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CLICK CLICK

There it was again.

CLICK-CLICK-CLICK

Where was it coming from? That clicking sound.

Silence.

It smells like death in here, he thought. Like a dead animal.

He listened again. His eyes scanned the shadows in the fading light. His breathing was deliberate, very slow, so as not to make a sound.

No more clicking.

Whatever. It was getting dark, and the electricity still wasn’t on. Wouldn’t be until Monday morning if he was to believe what the woman over the phone had told him. He didn’t bring his lanterns up either, because he really hadn’t planned on staying so late, but once he got up there and started working, cleaning, thinking of all the grand possibilities, he’d simply lost track of time. He wondered now where that left him. Should he continue, or pack it up and go home for the night? He tried aimlessly looking around the room, hoping the solution would present itself, but it didn’t.

Hmm. He chewed on his lower lip a bit, thinking.

He did have a flashlight, but how much work could you actually get done while trying to hold on to a flashlight? He raised one eyebrow, effectively answering his own question. No, it was looking like his work was about done for the day. And with that, he bent over and flipped up the lid of the cooler that sat at his feet like a loyal dog, just waiting to serve. The ice had long since melted, but the insulated walls had kept the water cool, and that was good enough for him.

He thrust his hand inside, diving in and rescuing a bottle of water that floated buoyantly near the surface. He pulled it out, shook it off, and drank half of its contents down in an instant. After which, he held the bottle up, close to his mouth, letting it wait there as he exhaled loudly, satisfied. It was good. Cold.

He took another drink, this time slowly filling his mouth to capacity. That was when he noticed his right hand. After dunking it into the cooler it looked remarkably cleaner than his left—up to the wrist, anyway; past that he was still completely filthy. He closed his eyes and savored the mouthful of water a moment longer before swallowing it.

It was then that the thought of the windows returned to him for the second time that day, the windows that were old and painted shut. Those stubborn things were to blame for the lack of air from which he now found himself suffering. With the back of his cleaner hand he wiped the sweat from his upper lip and thought that if it weren’t for all those thick, dirty spiderwebs, more light might shine through. That wouldn’t cool the place down at all, but at least he’d be able to see what he was doing.

He figured he should probably knock some of those down―another half hour of light meant another half hour for him to piddle around. There was a lot of work to be done on this old house, and it would be nice if the workers could get started right away Monday morning. After all, the less they had to do, the less he had to pay them.

He really hated spiders, though. Disgusting little creatures. Still, he couldn’t wait to see the place cleaned up. So the question was, could he find a long enough broom?

CLICK CLICK-CLICK CLICK

What is that?

He spun on his heels, shuffling his feet with a clenched fist, quickly looking into every dark corner of the room. He was no longer concerned about keeping quiet, only concerned with discovering the source of that noise. His brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed, he was starting to get irritated, defensive, as if someone were playing an annoying prank on him.

But that was ridiculous, childish even. He was the only one in the house, the only person for at least three miles in any direction, as a matter of fact. He took in a deep breath and calmed back down. Rational thought returned.

It’s probably just the wind, he tried to reassure himself. Probably. It was a big house.

But it was an odd sound. He couldn’t quite place it. It didn’t sound like settling, didn’t sound like an animal.

And so there he stood, alone in the large parlor, in the dark orange light of the setting sun, listening to unseen things and getting a little more nervous than a grown man ought to, when he saw it, standing in the corner, beckoning him, reminding him.

A broom. A broom with an unfortunately long handle.

He let out a sigh long enough to cover both how foolish he felt and his dread for the chore at hand, then finished the rest of the water, screwed the cap back on, and threw the bottle into the large, black trashcan that sat in the middle of the room. As soon as it left his hand he remembered the separate container for recyclables he had put in the kitchen, but instead snatched up the broom and went to work on the webs. He swept them off of glass and out of corners, from floor to ceiling. He winced and cringed as dozens of spiders scurried away from their demolished homes. He dared not let them out of his sight, though, for fear that they might come to him for refuge. Not to mention, if he closed his eyes, he’d only imagine worse. The spiders would be bigger and hairier than they actually were, crawling up onto his shoes and under the denim of his jeans.

Great. Now he was itching. Everywhere. The tingle of phantom spiders crawling all over his skin. But he kept going, despite the fact that he was probably going to have nightmares tonight, despite the fact that he would keep his wife awake as he tossed and turned and moaned. He had a problem with talking in his sleep, especially when he was troubled by something (like the thought of being attacked by hundreds of thousands of spiders, for instance), which she was particularly fond of. But he kept going. He kept knocking the spiderwebs down all over the parlor, kept stomping on the spiders as they hurried away―They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.―and he kept doing it because this house was going to change everything. All those years of flipping real estate, he knew his luck was finally going to turn around with this one. It was going to be a thing of beauty.

CLICK CLICK-CLICK

He whirled around. That...sounded different. Was different, somehow. His jaw tightened; his nostrils flared. His grip on the broom grew even tighter as he held it up like a baseball bat, staring across the room. He didn’t move, not at all. He had stopped breathing completely now, as well, determined to hear exactly where that sound had come from.

His eyes were so dry they were starting to burn, but he refused to blink. He knew that that would be the point at which the person or thing would move out of the shadows. He knew that whoever or whatever was making that sound was most certainly waiting for that split second when his eyelids would make contact with one another. That fraction of
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