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Preface
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Enter a collection of tales where the familiar world tilts into darkness, and the boundary between the living and the dead fades away. Each hold their own secrets, yet share a thread that runs deep and dark beneath the surface.

In these stories, daring choices and unexpected encounters lead ordinary people to confront forces beyond their understanding. Whether it’s a nighttime dare at StormySide Cemetery, a ghostly encounter at a forsaken inn, or the heavy weight of a life-changing decision, the paths of the characters are fraught with twists that spiral into the unknown.

Each tale is more than it seems, linked in ways that reveal themselves only when the time is right. As you journey from one story to the next, the connections emerge slowly, leading you deeper into a world where every shadow holds a secret and each turn reveals a new layer of darkness. But beware—the answers may lie closer to each other than you think, and not all spirits rest quietly.

Step forward and discover how the past haunts the present, and the choices we make echo in the silence beyond.
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The Dare

––––––––
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It was the week before Halloween, and the town of Laurelsville hummed with an energy that could only mean one thing—something spooky was on the horizon. Autumn had arrived in full swing. The leaves had turned to fire: bright oranges, moody reds, and golden yellows, swirling through the streets with every gust of wind like nature's own confetti. Front yards were filled with crooked scarecrows, plastic skeletons, and grinning jack-o'-lanterns flickering to life as the sun dipped below the tree line.

The chill in the air was just enough to warrant jackets, but not enough to keep the local kids inside—not when Halloween was less than a week away. Behind Laurelsville Middle School, where the bike racks met the old football bleachers, a group of sixth and seventh graders huddled together. The sky overhead had darkened into a rich indigo, the stars beginning to peek through.

Every year, around this time, a dare was issued.

And every year, Billy Platts made sure it was his.

"Listen up, fart sniffers," Billy announced, pacing like a general rallying troops before a war. His red windbreaker was zipped halfway, revealing a faded T-shirt with a snarling werewolf on it. His freckled cheeks were flushed, either from the cold or from the power trip. He had a voice that cracked every fifth word, but no one dared mention it. Not if they valued the rest of their childhood.

He stopped, turning on his heel to face his so-called crew—John Slatten, Matt Picklehorn, Gracie Stewart, Pumpkin (whose real name no one remembered), and his ever-loyal best friend, Rock.

“This year’s dare," Billy said with a wicked grin, "is the biggest yet. We’re spending the night at Old Oak Inn.”

A gust of wind blew a swirl of dead leaves across the blacktop. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once and fell silent.

For a few seconds, nobody spoke.

Gracie narrowed her eyes. “You mean that Old Oak Inn? The one off the Cold Fever Court? The one they tried to bulldoze three times and all the workers quit?”

Billy gave a cocky shrug. “The very same.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Gracie crossed her arms. “You know that place is haunted, right? People say it’s cursed.”

“Oh please,” Billy scoffed. “Those are just dumb stories made up by boomers to scare little kids off.”

Pumpkin visibly flinched. He was the youngest in the group by at least a year. His jacket sleeves were too long, his sneakers were too white, and his round glasses kept sliding down his nose. He gripped the strap of his backpack like a lifeline.

“They say people who go there... see things,” he muttered. “Like the ghosts of slaves who died on the plantation. Screaming in the night. Chains dragging through the halls. One kid said he saw a woman hanging from a tree—she started smiling at him.”

“Shut up, Pumpkin,” Billy snapped. “That’s just garbage people say because they want to feel important. Truth is, I don't think anybody has ever seen anything.”

Pumpkin’s lower lip quivered, but he said nothing more.

Rock, who usually followed Billy like a shadow, shifted uncomfortably. “I dunno, man. I’ve heard stories too. They say a preacher used to live there... and he went crazy. Started locking people in the cellar and reading from an old leather book that wasn’t even the Bible.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “You scared too, Rock?”

Rock looked away.

Matt Picklehorn snorted. “I’m just wondering what’s so daring about sneaking into a crumbling house filled with raccoons and asbestos.”

Billy’s grin faded. “Shut it, Picklehorn. As a matter of fact, I got a dare for you, we'll talk about it later.”

