, pulling back the covers.

      Ben stirred, rolling over with a grunt. “I don't want to think about that right now,” he replied. “I don't even know what I'd tell them. 'Mr. and Mrs. Carroll, your son went into a house and got kidnapped by some demon with a jackal's head. Very sorry for your loss. Oh, and we wrecked his car. You might want to pay for a tow.' It sounds fucking stupid to even say it aloud.” He grit his teeth. “I've been in that house, have seen so much, and I can still hardly believe it myself.” With enough force to leave a bruise, he pinched his forearm till it grew red. “Everything that happened... it's too much. I feel like I'm slipping, Naomi. Like my head's not right.”

      Naomi placed her hand atop his until he ceased his pinching. “I know what you mean. Everything has changed.” The room was spartan in its decoration, featuring only a bed, nightstand, chair and television. Before her shower, she'd hunted for an accessible outlet and had found one beside the nightstand, which she'd used for both of their phones. She looked at them as they charged, remembering the strange call they'd received earlier that day from Sam. “That call we got today... The house... it was pretending to be Sam, so that it could lure us back. Why? Why lure us that way? Do we have something it wants?”

      Ben had made it clear he didn't want to think about the house, and yet he replied, “Things don't follow the natural order out there. I can only guess that... we were useful to it somehow. It wanted to use us for something, to stay there, but... I can't say why.”

      The sun had gone down. The view through the dusty blinds was a dreary one, featuring little but the rain-soaked parking lot. Naomi tucked herself in, not daring to shut off the light, and stared through the cracks in the blinds at the dim landscape outside. “That thing in the window...” She worked her thumbnail between her front teeth. “It wanted us to come back inside. It called to us. And ever since we left, I've felt it.” Naomi took a deep breath. “I can still feel it calling to me. I don't know why it wants us at all.”

      Ben snapped at her. “Enough. We'll probably never know, all right? And the less we know, frankly, the better.” He stewed in silence for a few minutes before backpedaling a bit. “I don't know why the house would want us there, but... it reminds me of something my dad once told me. When he was young he worked in construction during the summer in his college years, building houses. He always talked about how neat it was to see a house come together, from start to finish, and the fact that a house wants nothing more than to be lived in.” He shrugged. “He always said that houses get lonely when no one lives in 'em, and that they break down when they're neglected, out of sadness. I guess that's pretty stupid. He told me that when I was just a kid, but it stuck with me for whatever reason. Anyway, that's my drawn-out way of saying that, maybe, Winthrop House and the spirits bound to it are just lonely.”

      Naomi shuddered, the idea of the house having a will of its own sending a chill up her spine. “A normal house? Maybe so. But that one... it's different. It doesn't get lonely. It invites people in and then swallows them, just like the locals said.” Her heart fluttered as she closed her eyes. “I wish I could forget all about it, but a part of me feels like I'm still in there. It's like I've got a sliver somewhere, a piece of the house wedged deep inside that I'll never be able to remove. My skin's just going to keep growing around it until one day it'll become a part of me. I can still feel it calling, if that makes any sense.”

      Ben pretended to be sleeping, keeping his eyes closed and taking long, even breaths.

      Suddenly, the phones on the nightstand began to rattle.

      “What the hell?” Naomi plucked both of the phones up, glaring at them in turn.

      “Who is it, calling at this hour?” asked Ben, trying to hide the nervous edge in his voice.

      Naomi dropped both phones onto the bed, beside his pillow. “Have a look for yourself.”

      The screens displayed the same thing, a call coming from Sam's number. Ben sat up, nudging the phones away. “It's the house again...”

      The devices fell silent for a moment as the calls went to voicemail, only to begin rattling once again, this time with a barrage of text messages. They were sent in quick succession, popping up so fast that neither of them could keep up. The texts contained only a single word, written in all capitals.

      HELLO.

      HELLO.

      HELLO.

      HELLO.

      With a trembling hand, Naomi grabbed up the phones and mashed their power buttons until both were shut off. Until the moment the screens went black still more of the repetitive texts were pouring in. “It's never going to stop,” she whispered, dropping them onto the floor beside the bed.

      Ben knew she was right. Something in that house had touched them, made a connection. And until the house had what it wanted, this would never stop.
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      Ben wasn't sure just how long he'd been asleep when he suddenly found himself awake. All he knew, judging by the heaviness of his limbs and eyelids, was that it hadn't been long enough.

      The room was dark now. Naomi had probably switched off the light at some point. He would have liked to roll over and return to sleep if not for the fact that, in this dark motel room, with only a sliver of light issuing from the window to see by, he sensed something was wrong.

      He remained still, letting his tired eyes acclimate to the darkness, and tried to suss out just what it was that barraged his senses from all sides. The air was a little different; where before it had been stuffy, sour, bearing hints of old cigarette smoke, it now had a briny edge to it. Had Naomi cracked the window to let the breeze in? Narrowing his eyes in the darkness, he thought he saw the blinds sway very slightly...

      “Naomi?” he chanced.

      The sound of his voice made her stir. He felt the mattress shift beneath him. Then, from the other side of the bed—which felt like an insurmountable distance in the darkness—he heard a gasp. “He's coming for me,” whispered Naomi. “He's coming for me.”

