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The House at Briar Hollow
The first thing Marian noticed about the house was how quiet the woods were.

Not peaceful quiet.

Not the soft hush of wind through leaves.

Not the distant chatter of birds settling in for the evening.

This silence felt deliberate.

As though the forest had stopped talking when they arrived.

The moving truck disappeared down the gravel road, its engine fading between the trees until the sound finally died altogether.

The silence rushed back immediately.

Not gradually.

Immediately.

Marian stood beside the rusted mailbox and listened.

Nothing.

No traffic.

No barking dogs.

No lawnmowers.

No voices.

Not even insects.

The woods stretched in every direction beneath darkening storm clouds, and for one uneasy moment she had the strange feeling that thousands of things were listening right back.

The house waited at the end of the overgrown path.

Weathered cedar siding.

A sagging roof.

Tall black windows reflecting the sky.

The realtor had called it rustic.

Marian had nearly laughed out loud.

Rustic.

Charming.

Full of character.

Real estate code for expensive problems and possible structural failure.

Beside her, Lily stared at the house without speaking.

The ten-year-old hadn't said a word since they'd left the highway.

Now she squinted toward the second floor.

"You said it was bigger."

"It is bigger."

"Than what?"

"The apartment."

Lily considered that.

"That's depressing."

Despite herself, Marian smiled.

The smile faded quickly.

The place looked older than the listing photos.

Older and somehow... abandoned wasn't the right word.

The house didn't look abandoned.

It looked left behind.

Like someone had intended to return.

And never did.

A gust of cold wind slipped through the trees.

The porch swing moved.

Just once.

A slow creak.

Back.

Then stillness.

Marian stared at it.

The wind had already died.

The swing continued moving for another few seconds before finally settling.

She told herself not to be ridiculous.

It was an old house.

Old things moved.

That was all.

Yet when she looked toward the second-floor window, she found herself wondering whether someone had been standing there a moment ago.

Watching them arrive.
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The Second Floor
The first night in the house did not feel like a first night.

It felt like waking up halfway through someone else’s nightmare.

The kind where everyone already knew the rules except you.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

Not hard.

Not yet.

Just enough to remind Marian that the storm had not passed. It lingered beyond the trees, circling the hills, waiting for the sky to go fully dark.

The living room looked worse at night.

Boxes stood in uneven stacks across the floor. Black marker labels stared back at her from every direction.

KITCHEN.

BOOKS.

BATHROOM.

LILY’S ROOM.

The tape on several boxes had already begun peeling loose from the damp air. The curled ends lifted slowly in the draft like pale fingers.

Marian stood beneath the buzzing overhead light, holding a mug of coffee she had reheated three times.

It had gone cold again.

She drank it anyway.

Across the room, Lily slept beneath a blanket on the couch.

Or at least Marian hoped she was sleeping.

The girl had fought it for nearly an hour.

Asked to keep every light on.

Asked if they could stay together downstairs.

Asked if they could leave.

Marian had agreed to everything except that.

Because leaving would mean admitting something was wrong.

And if something was wrong, truly wrong, she did not know what came next.

Outside, wind moved through the woods.

It did not sound like wind.

It sounded like distant voices gathering just beyond the glass.

Not words.

Not yet.

Only the shape of them.

Marian looked toward the front door.

Henry’s warning returned before she could stop it.

If she hears someone calling from outside after dark, don’t answer.

Ridiculous.

That was the word she kept choosing.

Ridiculous.

The man was old. The town was isolated. The house was creepy. Every place like this had stories.

Ghost stories.

Witch stories.

Disappearances.

Strange lights in the woods.

People had always preferred monsters to uncertainty.

A lonely old man.

A lonely old house.

An exhausted mother and child seeing meaning in shadows.

That was all this was.

A floorboard creaked overhead.

Marian froze with the mug halfway to her mouth.

The sound had come from directly above the living room.

She waited.

Rain tapped against the glass.

