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The gravel road was longer than the listing had made it seem. Winding, cracked in places, swallowed up by brush and low trees that leaned too close to the car as if they were watching. Dean drove with one hand on the wheel and the other around his coffee, silent since they turned off the highway. In the backseat, Ethan stared out the window without blinking, and Lila scrolled on her phone, pretending there was still reception.

Miriam had stopped checking for bars miles ago. She just wanted to see the house with her own eyes.

And when they did—when the road finally opened into a clearing and the structure emerged—she felt a pressure she hadn’t noticed lift from her chest. It wasn’t relief. Not quite. But at least now she knew what they were dealing with.

“It’s... big,” she said, trying to sound like she meant it in a good way.

Dean nodded, not looking at her. “Old bones. But solid.”

The house stood alone at the end of the clearing, its frame tall and narrow, swallowed on both sides by untamed forest. The paint had long since peeled to a tired gray. The front porch leaned slightly to the left, like a drunk caught mid-step. Vines crawled up the sides, snaking across shuttered windows like veins under a bruised surface.

“You said there were neighbors,” Miriam said.

“There are. Down the ridge. Two miles.”

“That’s not neighbors, that’s... witnesses.”

Dean grunted. “You wanted quiet.”

She did. She had said that. But now, looking at the house, the silence didn’t feel like peace. It felt like distance. Like no one would hear if someone screamed.

Ethan didn’t get out right away. He just kept staring out the window until Dean opened the door and barked, “Let’s go.”

Lila was first out, slamming her door hard enough to rattle the frame. “Looks like a murder house,” she said under her breath.

Dean ignored her. Miriam didn’t.

“Hey. Tone.”

“I’m just saying. There’s weeds growing through the porch.”

“Then be helpful and pull them out.”

Dean started unloading the trunk while Miriam walked up the creaking porch steps, keys in hand. The door was heavy and stuck, and it took her a second of leaning into it before it finally groaned open. The air that hit her face was thick with dust and something... sweet. Rotten sweet. Like syrup left in the sun.

She stepped inside.

The floorboards shifted beneath her weight. The hallway stretched longer than it looked from outside. To her left, the living room was dim even with all the blinds open. Straight ahead, the staircase curved gently like a spine. She could hear Dean and the kids behind her, dragging suitcases across the porch.

But inside the house, it felt like she was already alone.

Miriam placed a hand on the wall. The wood was warm. Too warm.

She pulled back quickly.

“Just old,” she muttered.

Dean pushed past her with a box. “We’ll need to open some windows. Get the air moving.”

“Sure.”

She wandered room to room, letting the house swallow her. It wasn’t terrible, not really. Just forgotten. There were still picture hooks on some walls. A child’s height chart drawn in pencil on the doorframe of what would now be Ethan’s room. The kitchen was outdated but clean enough. The bathroom sink dripped slowly, rhythmically, like a ticking clock that no one set.

Upstairs, the bedrooms were larger than she expected. The master had a sloped ceiling and a long window that looked out into the trees. She stood there for a moment, watching the wind move the branches. Then she realized—they weren’t moving.

The trees stood completely still.

“Miriam!” Dean called from downstairs. “You want to look at the fuse box?”

She blinked and stepped back from the window.

“Coming.”

That night, they ate takeout on paper plates in the living room. The lights flickered twice but stayed on. The kids barely spoke. Dean drank a beer and made himself comfortable on the floor.

Miriam kept catching Ethan looking toward the stairs. Lila didn’t take off her hoodie, even though the house was warm.

After dinner, Dean declared they were “officially moved in,” raised his can like a toast, and disappeared into what would be his office.

Miriam began unpacking the essentials, but paused halfway through. The silence had changed. It wasn’t empty now. It was listening.

She went to check on the kids. Lila’s door was shut.

“Sweetheart?” she knocked lightly.

“Yeah?”

“You okay?”

A pause.

“I’m fine.”

Miriam stood there for a moment, unsure why she felt nervous. She turned to Ethan’s door—it was open. He was sitting on the bed, legs crossed, staring under it.

“You good, buddy?”

He nodded.

“Like the room?”

He didn’t answer.

She crossed to him, crouched, and tilted her head.

“What are you looking at?”

Ethan pointed. “He’s under there.”

Miriam smiled gently. “Your suitcase?”

He shook his head. “The man.”

That night the cold came early.

Miriam wasn’t sure if the thermostat was broken or if the house simply refused to hold heat, but by the time she finished brushing her teeth, the tile in the upstairs bathroom had numbed her bare feet. She wrapped her robe tighter and stepped carefully into the hallway, which felt longer than it had earlier—like the shadows had stretched it overnight.

Behind her, the faucet was still dripping. A slow, rhythmic beat.