      Ben cleared his throat. “What's wrong? Who's coming for you?” He reached out to her, but the flesh his fingertips met proved unexpectedly cold and clammy. He pulled his hand away. “Naomi, you OK? You're sweating an awful lot.”

      Her reply sounded from the darkness, accompanied by a sudden fit of thrashing. “He's coming for me. He's coming for me.”

      “Naomi, what's going on?” Feeling his way out of bed, Ben sought out the light switch and flipped it on.

      Naomi was sitting up in bed, shaking, with the bedclothes pulled up around her. Her face glistened with sweat, and her hair was stuck to her forehead and cheeks, giving her the appearance of something feral. Her lips contorted as though she wished to force back a wave of bile, and her color seemed off. She was pale. Deathly pale. “He's coming for me,” she offered from behind grit teeth.

      Sam bent down, trying to clear the covers from her and to feel her forehead.

      That was when he noticed her eyes.

      Naomi's eyes were a light, nutty brown. The eyes that looked up at him and held his gaze were anything but, however. They'd changed completely, and were now the color of dirty concrete. Slate-colored eyes stared up at him with what he could only recognize as venom and sent a tremor through him so intense that he nearly fell off the bed. The smoky eyes cut into him from behind the tangled locks of her mane. A stranger's eyes where his friend's should have been.

      He rose from the bed, backed against the wall. “Naomi... what's gotten into you?” She made no move to join him, to lash out, but merely watched from her nest of blankets. “What did you bring out of that house with you?”

      Rather than respond, Naomi pitched forward, overcome by a terrible retching. Her slight body shook as she choked and coughed against the mattress, and Ben watched in horror as something black streamed from her mouth across the bed.

      A multitude of black crickets poured from Naomi's open mouth, tumbling out onto the sheets and hopping to the floor. They came in a series of waves, each of which caused her body to jerk and shake.

      The lights started to go as Naomi looked up at him, her wild, gunmetal eyes penetrating even from across the room.

      The bulbs overhead gave out with a loud pop. From the resultant darkness rose a shrill chorus of chirping. He felt crickets scurry over his bare feet as he backed into the door. “N-Naomi?” To his right was the entrance to the bathroom, and he ran a hand against the wall till he managed to switch on the light over the vanity.

      Mounds of black insects scrabbled all about his feet. The bathroom light was reflected off of their shiny bodies, making it look like the floor beneath had disappeared and he was standing on an undulating sea of the things. He could see the bed, too, but it took him only an instant to realize Naomi was no longer on it.

      Stepping over the bugs, Ben looked over the opposite edge of the bed, to the floor. There was no sign of her there, either. “Naomi, where are you?” he asked, studying the underside of the bed. There wasn't enough room underneath the frame for a grown woman to hide, leading him to canvass the remainder of the room. He looked to the nightstand, towards the chair, the window...

      She was gone.

      No, that's impossible. She has to be here somewhere, he thought, knocking the heap of covers to the floor. Ben took a moment to search the bathroom, but turned up no trace of her. She'd been there just a moment before. And then the lights had gone off. What had occurred in the interim he couldn't fathom. She has to be here, he thought, unwilling to believe his eyes. Unless she can walk through walls there's no way she left the room.

      It became clear soon enough that only the crickets shared the space with him however. The mass of insects spread out, hiding under the bed and behind what little furniture existed in the room. Under the circumstances, he wished he could do the same.

      Where did she go? Could she have returned to the house?

      There seemed to him no other explanation. During their stay in Winthrop House, something had latched onto her; she'd claimed to feel it all along, and now it had clawed her back to the property. He ran to the window, tore aside the blinds, but could make out nothing save for a handful of cars in the parking lot.

      There was no time to waste. He stepped into his shoes and gathered the essentials; his wallet, both of their cell phones, their bags. Charging out the front door and allowing a wave of crickets out into the hall, Ben raced into the lobby, where he startled the dozing clerk. “Excuse me,” he blurted. “I need a cab—I need a ride somewhere. Is there a taxi company in town? It's an emergency, please.”

      The clerk wiped his face, resettling himself in his chair. “Uh... I think the next town over, Trescott has a cab company that runs late into the night. I can give you the number if you want...” He put on a pair of reading glasses and flipped through a little rolodex until he happened upon an index card that listed the company's number. “Here ya go.”

      Ben didn't even thank him, snatching up the number and rushing out the front door. Looking out across the parking lot, to the other side of the street, he searched for signs of Naomi but came up empty handed. There weren't any pedestrians to be seen at this hour—not so much as a stumbling drunk. All of the buildings in the area had their lights off and streetlamps were few, which left parts of the street dark as pitch. Even if Naomi was nearby, he had zero chance of finding her this way. He needed to get moving, find a ride to the house. It was possible he'd see her in transit and he could ask the cabbie to pull off.

      Turning on his phone, Ben punched in the number and tried to ignore the numerous unread texts that awaited him. He already knew who they were from, what they said.

      HELLO.

      HELLO.

      HELLO.

      Someone answered on the third ring. “Black and White Cabs, how can I help you?”