The refrigerator hummed somewhere in the kitchen.

Lily shifted under her blanket but did not wake.

Then another creak came.

Slow.

Measured.

Followed by a third.

Marian lowered the mug.

Old house.

Old beams.

Storm pressure.

Temperature changes.

She had read enough inspection reports in her life to explain almost any sound an old structure could make.

Settling.

Expansion.

Contraction.

Nothing supernatural.

Nothing strange.

Nothing—

A soft dragging sound moved across the ceiling.

Long.

Heavy.

Wood against wood.

Marian stopped breathing.

The dragging continued for three seconds.

Four.

Five.

Then stopped.

Silence returned.

Not empty silence.

Listening silence.

Her eyes moved toward the staircase.

The curved banister rose from the entryway and vanished into the upstairs dark.

The second floor waited there.

Unseen.

Marian hated that thought the moment it entered her head.

The house was getting into her imagination.

That was the real danger.

Stress. Divorce. Bills. Moving. Too little sleep. Too much fear she had no place to put.

She looked back at Lily.

The girl’s face was turned toward the wall, mouth slightly open, one hand tucked beneath her cheek.

Peaceful.

Small.

Too small.

Another scrape sounded above them.

This one closer.

Marian set her mug down on a box marked BOOKS.

The fire poker leaned beside the old stone fireplace.

She picked it up.

The weight of it felt ridiculous in her hand.

“What am I doing?”

Her voice sounded thin in the room.

The house did not answer.

Not exactly.

But somewhere upstairs, a door clicked softly shut.

Marian looked at the ceiling.

There was no mistaking that sound.

Not wood settling.

Not pipes.

A door.

Closing.

She stood still for a long moment, waiting for another sound.

None came.

That was somehow worse.

She walked toward the stairs.

The first step groaned beneath her weight.

The sound moved through the house, deep and wooden and old, as if the place had been asleep and had just opened one eye.

Marian tightened her grip on the poker and climbed.

The air changed halfway up.

It became colder.

Not drafty.

Not damp.

Simply colder.

The way churches felt colder than the world outside.

The way abandoned places held on to seasons that had already passed.

At the landing, she stopped.

The upstairs hallway stretched before her.

Narrow.

Dark.

Six doors.

Three on each side.

She remembered that from the inspection.

Remembered standing there while the inspector pointed out warped trim and old knob-and-tube wiring that had supposedly been updated in the nineties.

Six doors.

Three and three.

Lightning flashed beyond the far window.

For a single white instant, the hallway became visible.

Every doorway looked occupied.

Every shadow looked human.

Then darkness returned.

Marian gripped the poker with both hands.

“Hello?”

Her voice went nowhere.

The darkness swallowed it whole.

She found the light switch and flipped it.

Nothing happened.

“Wonderful.”

The word came out barely above a whisper.

Lightning flashed again.

This time she counted the doors.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Six.

Seven.

Marian went still.

The lightning vanished.

Darkness returned.

Her heart began beating harder.

No.

She had miscounted.

Of course she had.

It was dark. She was tired. The flash had been brief.

Six doors.

There were six doors.

She forced herself forward.

The first room was Lily’s.

A mattress on the floor.

A suitcase.

A stuffed rabbit half-buried in a trash bag full of blankets.

Empty.

The second room held moving boxes.

Empty.

The third had been an office once.

Built-in shelves.

Dust.

A dead fly on the windowsill.

Empty.

The fourth room was a bathroom.

Cracked tile.

Rust-stained sink.

Mirror clouded at the edges.

Empty.

The fifth room held nothing but an old wardrobe the sellers had left behind.

Marian opened it.

Empty.

Her own reflection stared back from the dark glass of the wardrobe door, pale and wide-eyed.

She shut it quickly.

The hallway should have been almost over.

It wasn’t.

The window at the far end seemed farther away now.

Not by much.

A few feet.

Maybe more.

She looked behind her.

The staircase remained where it should have been.

Still visible.

Still real.