Matt shrugged. He always had something smart to say, but he was also the kid who once climbed the water tower on a dare. No one could deny his bravery—even if it was coated in sarcasm.

John Slatten stepped forward. He was the quiet one, always watching, always calculating. His gray hoodie was pulled up over his head, casting shadows over his sharp features. When he finally spoke, his voice was calm. “I’m in. But if we’re doing this, we need more than flashlights. That place has no power, no heat, and probably no floor in some parts. Someone’s gonna break a leg.”

“I’ll bring a first aid kit,” Gracie said with a sigh. “This is so stupid. But fine. I’m in too.”

Billy clapped his hands once. “That’s the spirit!”

All eyes turned to Pumpkin.

He was silent for a long time, chewing the inside of his cheek. The wind whistled through the metal bleachers behind him, making them groan like a ghostly warning.

“I-I don’t know,” he stammered. “I mean, what if something does happen? What if we see something we’re not supposed to?”

“You will,” Matt said dryly. “You’ll see mold. Lots of it. And probably bums and squatters.”

“Come on, Pumpkin,” Billy jeered. “Don’t you want to prove you’re not just some scared little baby?”

“I’m not a baby,” Pumpkin whispered, although he didn’t sound very convinced.

Billy leaned closer, his grin wide. “Then prove it. Or don’t bother showing your face at school Monday.”

Pumpkin hesitated, heart pounding. He hated that feeling—the burning behind the eyes, the sting of tears that hadn't fallen yet. But even more than fear, he hated being laughed at. Being the joke. He tightened his grip on his backpack.

“Okay,” he said, his voice barely above a breath. “But... I’m bringing extra underwear, in case I have an accident.”

The group cracked up, even Gracie. Pumpkin flushed, but a small, shaky smile tugged at the corner of his lips. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe if he just stuck close to Gracie or John, he’d be okay.

Billy threw an arm over Rock’s shoulder. “Alright, freaks. We'll all sneak out meet tomorrow night. Midnight. Behind the gas station. We’ll bike out there. Bring your guts.”

As the group slowly dispersed into the night, bikes squeaking and footsteps crunching through leaves, Pumpkin lingered. He stared in the direction of the county road, where Old Oak Inn waited like a shadow from the past. Its peeling paint. Its boarded-up windows. Its front porch that sagged like a frown. People said it had stood there since before the Civil War.

He had heard the stories since kindergarten.

About the cries that came from the attic at night.

About the window that always looked fogged up from the inside.

About the faces that weren’t there one moment... and were the next.

Pumpkin pulled his jacket tighter around him.

He didn’t know what they’d find at the Old Oak Inn.

But he was starting to think... he didn’t want to find out.
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The First Night
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By the time they reached Old Oak Inn, a sliver of moonlight had vanished behind the tree line, and the world had slipped into darkness. The narrow road that led there had long since turned to dirt, and the kids’ bikes were now stashed behind a cluster of overgrown bushes near the gate.

The house sat hunched at the end of the path like something waiting to pounce. Its roof sagged like the frown on a clown, and the windows—what few remained unboarded—looked like dark eyes watching them from the inside. The paint, once white, had peeled away long ago, leaving behind a mottled skin of gray and brown. Weeds choked the path to the porch, and rusted tools lay half-buried in the soil, forgotten by time.

It was worse than the stories made it out to be.

And the stories had already been bad.

Billy Platts stood at the head of the group, arms folded and chest puffed out like he owned the place. “Well,” he said, turning to the others, “looks like we found our playground for the night.”

Behind him, Rock stared past the main house toward the distant hill. There, barely visible through the haze of fog rolling in, stood Stormyside Cemetery. The tombstones jutted out of the earth at odd angles, cracked and leaning, like the jagged teeth of some underground beast. The names carved into them were older than any of the kids could imagine—dates from the 1800s, maybe earlier. Some said the cemetery went all the way back to the days of slavery, when the plantation owners buried the people they worked to death without ceremony or stone.