      “Y-Yes, hi, I need a ride, ASAP.”

      “All right, what's your name?” The voice on the other end was gravelly. The dispatcher took a loud slurp of something before adding, “And where ya at?”

      “I'm in Cutler... at the Cutler Inn,” he replied. “My name is Ben.”

      The dispatcher clicked his tongue and could be heard to crunch an ice cube. “Eh... let's see. Cutler's a bit of a stretch... dunno if I have anyone out that way at the moment. Might be waiting a while. Is this gonna be cash or credit?”

      “Cash,” said Ben. “H-How long can I expect to wait?”

      “Well... You know what, it looks like my guy Dennis is out that way. I'll give him a ring and send him to ya. Dennis is good, fast. Probably be there in ten minutes or so. I've got your number on the caller ID—this a good number to reach you at in case things change?”

      “Yes, this number's fine. Thank you. I'll keep an eye out for him.” Ben slumped against the outside of the inn, staring out at the road and hoping—praying—that the headlights of the cab would break through the darkness.

      When this was through, he'd leave Cutler. There was no way he'd stay in town another night. The house had already taken one of his friends from him. If it was possible, he'd recover Naomi, bring her with him, but afterward he'd go as far out of Maine as he could. He'd had enough of the sea, enough of these small, worthless towns full of paranoid locals and the horrors that inspired generations of their superstitions.

      There was a flash of light down the road. A checkered cab sped towards the motel, hanging a tight right into the parking lot and rolling up towards the entrance. It was a dirty-looking thing, flecked in mud for all of the recent rain. Cranking down the window, the driver, a thin man with dark hair and sunken, tanned cheeks that looked not unlike leather, nodded to him. “You Ben?” He glanced at the little GPS system strapped to the dash. “Where ya goin'?”

      “You're Dennis, I take it?” Ben loaded his things into the back and climbed in. “Listen, this is an emergency. I need you to take me to the house on Winthrop Road. You know where it is?” He pulled out his wallet.

      The cabbie arched a raven brow and appraised him from the rearview. “Yeah, right. Everyone knows where it is. Meter's running, kid. Where is it you're going—no games, now.”

      Ben returned his stare, unflinching. “It's no joke. I need you to take me to Winthrop House. Please.”

      Dennis toyed with the collar of his polo, chuckling dryly. From the sun visor he plucked a well-munched toothpick and slid it between his lips. “See, here's the thing. I ain't driving ya there. It's simple as that.” He cleared his throat, hit some button on the GPS touch screen. “Sorry, kid.”

      Ben took a twenty from his wallet, holding it out between the seats. “I'll pay you! I'll cover your rate and give you a great tip! Please! This is important!”

      The cabbie shook his head, nudging Ben's hand away. “Nah, really, that ain't—”

      Ben pulled out another twenty, thrusting the two bills at the driver. “Please! I'm begging you!”

      Dennis turned half-way, regarding the money with a frown. He extended a few thin, leathery fingers and accepted the cash, shaking his head. “Ordinarily, I wouldn't do this,” he said, sighing. Giving the two twenties a squeeze, he added, “Things have been slow tonight, so I guess you could say that money talks. Let's hope this cash hasn't made a fool of me.”

      Ben relaxed in his seat, putting on his seatbelt. “Thank you. Please, hurry.”

      Shifting into drive with noticeable hesitance, Dennis wheeled out onto the main road, glancing now and then at his passenger in the mirror. “Why you want to go out there?” He bit down on the toothpick with a grimace. “And why so late at night?”

      “Trust me, I don't want to go. But I have to,” is what Ben wanted to say. “It's not important,” he replied instead, looking out the window as they started down the street. He kept his eyes peeled for Naomi, for any strange passerby.

      “This is how things are gonna go,” uttered Dennis. “I'll take you close to the house—within a few hundred feet of it, maybe, but I ain't gonna pull into the driveway or nothing, OK? Not at this hour. You might have to do some walkin'. I never drive out to that house—least of all at night.”

      “And why's that?” asked Ben.

      The cabbie hooked a right. “Oh, hell. Where to start?”
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      Dennis drew a long sigh, shifting the toothpick to the right side of his mouth, then to the left, before finally letting it sit to the right. “I gather you've been in town long enough to know that us local folk don't like that house and try to steer clear of it. Well, it's been like that since the old days, fella. I don't know when it first started—the strangeness about the place, that is—and I doubt that any living man does. Haven't got no books about it, but there are stories. Lots of stories. They come in every flavor you can imagine depending on who's tellin' 'em. But you know what the common thread is?” He rolled past a stop sign, his foot never grazing the break. “That's the house where the Jackal Man lives.”

      Ben was still combing through his surroundings, looking between buildings, into fields, for Naomi. “That's what I hear. What is the Jackal Man?”

      Dennis didn't seem to hear the question and rambled on. He was deep into his story, his brow furrowed. “Someone was livin' in that house not so long ago. Of course, he and his family ran out on it pretty quick, like anyone with sense would be inclined to do. But then, I don't know anyone with a lick of sense that'd buy the damn thing in the first place. He was a writer type; heard in the news he went missing the other day. A terrible bit to watch, all of that—they had pictures of his wife, his daughters... I don't know what kind of man just leaves behind his family.” He locked his molars around the toothpick. “Not saying it has anything to do with their time in the house, but it's damn strange. He was some hot-shot writer, supposedly. Probably rich.”