She checked the kids’ rooms before bed.

Ethan was curled under the blanket, still wearing socks and a hoodie. His eyes were open. Not scared—just fixed.

“Too cold?” she asked.

He nodded once, small.

She stepped in, adjusting the blanket around him. “We’ll get better heating this week, okay? Maybe a little plug-in for your room.”

“It’s not the cold,” he whispered.

She paused, then sat on the edge of the bed. “What is it, then?”

He pointed, just like before.

Under the bed.

Miriam leaned down. Just dusty floorboards, old plastic screws, a Nerf dart. Nothing else. She smiled gently, tired.

“No man under there, champ. Just dust bunnies.”

“He doesn’t come out unless it’s really quiet.”

Miriam felt a chill that didn’t come from the air. “Then we’ll make some noise, huh?”

She stood, flipped on his old bedside radio. Low volume, crackling static. Better than silence.

“Try to get some rest.”

Ethan didn’t answer. He stared at the ceiling now.

In the master bedroom, Dean was already snoring. Miriam climbed in beside him, pulled the covers up, and stared at the ceiling fan. The blades turned too slow to matter. Her skin felt raw with cold, but her mouth was dry.

Somewhere below them, a floorboard creaked.

She closed her eyes.

Creak.

Not loud. Not even close. Just one slow step on a board that sounded older than the others. Like someone was shifting their weight.

Then another.

Not below. Now... in the hallway.

She opened her eyes, heart picking up pace. Dean didn’t stir.

She waited. Ten seconds. Twenty. Then the soft, unmistakable sound of a doorknob turning. The faintest clink of metal.

Miriam sat up.

No footsteps followed. No voices.

She eased out of bed and padded to the hallway, robe cinched tight, bare feet making no sound on the boards. The air was freezing. She could see her breath.

Lila’s door was shut.

Ethan’s was open.

She crept in.

He was still in bed, facing the far wall now, blanket pulled over his head.

“Ethan?” she whispered.

He didn’t move.

“Sweetie, are you okay?”

She stepped closer. He tensed, body going rigid under the covers.

“I heard footsteps,” she said. “Did you get up?”

He shook his head under the blanket.

“Did Lila?”

No answer.

She knelt beside him. “Ethan, look at me.”

He peeled the blanket back slowly, eyes wet, nose pink.

“Is he gone now?” he whispered.

Miriam felt her pulse in her throat.

“There’s no one here.”

“He was watching me again. From under.”

She swallowed. Smiled. “It was just the house settling. That creaking? These floors are older than Grandma.”

“He’s not in the floorboards,” Ethan said. “He just waits under the bed because it’s closer to me.”

Miriam tucked the blanket around him again, kissed his forehead. “Sleep. I’ll leave the door open a crack. Is that okay?”

He didn’t answer. Just rolled back to the wall.

Back in bed, Miriam laid flat, staring into the dark.

The house was silent now, but her heart wouldn’t slow down. She wanted to believe it was just first-night nerves. New place. Echoes and groans. Imagination.

But there was something wrong about that second creak. The one in the hallway. It sounded like someone pausing.

Like someone deciding.

She turned toward Dean, who hadn’t moved once.

His mouth hung open. The beer bottle on the nightstand was still half-full.

She pulled the covers up to her neck and told herself again that it was just the house. Just the cold. Just the change.

And somewhere down the hall, a floorboard creaked once more.
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​Through the Vents
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Morning brought silence thick as fog. The kind of quiet that made Miriam feel like she’d overslept, even though it was barely 7 a.m.

Downstairs, Dean was already gone—left early for his “orientation,” as he called it, though Miriam knew it was just paperwork and a half-empty staff lounge. He’d left no note, no coffee, and only one of his boots by the door. The other must have been kicked off somewhere else in the house. She didn’t look for it.

She moved through the kitchen, flicked on the kettle, opened a window. The outside air was sharp and wet. The house creaked behind her, shifting like a thing stretching its limbs.

She called up the stairs. “Kids! Let’s try to act human today!”

No answer.

Miriam climbed slowly, mug in hand. The second floor was colder, somehow, than the first. The floorboards under her bare feet were like stone. A faint draft rolled down the hallway, even though all the windows were shut.

She tried Ethan’s door first. It was half-open, room still dark.

He was awake, sitting upright in bed, watching the hallway.

“Morning,” she said.

He didn’t speak. Just nodded.

“Come down soon. Breakfast won’t make itself.”

Then she turned to Lila’s door.

Closed. She tried the knob. Locked.

She knocked once. “Sweetheart?”

A pause. Then Lila’s voice: “Yeah?”

“Open up.”

Another pause. “Why?”

Miriam blinked. “Because I’m your mother and I asked you to.”

“I
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