Rock shivered and pulled his hoodie up. “I’m not so sure about this, Billy.”

Billy didn’t even look back. “Stop being a wuss. This is going to be epic. Once we make it through the night, we’ll be legends.”

As they moved forward, the wind picked up, cold and sharp. It swept through the tall grass and whispered through the trees. The house groaned as if it heard them coming. Pumpkin trailed behind, dragging his feet, his flashlight trembling in his grip. His mind ran wild with thoughts of ghosts, witches, and unspeakable things that lived in the dark.

They climbed the porch steps one by one. The wood creaked and shifted beneath them. Gracie tested one with her boot, and it nearly gave way, a chunk breaking off and falling into the crawl space below.

“Perfect place to break an ankle,” she whispered.

The front door loomed before them, its once-elegant carvings now faded and scarred. Billy reached for the rusted handle, and with a loud creeeeeak, the door swung open.

"Welcome to Old Oak Inn,” he said, his voice mock-grand. “Home of cobwebs, cold spots, and your impending doom.”

The others rolled their eyes but followed him inside. The flashlight beams cut through the darkness like swords, revealing a grand entryway that had fallen into decay. Dust filled the air, thick enough to taste. The wallpaper peeled like sunburnt skin. Old furniture sat under tattered sheets. One chair had toppled over, and the broken leg stuck out like a snapped bone.

Gracie wrinkled her nose. “Ugh, it smells like something died in here. What the hell is that smell?”

Matt waved a hand in front of his face. “Maybe it’s ghost farts. Or, you know... Pumpkin’s backup underwear.”

Pumpkin glared at him. “I didn’t poop myself... yet.”

The wind outside moaned through the broken windows, and for a brief moment, it sounded almost like a werewolf howling.

Billy marched deeper into the house, flashlight in hand. “Alright, troops. Let’s find the creepiest room in this dump and set up base camp.”

The group hesitated. Every step forward felt like walking into a trap.

“I still say this is a bad idea,” Rock said, sticking close to Pumpkin.

“Then go home,” Billy snapped.

“Don’t tempt me,” Rock shot back.

They passed through the main hall. An old chandelier hung above them, swaying gently even though there was no breeze inside. A long hallway stretched ahead, branching off into what must’ve once been the dining room, kitchen, and several parlors.

Each room seemed darker than the last.

Billy stopped and spun on his heel. “Let’s split up,” he said, voice brimming with excitement. “Explore faster that way.”

“Are you crazy?” Gracie snapped. “This isn’t some horror movie. That’s literally the first thing dumb kids do before they die.”

Matt raised a hand. “Just to clarify, are we the dumb kids in this scenario?”

Before anyone could vote on the matter, the front door slammed behind them with a thunderous BANG that echoed through the whole house.

Everyone jumped.

John swung his flashlight toward the door. “Okay, that was not funny,” he said, voice tight. “Who did that?”

No one spoke.

“I—I didn’t touch anything,” Rock whispered.

“Neither did I,” Pumpkin said, wide-eyed.

Billy’s smirk twitched. “Relax. It’s just the wind,” he said, though his voice lacked the smugness it had earlier.

Then came the thump. From upstairs.

Followed by the unmistakable sound of something dragging across the floor.

It wasn’t subtle. It wasn’t distant. It was heavy—like something big. Or someone unwilling.

Rock stuttered, “I-It... it must be one of those dead slaves. I heard if they didn’t do their work or tried to run away, their feet or hands got cut off. That might be one of them... dragging their old stump across the floor.”

.The group froze.

Gracie instinctively grabbed Pumpkin’s arm. “Okay, now we leave,” she said.

“Let’s get out of here,” Pumpkin whimpered, already inching backward.

“No way,” Billy said, though his flashlight was shaking. “We—we came here to prove this place isn’t haunted.”

“I think it is,” John whispered.

More sounds echoed—tapping, then a soft scraping, like nails against wood. The ceiling above them creaked as if something had shifted its weight upstairs.

Matt looked up. “Just out of curiosity... has anyone checked to make sure we’re alone?”

“Nope,” John said.