      Ben glanced up at the driver. “A writer lived in the house? Are you talking about Jack Ripley?” He paused. “I think I read something about that the other day—he was reported missing. Did Jack Ripley used to live in that house with his family?”

      Dennis shrugged. “Beats me, kid. Don't remember the guy's name. I don't do much reading, personally. Not big on books. You know what I like?” He patted a folded newspaper in the passenger seat. “I check out my horoscopes on the daily. Lot of wisdom in those things, believe it or not. My folks were always big into astrology when I was growing up; my old man, I swear, he wouldn't leave for work in the morning till he'd seen his horoscope. Most important part of his day, and I'm not much different. What's your sign, kid?”

      “What do you know about the Jackal Man?” asked Ben, pressing his head against the cool window. The dark scenery shot by as they picked up speed. They were leaving businesses, putting dim neighborhoods and familiar landmarks behind them. Only a few more minutes, he thought, his pulse surging.

      Dennis licked his lips, the toothpick growing soggy. “The Jackal Man...” he exhaled theatrically. “I know a thing or two. You wouldn't know it by lookin' at me, but I'm part Indian. My old man's line was descended from the Abenaki, and when I was real little my grandpa used to tell me stories that his grandpa had told him, and that had supposedly been passed down from years before that. Real unbelievable stuff, of course; the sorts of stories you tell to scare the shit outta your kids. But, boy, did it work.”

      Ben sat up. “Sure, and what were those stories?”

      “To hear my grandfather tell it, that Jackal Man is older than the human race itself. Something about it being a fallen god... Something left over from the very first days of creation. When the Abenaki and others first showed up on this land, they ran into it, naturally. They worshipped it, made deals with it, according to pops. Winters have always been mighty rough around these parts, and so when things got tight, they'd make trades. Tribal leaders would offer him children or other blood sacrifices, and in exchange the tribe would make it through the winter. Food, wealth, shelter, you name it. Of course, you could only keep something like that going for so long; it wasn't too popular, I guess, because it caused a lot of in-fighting. Eventually they shunned that land, moved away from it and wouldn't so much as bury a body there, lest the Jackal Man come and take it.” Dennis whistled, looking down the dark, rural stretch ahead. “We're getting' close. Gives me the heebie jeebies.” He tapped the GPS touchscreen, which appeared jumbled now. There was a large black spot on the map where Winthrop Road should have been, and a blinking question mark appeared within it. “Even the satellites don't like this house,” he laughed.

      “It granted favors in exchange for sacrifices?” asked Ben. “How?”

      “Pops used to talk about little statues, made of some kinda glass. Don't know where they came from—Native Americans weren't exactly doin' a lot of glasswork at that time. The statues were the focus of the rituals and probably came from the Jackal Man himself, who wasn't often seen, except for rare sightings near the water. I knew a kid growing up who claimed to have seen the bastard standing out there in the harbor.” He cocked his head to the side. “Now, what was I saying? The statues, yeah, the simple thing was that, once the tribesmen had singled out their sacrificial lamb, all they had to do was draw a little blood. They'd smear some of the vicim's blood on the statue and then they'd all go home, right? Like nothing happened. They'd leave the statue out in the open, covered in blood, and the next morning?” He slapped the wheel for emphasis. “The sacrifice would be gone. Missing. Like they'd been plucked out of their beds by God himself, never to be seen again. They used to say that the statue was a proxy for the Jackal Man himself, let him pick up the scent of the intended sacrifice.”

      At the mention of the glass statue, Ben startled. He was about to ask for more background when the cab suddenly slowed down and Dennis cursed.

      “Whoa, now what in the hell is that?” The cabbie pointed through the windshield. “Is that a car up ahead? Someone left their wreck on the side of the road there.” He kept his eyes glued to the road, to the darkness ahead. About half a mile further, outlined in moonlight, was Winthrop House. “Look, this is as far as I'm gonna go, OK?” He tossed his shoulders as if trying to rid himself of a chill. “Just talkin' about it has me feeling fucked up. I'll keep the engine running if you want, but I ain't going any closer than this. Hope you're all right with walking.”

      Ben handed over his fare, hesitating. “I might be a little bit,” he said. “The cell reception isn't very good out here, so I won't be able to call you back when I'm ready to get picked up. See, I'm here to find my friend, and—”

      Dennis shook his head. “That's all right,” he said. “Keep it to yourself. I don't care to know about what may or may not be going on here, kid. I'll give you a few minutes, and if it looks like you ain't comin' back, I'll haul ass back thataway,” he said, hiking a thumb in the direction of town.

      “OK.” Ben stepped out of the car, leaving his things in the back seat. “I'm going to hurry, all right? Please... don't leave. I'll give you more money, whatever. Just wait for me.”