But the hallway between felt stretched.

Longer than a house this size could contain.

Marian swallowed hard.

“No.”

The word was for herself.

For the house.

For whatever part of her had begun to believe.

She kept walking.

By the time she reached the last door, she could smell something.

Earth.

Not mildew.

Not old wood.

Fresh soil.

Wet and dark.

The smell of a garden after rain.

The smell of a grave before the dirt settles.

The door itself was narrower than the others.

Older.

The paint had yellowed with age, though the rest of the hallway trim had been painted white.

The brass knob was almost black.

Only the very center had been polished bright by years of touch.

As though one hand had turned it over and over.

For a very long time.

Marian lifted the poker.

Then reached for the knob.

It felt wet.

She pulled her hand back.

The tips of her fingers glistened black.

Mud.

Fresh mud.

Her stomach turned.

The smell of earth thickened until she could taste it.

She wiped her fingers on her jeans, then grabbed the knob again and turned.

Locked.

Relief swept through her so quickly she almost laughed.

Locked.

Good.

Locked meant empty.

Locked meant no one had gone in.

Locked meant this was still a house and not—

Something shifted behind the door.

Marian stopped breathing.

Not a footstep.

Not movement crossing a room.

Movement already standing there.

Close.

Pressed near the other side of the wood.

Listening.

Waiting for her hand to return to the knob.

The hallway seemed to narrow around her.

Marian took one step back.

The floorboard behind her creaked.

She spun.

Lily stood at the far end of the hallway.

Barefoot.

Blanket dragging from one hand.

Her eyes were open.

But she was not awake.

The sight frightened Marian more than the locked room.

“Lily.”

The girl did not answer.

She faced the narrow door.

Completely still.

One hand rested against the wall beside her.

Her fingers moved slowly.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Marian stared.

Lily was dragging her nails through the old wallpaper.

Not hard enough to bleed.

Hard enough to leave marks.

“Lily.”

No response.

Marian started toward her.

The girl’s lips moved.

At first no sound came out.

Then Lily spoke in a voice that did not sound fully like her own.

“She thought we left.”

Marian stopped.

The hallway went colder.

“What?”

Lily’s fingers kept scratching the wall.

Slow.

Steady.

“She thought nobody would come back.”

Lightning flashed.

The hallway burst white.

Marian saw what Lily had scratched into the wallpaper.

Not random lines.

Letters.

MOM.

MOM.

MOM.

MOM.

Over and over.

Some small.

Some large.

Some jagged.

Some written backward.

Dozens of them.

Maybe hundreds.

And none of them looked like Lily’s handwriting.

The lightning died.

Darkness swallowed the wall.

Marian rushed to her daughter and grabbed her shoulders.

“Lily. Wake up.”

The girl’s skin was freezing.

“Sweetheart.”

Lily blinked once.

Then again.

Her face shifted slowly from blankness to confusion.

“Mom?”

Relief nearly broke Marian open.

“There you are.”

Lily looked around.

The hallway.

The door.

The blanket in her hand.

“What happened?”

“You were sleepwalking.”

Lily frowned.

“I don’t sleepwalk.”

“No.”

Marian tried to keep her voice steady.

“You don’t.”

Lily looked down.

Marian followed her gaze.

Mud covered the girl’s feet.

Dark.

Wet.

Fresh.

The kind that should not have existed upstairs.

For several seconds Marian’s mind refused to understand what she was seeing.

Then she noticed the footprints.

Small.

Bare.

Child-sized.

They led down the hallway toward the locked room.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Marian followed them with her eyes.

Then stopped.

Because another set of footprints marked the floorboards beside Lily’s.

Larger.

Bare.

Faint enough to miss at first.

Not leading toward the room.

Leading from it.

Marian could not move.

Lily saw them too.

Her face drained of color.

“I wasn’t outside.”

“I know.”

“I wasn’t.”

“I know.”

But Marian did not know.

Not anymore.

Behind the
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