“Cool. Cool cool cool cool cool,” Matt muttered.

The group crept forward. Every shadow seemed to twitch. Every doorway looked like a mouth, waiting to swallow them.

Billy led them into what had once been the sitting room. A giant fireplace yawned against the far wall, black with soot. Above it, a broken mirror reflected only fragments of light. Cobwebs clung to the ceiling fan overhead like curtains, swaying gently.

And then—Billy screamed.

The group turned just in time to see him drop his flashlight and stumble backward, eyes wide in terror.

“What? What?!” Gracie shouted, raising her light.

“I—I thought I saw—” Billy stammered, pointing at the mirror. “There was someone standing behind me! I swear!”

They all looked.

Nothing there now. Just their scattered reflections. Billy stood frozen, a dark stain slowly spreading down his jeans.

Matt blinked. “Dude.”

“I—uh—I didn’t—” Billy stammered, cheeks redder than a tomato. Gracie raised an eyebrow. “Did you just...?”

“I did not!” Billy yelled, his voice cracking like glass.

Matt grinned. “Billy peed himself.”

“I didn’t pee!” Billy protested.

“Uh-huh,” Matt said. “It’s just sweat, right? From your knees. Totally normal.”

Pumpkin—still terrified—couldn’t help but laugh. And once he started, the others followed. Even Rock cracked a grin.

Billy scowled. “Shut up! We need to keep going!”

But the damage was done. The group had seen the cracks in their fearless leader’s armor. No amount of barking could patch the leak.

As they moved deeper into the house, the laughter faded, and the silence returned. But something else had changed, too. The house was awake now. And it wasn’t laughing.
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The Ghost in the Hall
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The group pressed on, flashlights barely cutting through the thick veil of darkness that clung to every wall like the nest of a million spiders. Dust floated in the stale air, disturbed by each step they took. The old floorboards beneath their feet creaked and groaned with every movement, like the house was alive and protesting their presence.

There was something unnatural about the way their lights flickered—like the batteries were being drained by more than just time. As if something unseen was feeding off their energy, pulling just enough power to let them know they weren’t alone.

Billy led the way, but the swagger that usually clung to him like a badge of honor had crumbled. His shoulders hunched slightly, and his head kept jerking to every sound—the soft tap of a branch against a window, the hiss of wind through broken panes, the occasional pop and snap of aging wood.

He hadn’t said much since his... incident.

The damp spot on his jeans had faded, but it was still obvious. And even if it hadn’t been, the way he kept rubbing his palms on his thighs betrayed his nerves. He sniffed loudly and tried to act like he wasn’t scared. But the others could see right through it. No one said anything, though.

Pumpkin lagged behind, clutching his flashlight like it was a lifeline. He kept glancing over his shoulder, convinced something was following them—just out of reach, just out of sight.

John walked beside Gracie, who held her light low and scanned the floor ahead of them. “This place,” she whispered, “feels like it’s holding its breath.”

“You can say that again,” John muttered.

They reached the end of a long, narrow hallway. The wallpaper had long since peeled away, revealing rotted wood beneath. One of the doors to their left hung loosely on its hinges, swinging slightly even though no wind blew.

Billy paused in front of a larger door—the only one that hadn’t rotted through. It had a heavy brass knob and no window. “This must’ve been the study or something,” he said, trying to reclaim his leadership voice.

Rock wasn’t listening. He had stopped walking, frozen in place.

Gracie turned to look at him. “What’s wrong?”

But Rock didn’t answer.

Then, without warning, something unseen yanked him backward with violent force.

"ROCK!" Gracie screamed, her flashlight swinging toward him.

His feet flew out from under him, and he disappeared with a thud and a crash down a narrow staircase hidden behind the wall—an old servants’ stairwell that had been cleverly concealed behind a broken panel.

The others rushed to the top of the stairs and peered down.

“Rock!” Billy called out, his voice cracking.

Rock groaned from the darkness below. His flashlight had rolled to the side and now pointed up at the group, casting warped shadows across the walls. He was on his back, one arm tucked beneath him awkwardly. His breathing came in sharp, panicked gasps.