      The driver rested his folded hands atop the wheel, pulling the toothpick out of his mouth and rolling down the window to flick it out onto the crumbling road. From his breast pocket he withdrew a single Marlboro, lighting it with a match. “Try and be quick about... whatever it is you're doing in there,” he warned.

      With a nod, Ben shut the door and took off jogging towards the bleak silhouette of Winthrop House. The cab's headlights lit the way up to a distance, but once he'd wandered out of their glow the road proved ridiculously dark. A cold wind came in from the sea, cutting straight through him as he passed Sam's car. The thing creaked, and from beneath its waterlogged bulk came a shrill noise. The chirp of a cricket. Ignoring it, Ben jogged on, careful not to twist his ankle in any of potholes.

      I can't believe I'm doing this, he thought. Returning to the house, no matter the stakes, struck him as suicidal. He slowed in his approach, wondering if it was truly worth it. Would he even find Naomi inside, or was she lost for good like Sam was? For that matter, was he willing to risk his own life to try and rescue Naomi? The gravity of the situation hit him squarely in the gut as the front of the house came into view.

      There's no one you can call for help in this. If you don't do something, then Naomi is surely done for. If you go back inside there's always a chance you might find her, though. He reflected a moment on their years of friendship, on the travels they'd had, and felt his will solidified. It was stupid, reckless to reenter the house, but he owed Naomi that much. He'd gone back to try and find Sam despite the dangers. He would do the same for her.

      Ben charged up the lawn and onto the front steps, preparing to shoulder the door open.

      Then he stopped.

      The light in the living room suddenly came on.
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      He hesitated before finally entering. The living room opened up before him, the light fixture in the ceiling emitting a low buzz.

      “Naomi?” he called.

      There was no one there, but the further he stepped inside, closing the door behind him, the more certain he became that someone had just been there, perhaps in that very spot. The air was weighed down by the vestiges of another presence; things weren't still or settled. The house was possessed of a curious energy just then.

      The first thing that drew his attention was a slow, quiet squeal from the direction of the kitchen. He crossed into the dining room, looking constantly behind him, and found that the cabinet nearest the window had swung open. He put on the dining room light and froze, listening closely for any other disturbances. The soft light of the chandelier cast the empty room in a kind glow that failed to unearth any lurking horrors, but he felt something pressing down on him all the same. He didn't need his eyes to tell him that a threat loomed close; something was in the house with him, exuding a wickedness that turned his stomach.

      With slow, uneasy steps, Ben made his way into the kitchen. He looked first into the corners of the room, which sat empty, and then out the window where the now familiar shore basked in the light of the moon. Again, there was no one there, no one to be seen, and yet he felt someone close by him. The fine red hairs on his arms and neck all stood on point, raking the air for the source of his newfound dread. There was no evidence to be found, however. The feeling that accosted him—that hateful pressure that strained his very soul—was too abstract a thing for his feeble mammalian senses to grasp.

      One of his senses did pick something up just as he approached the open cabinet however. Ears pricking up, he heard something shuffling nearby. Glancing at the stove, fists balled, he saw nothing out of place. And yet the sound persisted. It's coming from... from somewhere close-by.

      Holding his breath, Ben placed a hand against the wall and felt, from within it, a sudden flurry of hard knocks. THUD. THUD. THUD. THUD. The drywall vibrated against his palm, and the sensation sent him reeling. Hitting the floor, Ben watched the walls of the kitchen quiver all around him. From the dark spaces between the walls—the house's very marrow—hushed, hissing voices sounded in a chorus of unintelligible speech.

      He rose just as the cellar door opened to his back. He heard the hinges groan, felt the wave of cool, subterrane air graze his flesh. Turning on his heels, he glanced into the dark passage only to find Sam standing at the top of the stairs.

      “S-Sam?” he blurted, taking a step forward.

      Sam was smiling widely, his beard curiously damp and his glasses sitting askew. He stood upon the top step, his body half-hidden in the abundant shadow. “Hello, Ben,” he said, though in doing so his lips did not appear to move. Then, taking a step backward, he lowered himself onto the next step. “Hello, Ben,” he said once more, his face looking like a pale mask in the darkness. Sam took another step backward, further descending until he was completely buried by the darkness. A voice—not his—sounded from somewhere near the bottom of the stairs.

      “Hello, Ben.”

      It was a deep voice, quiet and penetrating all at once. At the sound of it, Ben reached out and slammed the basement door shut, backtracking into the dining room. He'd had enough; the longer he stayed in this nightmare of a house, the more it would tamper with his mind. He needed to find Naomi and get out as soon as possible.

      Stomping into the living room, he shouted as loudly as he could. “Naomi! Where are you?”

      Behind the walls, unseen things stirred; laughing, hissing, cursing things. The ashy fingers of several hands traced the outlines of the holes he'd put in the drywall the night before, some curling as if to beckon him. As he raced towards the stairs, several thin arms shot out to grasp him, narrowly missing the back of his shirt as he lunged towards the window. “Naomi?” he shouted up the stairs. “Naomi, please! If you can hear me, come down here! I came back for you!”

      Plodding up the first few stairs, he called out once more, his voice echoing back so loudly that he startled himself. “Naomi!”

      He was at the top of the stairs, fussing over the hallway light switch. Try as he might, the lights wouldn't come on. With only a weak glow from the lower story to see by, Ben took a step into a hallway so dark that it may as well have been a cavern dug into the earth itself. He pushed open the first door to his right, trying the lights in vain. The entire upper story would have to be navigated blind.

      Feeling his way into the first bedroom, he studied all that the moonlight could show him; a bit of the floor, the very inside of the closet. It was an empty room, and yet from the doorway the shadows seemed to leap and darken within the corners. He stepped out, preparing to try the next door.

      The lights on the first story suddenly winked out.

      “Shit...” He leaned against the wall, staring into the pitch black hall ahead. He felt around in his pockets for his phone, realizing with a pang of despair that he'd left everything but his wallet behind in the cab. Staggering forward, keeping a few fingers on the wall to guide him, Ben grappled with his voice. “Naomi, please... if you're here, then...”

      The bottom of the stairs sat aglow in moonlight, and it was there that he tracked something that warranted a second look in his periphery. It didn't move, didn't make a sound, but stood out so starkly from its moonlit surroundings that he knew instinctually it didn't belong.

      Ben turned and looked to the foot of the stairs just as his nostrils were overcome by the stench of the brine. The air in the hallway dipped several degrees, chilling the sweat that clung to his skin.

      Standing at the bottom of the stairs was a tall, muscular figure. Its powder-white arms hung awkwardly, unevenly at its sides. The naked thing's face was masked by shadow, but not so much that he couldn't make out its stark inhumanity. Its head was misshapen, tapering into something like a snout, and two blood-red eyes cut through the darkness to meet his own.

      It took a step forward, the ordinarily creaky stair beneath its porcelain foot making nary a sound. Ben lost his balance, striking the wall and falling to one knee. “N-No... No...”

      The Jackal Man was coming for him.
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      Fear jumpstarted his body. Crawling on all fours, Ben scrambled down the hall, reaching out in search of a door to open. He needed some place to hide. It didn't matter that the dog-headed thing would find him, that he was soon to meet his end. He'd do everything in his power up until that point to evade capture. Like a cornered mouse he dashed down the hall and pushed open one of the many doors, barreling into a bedroom and slamming the door shut behind him. There was a lock on it, which he turned.

      There were no footsteps coming from the hall, but he knew the Jackal Man was drawing near all the same. The sea stench was coming in strong from under the door as the thing lumbered up the stairs. This monstrous creature that frolicked in the brine—the thing that the Native Americans had supposedly recognized as a “fallen god”, older than civilization—would soon be upon him. Was there anything he could do to defend himself? Could he fight it? The burning menace of its eyes told him it was futile; nothing possessed of such fearsome eyes as those could be toppled by a mere human. No, fighting was not an option. He had to hide. That was the best he could do under the circumstances. If he was lucky, he might manage an escape, but against an adversary such as this, victory would never be his.

      Threads of moonlight spilled in through the window, giving Ben the general outline of the room. He found he was in the second-to-last bedroom, the one with the missing floorboards. This is the room where you saw visions of Sam and Naomi, he realized. During previous visits to the room he'd seen apparitions of both companions standing in the closet. The realization made him freeze up, but the reek of seawater outside his door proved the greater threat.

      With nowhere else to turn, Ben pawed open the closet, slumped down into it and slid the door shut.

      The darkness was absolute. He couldn't see his hand in front of his face, and the seal of the door was such that none of the moonlight made it inside. Panting and delirious with fright, he curled up, hands clutching his knees. You shouldn't have come back, you idiot. This house has taken Sam. It's taken Naomi. You could have gotten away, could have avoided all of this, but you had to come back. From outside the closet came a faint sound.

      The trying of the bedroom doorknob.

      No... Please, God, no... This isn't happening. This... this isn't happening! He grit his teeth, shut his eyes and moved deeper into the closet, bumping into what felt like cold, clammy flesh. He recoiled, knocking into the closet door.

      There was something, or someone, in the closet with him.

      He could see nothing, and he didn't dare reach out to touch it again, but his mind was filled with visions of the bone-colored, grasping limbs of the things that dwelt within the walls and he expected to feel cold fingers digging into his flesh at any moment.

      Instead, there came a murmur.

      A familiar voice. “B-Ben?”

      He gasped, his lungs seizing up. “Naomi?” Slowly, he extended a hand, touching cold skin once again. A small hand clasped his own, and he recognized the contours of her fingers. “Naomi, what are you doing in here?”

      Her hand was wet, sticky with sweat, and her breathing sounded labored. “Ben...” she breathed, “you shouldn't have come back here. It brought me back here... but you didn't have to come. You could have left this all behind.”

      Ben leaned in, taking her by the shoulders. “No, Naomi, I had to come back for you. I had to try and help you! I was worried you were gone... I was worried that you'd...”

      He felt her long hair brush against his forearms as she shook her head. “You shouldn't have come back, but... I knew you would.”

      Outside, the sound of the bedroom door creaking open turned Ben into a perfect statue. He pressed his back to the wall, couldn't move an inch, and tried to slow his breathing. The air grew suddenly chill, and a ghostly light intruded upon the borders of the closet door. The bedroom light had come on.