“I—I think I twisted something,” he hissed, trying to sit up. “But... I swear to you—something grabbed me.”

Gracie didn’t hesitate. She was already halfway down the steps. “Hang on, I’m coming.”

“Wait!” Billy called out, but she ignored him.

The others stood at the top, unsure whether to follow. Even Matt, whose usual snark never took a break, had gone quiet.

Pumpkin peeked over the edge, trying to look into the pitch-black corners. “That’s not normal,” he whispered. “People don’t just... get pulled like that.”

“Yeah,” John said, his voice low. “That wasn’t gravity.”

Billy stood frozen. His face had gone pale again, and his hands were clenched into fists. He tried to think of something brave to say, something that would erase the fear crawling up his spine.

Matt broke the silence, his voice flat. “I bet it was Pumpkin’s ghostly underwear. It’s out for revenge.”

Pumpkin glared at him. “You’re never gonna let that go, are you?”

“Never,” Matt replied with a half-smile, though his heart wasn’t in the joke.

Gracie reached the bottom of the stairs and knelt beside Rock. “Can you move?”

“Yeah. Just hurts,” he said, trying to laugh. “I think I hit every step on the way down.”

“You sure you didn’t trip?”

He shook his head violently. “No. It grabbed me. Cold hands. I felt fingers. Long ones.”

Gracie helped him to his feet, supporting most of his weight on her shoulder. As they started up the stairs, a sudden gust of wind—cold, impossibly cold—rushed through the basement, knocking over a wooden crate in the corner.

The crate hit the ground with a CRASH, splintering into pieces.

Then came the moan.

Low and guttural, like it had risen from deep underground. It seemed to echo from the very walls. It wasn’t human.

Their flashlights flickered again. Gracie and Rock froze on the stairs.

“Did... did you hear that?” Pumpkin whispered.

John nodded slowly. “That wasn’t the wind.”

Gracie looked up at them, her eyes wide. “Move. Now.”

She practically shoved Rock up the stairs. The others backed away, flashlights darting around the room as if they expected something to come charging out of the dark.

The moaning stopped. Then silence.

Too much silence. Even the wind had stopped outside. It was like the house was listening.

Billy helped Gracie pull Rock up the last step. “We need to get away from this basement,” he said, no longer pretending to be tough.

“What gave it away?” Matt deadpanned.

Billy shot him a look, but didn’t respond. He led the way back down the hall, this time toward a door they hadn’t opened yet—the kitchen. His hand trembled slightly as he reached for the knob.

“I swear, if a ghost chef jumps out at us, with a skillet I’m out,” Pumpkin mumbled.

The kitchen was worse than the rest of the house. The air inside was thick and cold. Rusted pans dangled from hooks above a long-forgotten stove. The sink was filled with black water and cobwebs. An overturned table sat in the middle of the room, its legs snapped like toothpicks.

Gracie helped Rock sit on a dusty bench.

“Look at this,” John said, shining his light at a message scrawled in what looked like charcoal on the kitchen wall:

“It watches from the cellar.”

The letters were jagged, uneven, like they’d been scratched in a frenzy.

Pumpkin’s voice was a whisper. “Do you think it means the basement?”

Billy turned away, clenching his jaw. “No. No way. It’s just old graffiti.”

Matt pointed his light toward another part of the wall—more writing, fainter this time.

“Don’t listen to the whispers. They lie.”

“Okay,” Gracie said, backing away. “I’ve had enough. We need to go.”

“Agreed,” said John.

But the house had other plans.

As they turned back toward the hallway, their lights flickered—hard—and every flashlight in the room went out.

Darkness swallowed them whole.

Pumpkin screamed.

Then the whispers came.

Soft at first, like the breeze through grass. But then they grew louder.

In the pitch black, each kid stood frozen, barely breathing. The whispers swirled around them—echoing, circling, impossible to understand but heavy with intent.

And they were everywhere.

Billy fumbled with his flashlight. “Come on, come on...” he muttered. Smacking the flashlight against his palm.