      “I knew you'd come back. There was nothing I could do, Ben. The house...” Naomi's whispers were tinged in tearfulness. “The house was inside of me. This whole time. It got into me, Ben, and there was nothing you could have done to help me. But... But there was something I could do to help you.”

      Ben shook his head, trembling. “N-No, don't talk,” he whispered. “He's... he's coming.”

      The closet door slid open slowly, flooding the space with yellow light. Ben hit the back of his head against the wall as he tensed, his eyes flashing with stars for the sudden brightness.

      The door had been opened on Naomi's side, and the tall dog-headed thing stood before her.

      But there was more.

      Naomi was slumped in the opposite corner, looking up at the creature dreamily, and her hands were covered in a thick paste of blood. The floor was sticky with it, and glancing at his own hands, Ben found a small red handprint where she had touched him. The source of the blood was a large gash across the palm of her right hand.

      Taking a shaky breath, Naomi continued in a whisper. “I knew you'd come. There was nothing you could do for me, Ben, but I realized there was something I could do to help you.” She looked at him in her periphery, closing her eyes. “It wants others. It wanted us to bring other people here. The house told me how it all worked. So, I used it.”

      “W-what?” Ben nearly choked on the words, avoiding the Jackal Man's fiery gaze. “What did you do?” His fractured thoughts returned for an instant to the cab ride, to his conversation with Dennis, and suddenly he understood. “The statue?”

      Naomi nodded, opening her eyes. They were normal now, the same shade of brown they were supposed to be. “He'll take me now. And he'll leave you alone.”

      Ben made the slightest move to grab her hand. “No...” His throat contracted around a knot that was equal parts tears and horror. “What have you done? Naomi... why? Where did you...”

      “Check the cabinet,” she said, offering a forlorn smile.

      The Jackal Man outstretched a malformed hand and, without hesitation, Naomi accepted it.

      She'd made peace with her fate.

      Ben struggled to breathe as he watched the creature lead Naomi out of the closet. Hand-in-hand, the pair strode silently across the room, heading for the door.

      “Naomi!” he sobbed, crawling out of his hiding spot.

      She looked back, her pale face damp with tears, and left him with a single word. “Go.” She followed the monstrosity out of the room.

      Ben struck the floor with his fist, eyes burning, and summoned what little courage he had left to rush through the bedroom door. “Come back! Leave her alone, damn you!”

      There was no one in the hallway, however. The stench of the sea receded almost immediately and the temperature returned to normal. Ben was left standing in the hallway, shaking, looking down the stairs.

      He all but fell down the stairwell as he made a beeline for the living room. The lights were back on, and the holes in the wall were, for the moment, free of grasping hands. Sobbing now, Ben wiped the tears from his eyes and staggered into the kitchen.

      He approached the cabinet nearest the sink, the one that had fallen open of its own accord, and peered inside, his chest tightening.

      Inside the cabinet, on the center shelf, covered in a thin veneer of blood, was the glass statuette of the Jackal Man. It was the very same that the Indians had once used in their dealings with the beast, and in its rough, primitive contours he sensed something in it of profound antiquity. It was the wretched artifact by which the dog-headed creature picked up the scent of its next sacrifice. Naomi had dashed her hand open and smothered the fetish in her own blood willingly, thus sealing her fate. Ben fell forward, barely remaining upright as he met the countertop with his elbows.

      Through the window over the sink, he looked out at the moonlit shore, catching three silhouettes as they marched for the sea in single file. The first, taller than the rest, was the lumbering Jackal Man. Behind him was a shorter figure, a slouching beanie on his head. It's Sam, he realized. The last was Naomi, her thin, pale form catching the moonlight so that she looked ghostly.

      Ben wept. Staring out the window, stunned and breathless, he watched as the three walked slowly, almost calmly, into the sea. They crossed the shore, entered the water, and kept walking until the harbor completely consumed them.

      The waves were gentle, the moon reflecting brightly off of the sea. For a moment, the whole of Cutler Harbor looked still as glass.

      And for that moment, the house at 100 Winthrop Road was still.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He'd waited long enough.

      Dennis looked at the clock, shaking his head. Throwing his third cigarette out the window, he straightened out his rearview mirror and prepared to head back to town. First, he'd have to dump the kid's stuff; he glanced into the back seat, gathering up the two bags that sat there. He'd leave them on a dry spot in the road. The kid was young, healthy, and the walk back to town wasn't all that far. “Sorry, kid,” he muttered to himself. “Nothing personal, but I've had as much of this scenery as I can take.”

      Easing forward just a touch, he caught movement in his headlights and hit the brake, discovering a lone figure shambling down the street towards him. He saw it was the kid he'd been waiting for and threw the car into park, unlocking the doors so that he might get in. A minute later, the kid sidled up to the cab, eyes red.

      “You're just in time,” laughed the cabbie, dropping the bags into the back seat. “I was just about to pull up anchor.”

      Ben sat down without a word and didn't bother with his seatbelt.

      “You do, uh... whatever it was you were hoping to do in there?” Dennis rolled up his window and looked back at the kid in his mirror.