A click. A flicker. And the light blinked on.

And standing right behind Pumpkin was a figure.

Tall. Gaunt. With hollow, burning eyes.

Pumpkin turned—and let out a shriek that could’ve cracked the sky.

The flashlight fell to the ground and rolled, spinning light across the walls. When the others turned back to where he stood— Pumpkin was gone.
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Escape
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The moaning didn’t stop—it deepened. It seemed to rise from the very bones of the house, vibrating through the floorboards, the walls, the rafters above. A sound so low and mournful it rattled their chests, like the cry of a thousand lost voices trapped inside the wood.

Pumpkin was missing.

The flashlight on the floor, its beam jittered, casting long, eerie shadows that crawled and twisted across the back wall like they had lives of their own. Matt shook violently, his entire body convulsing as he clutched both hands together, knuckles ghost-white. His breath came in shallow bursts, each gasp puffing out into the cold, damp air as tiny clouds that vanished just as quickly as they formed.

“This is it!” he whimpered, his voice cracking under the weight of hysteria. “We’re all gonna die! They’re gonna get us!”

“Move, Billy!” Gracie barked, dragging Rock by the arm with more force than she knew she had. Her voice trembled but cut sharp through the chaos. “We can’t stay here!”

Matt’s eyes darted to their shadows again, frantic, hollow. His lips quivered as he tried to swallow the rising terror in his throat.

“What about Pumpkin?” he blurted, desperation ripping the words out of him like a plea. His voice echoed off the walls, swallowed up by the darkness, as if the blackness itself had already claimed Pumpkin.

Billy’s jaw tightened, his eyes blazing in the flickering light. “We’re not leaving,” he said, voice low but unyielding. “I’m not leaving—and you’re not leaving—until we find him. He’s got to be in this house somewhere.”

For a moment, no one moved. The silence pressed in, broken only by the groan of the old floorboards and the nervous thrum of their own breathing. Then, one by one, they glanced at each other—Gracie’s lips pinched, Matt still trembling, Rock pale as chalk—and an unspoken truth passed between them.

They couldn’t leave Pumpkin behind. Not here. Not like this.

A quiet, shaky agreement settled over the group, heavy as a curse. Whatever was waiting in the dark, they would face it together.

They continue to push on. Rock winced with every step. His ankle throbbed like fire, but he knew stopping wasn’t an option. Something was in that house—he didn’t need to see it to know it. He could feel it. It wasn’t just spooky stories anymore. This was real.

John reached the door first, fingers fumbling for the knob. “Come on, come on,” he whispered, twisting it hard.

Locked.

He yanked on it again, harder, putting all his weight into the pull. “It’s stuck!” he shouted, his voice cracking. “The door’s locked!”

Billy pushed him aside. “Get out of the way! Can't send a boy to do a man's job!”

He grabbed the handle with both hands and twisted until his wrists popped. He kicked at the bottom of the door. Nothing. The wood didn’t even flex.

“This isn’t happening,” Billy muttered, sweat pouring down his forehead despite the chill. He slammed his shoulder into the door. “Come on!”

The sound of heavy footsteps overhead stopped them all cold.

One. Two. Three. Thud. Thud. Thud.

Slow. Heavy. Deliberate.

Something was pacing on the second floor.

The boards above creaked and groaned with every step, as if the thing up there weighed more than it should. Like it was dragging something with it.

Everyone went still.

Not even the air dared to move.

Matt’s head slowly turned toward the staircase. His voice came out in a whisper—shrill and terrified.

“Okay. Now’s the time to panic.”

Gracie looked at him. “Now?! Now’s the time?!”

“What if it’s...” Matt swallowed. “The ghosts?”

Billy’s eyes scanned the ceiling, his thoughts spiraling. He’d never really believed the stories. Not until tonight. But now Pumpkin has vanished, Rock got pulled down the steps, and now this. A noise so human—and yet not. Something that didn’t belong to the living. 

Just then, the door creaked and clicked, the lock sliding free on its own. The door opened. They all screamed, hearts jolting into their throats.