      He didn't seem to want to talk, and instead placed his head against the headrest, eyes closed.

      “Say, what's it like in that house?” asked the driver, turning around. The street was a mess, and the tires didn't care for the divots in the road. “I've never been inside. Now and then you get a schoolkid who claims to have gone in there, but I've always kinda wondered what it's like...”

      Ben did not reply. Breathing evenly, he ran his hands over his face, wiping what looked to be tears from his cheeks.

      Dennis started back down Winthrop Road, giving the car a little gas. “You OK? Where you thinking of going now, kid? Back to the motel?”

      Reaching into his back pocket, Ben took all of the cash from his wallet and thrust it into the driver's hand. “How far will this get me?” he asked, voice hollow.

      Thumbing through the wad of bills, Dennis chuckled. “Uh... well, I mean, I could take you damn far on this stack. Probably clear out of Maine. But... where do you wanna go?”

      Ben put his wallet away and leaned against the headrest once more, sighing. “I want you to take me as far from this place as you possibly can.”

      Nodding, Dennis sped up, the cab bouncing over a pothole. “Whatever you say, chief.”
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      The cab ride gave Ben the best opportunity for sleep he'd had in days. Slouching in his seat, he fell into a deep sleep. And with that sleep came a dream.

      He found himself sitting in his sleeping bag, in the living room of Winthrop House. It was daytime, and bright sunlight flooded in through the windows. Sam and Naomi were there, too, sitting across from him. Sam talked about how hungry he was while Naomi shuffled her tarot cards. They both looked well; Sam had trimmed his beard a little and Naomi's Sailor Moon hoodie looked pristine.

      “Wouldn't it be great if we could just stay in this house?” asked Sam, standing up and stretching. “What do you think, Ben?”

      Naomi smiled widely as she drew the top card of her deck. Shuffling it back in, she waggled her eyebrows at Ben. “Yeah, don't you think so? We should stay here. I've had enough of the road. How about you, Ben?”

      From outside came a burst of birdsong. The scene was pleasant, happier and more idyllic than anything that'd actually transpired during their time at that house. Ben sighed, struggling to remember something important. It was on the tip of his tongue... “I don't know, guys. I don't think that would be a good idea...”

      “Why not?” asked Sam. “This place is great!”

      “I love it here,” added Naomi.

      “You guys can stay, but... I think I'm going to go,” said Ben.

      Sam and Naomi looked genuinely hurt. “Will you come back to see us?” asked Naomi, stashing her cards away.

      Ben looked to Sam, then to Naomi. And then he looked to the towering thing near the stairs with a jackal's head, and to the apparition dressed in black with a face like a cloud of smoke that lingered in the dining room.

      The scene froze and the light fled from the windows. Sitting in the shadowed tableau, Ben suddenly picked up the stench of the sea. It came in so strong that it made him want to vomit.

      Ben snapped awake, the sunlight hitting him through the window. The cab was skipping along the highway. Dennis was looking a little rough, taking frequent pulls from a cup of gas station coffee. “Oh, you awake, kid?”

      Ben yawned, sitting upright. “Yeah.”

      Outside, to their left, was the sea. The briny wind came in through Dennis' window; it wasn't nearly as strong or unpleasant as it had been in his dream. Nonetheless, it repelled him, calling to mind the inside of that house. I never want to see the ocean again, he thought.

      Digging through his bag in search of his phone, he stumbled upon something that gave him pause. Mixed in with some of his clothing was Sam's iPhone. He wasn't sure how it'd gotten in there. The sight of it made him melancholy.

      My friends are gone, he thought. They're gone, but... I'm still on the road.

      He felt the tears coming again, his heart seized by a pang of despair, but he did his best to keep his chin up. He reflected on the good times they'd had. The time spent visiting at his cousin's place, the trip to New York, the years they'd spent in Ohio preparing for their grand adventure and the late nights they'd spent talking about it.

      He fired up Sam's phone, opening the camera app and flipping through the numerous pictures. Shots of the three of them in bars and restaurants filled the phone's memory almost to its limit. Here, a picture of Naomi making a funny face at the camera on a park bench. There, a photo of Sam with a lit, after-dinner Viceroy in his mouth, grinning from ear to ear. He blinked away tears, swiping through the pictures.

      And then he paused.

      It was the selfie the three of them had taken in front of Winthrop House on the morning after their initial stay. It was hard to look at; the presence of the dark figure in the upstairs window had made for a chilling discovery, no doubt, but there was more to it than that. This was the last picture the three of them had taken together.

      He scanned it a long while, hands shaking slightly.

      And then, he saw it.

      The dark figure in the upstairs window was still there, and was every bit as eerie as it'd been the first time round. But there was something else there, too. He held the phone close, squinting through a mist of tears. He wasn't sure how he could have missed it during his previous look at the photo.

      In the living room window, captured just over Ben's shoulder in the shot, there were two figures standing side by side. He wiped his eyes, zoomed in a little.

      It was unmistakable.

      The two hazy figures standing in the living room window looked an awful lot like Sam and Naomi.

      

      END.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank you for Reading!

        

      

    
    
      Thank you for reading! I hope you've enjoyed Winthrop House. 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
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