Standing in the doorway—bathed in their shaky flashlight beams—was Pumpkin.

Gracie rushed forward before anyone else could move, throwing her arms around him so hard he nearly toppled. “You scared us, you little twerp!” she cried, her voice breaking with both anger and relief. “What happened to you?”

Pumpkin rubbed his head with shaky fingers, his eyes wide and glassy. There was a swollen knot rising on his forehead. His words stammered out broken, like he was still half-dreaming. “I... I really don’t know. I woke up in here... heard you guys banging on the door...”

Billy stepped forward, his voice tense, every muscle in his body coiled tight. “We have to find a way out of here. Forget the front—we don’t know what’s waiting. We should crawl out a window. It’s the only chance we’ve got.”

“Window sounds good ,” Gracie said, panic creeping into her voice. “There’s gotta be a window, one that's not boarded.” John said, already turning.

Rock hobbled forward, leaning hard on Gracie. “Back room,” he panted. “We saw one earlier. Small. But it opens.”

“Go!” Billy ordered, though his voice lacked the weight it usually carried. They ran—limping, stumbling, pushing past torn wallpaper and shadowy corners. Their flashlight beams shook wildly across the walls as the sound of the footsteps followed them. The floor above groaned again. Then—silence.

That silence was worse than the noise.

“Don’t look back,” Gracie whispered, more to herself than anyone else. They reached the back room—a former pantry or utility space. Mold climbed the walls like ivy. The air smelled like mildew and something else... something metallic and foul.

There it was. The window.

It was small—barely bigger than a bathroom mirror—but it was their only chance. It was framed in rotting wood, the glass so coated in grime it looked like it hadn’t seen daylight in decades.

Matt and Billy shoved a rickety table beneath it, sending a swarm of spiders scattering. Rock closed the door behind them, and locked it for good measure.

Gracie climbed up on the table first. She lifted up on the window. Nothing.

She gritted her teeth and slammed her palm against the frame.

It groaned. Then it moved.

“Keep going!” Pumpkin cried. “It’s coming!”

They heard it now. Not footsteps—but the doorknob. Something was just outside the door.

The door knob... It was turning.

Click. Click. CLICK.

Someone—or something—was trying to come through.

“Gracie, GO!” Billy yelled. With one final shove, the window popped open, the rusted frame shrieking in protest. Cold air flooded in. She didn’t wait. She climbed through and dropped to the ground outside with a soft grunt. “Next!” she called.

Matt scrambled up and through. John followed. Rock took longer—Gracie had to reach back through and pull him the rest of the way.

Pumpkin was last.

The doorknob behind him turned all the way—and the door creaked open.

Pumpkin didn’t look back. He leapt, feet scrabbling against the table, knees catching the edge of the frame as he squeezed through like toothpaste from a tube.

Just as he tumbled into the wet grass, the door behind him slammed open with a bang so loud it echoed across the field.

But no one looked back. They ran.

Through the tall grass. Over broken fence posts. Past gnarled trees that clawed at their clothes. The house behind them loomed, watching them with blank windows and a broken smile.

None of them dared speak until they reached the crooked fence that marked the edge of the property—where the farmland met the thick woods beyond.

They collapsed in a heap of gasping breaths and shaking limbs.

John dropped to his knees, clutching his side. “We... we made it.”

Billy leaned against a tree, panting, his chest heaving. The cold air stung his lungs.

Pumpkin lay flat on the ground, face in the grass. “I thought I was gonna die. I really did. I think my heart stopped for like... two minutes.”

“You were last,” Matt said between breaths. “I thought we were gonna have to ghost-hunt your ghost.”

Pumpkin flipped him off without lifting his head.

Gracie was the only one standing. She turned and stared back at the farmhouse. Its silhouette loomed in the moonlight, its edges blurred by the fog creeping up from the field.

Something was still in there. Watching. Waiting.

Billy noticed the way she was looking at it. The way her jaw tightened.

“I’m going back,” he said.

The others stared at him. Even Pumpkin raised his head off the grass. “You what now?” Gracie spun. “Are you out of your mind?”

Billy
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