Chapter 11

They were unnaturally bright—so black that there was almost no white visible at all. The sight of them was wrong in a way that made my skin crawl. They didn’t look like a living man’s eyes.

“Daniel, what the hell are you doing at a time like this?” Mayor Carter Hale snapped. “There’s a vengeful spirit in the yard. If we don’t run now, it’ll be too late. Come on—let Walter carry you out.”

Daniel suddenly grinned.

It was a cold, ghastly smile, the kind that made the hair rise on the back of your neck. When he spoke, his voice came out harsh and ragged, as if something were lodged in his throat.

“Run? No need. The threshold to this room is made of peachwood. People can come in. Ghosts can’t.”

Everyone in the room froze.

They looked from one face to another, then began whispering under their breath.

“Peachwood? Really?”

“How come I never heard that before?”

“Peachwood does ward off evil spirits. If the threshold really is peachwood, maybe it can keep the dead out.”

The mayor frowned. “How come I didn’t know your threshold was peachwood? When we built this place, I never told anyone to use peachwood.”

Daniel’s smile twisted wider, somehow even more unsettling. Yellow teeth showed in the lamplight.

“Our father made it for me himself before he died,” he said. “Said a cripple stuck in bed all day was the kind of person that drew dirty things. This threshold’s been here seven or eight years already. Never had a problem.”

As he spoke, those black eyes swept slowly over everyone in the room. There was a flicker of something in them—something smug, almost pleased.

One of the villagers, Owen Chen, couldn’t hold back any longer. “Daniel... what’s wrong with your eyes? Why are they so black? You can barely even see the whites.”

Daniel turned his head and looked at him.

His tone was flat. “I’ve been crippled for years. I hardly ever go outside. Hardly ever see daylight. After long enough, your eyes change. If you’re scared, go hide at the Guanyin Shrine. No one’s stopping you.”

Owen paused, lips parting like he wanted to say more. In the end, he swallowed it. But the doubt on his face only deepened.

Daniel looked back to the mayor.

“Big brother, if everyone’s afraid of ghosts, then let them all stay in here. This peachwood threshold will keep the vengeful spirit out.”

The mayor hesitated.

Then, at last, he nodded and shouted toward the yard, “Everyone get into the West Room! There’s a peachwood threshold here. It’s safe!”

The people outside heard that and immediately shoved their way in, desperate to get under shelter. In moments, the already small West Room was packed wall to wall.

Only Susan Hale was still standing out in the yard.

Her face was deathly pale. Her whole body shook, and her eyes were full of naked terror.

“Why are you still out there?” the mayor shouted angrily. “Get in here!”

Susan’s voice trembled so badly it barely sounded human. She looked close to tears.

“I... I can’t move. Someone... someone’s grabbing my leg. It won’t let me go.”
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The instant the words left her mouth, a blinding flash split the sky.

Boom.

A sheet of corpse-white lightning tore across the darkness and turned the whole yard bright as day. A heartbeat later came a deafening crack of thunder so loud it made my ears ring and sent a numb chill over my scalp.

Then the night fell fully black.

So black I could barely see my own hand in front of my face.

“She’s the ghost!”

Daniel’s shout exploded from inside the room, and I caught something strange in it—something almost excited.

“Don’t believe her! She changed herself to look human. She wants us to open the door!”

Susan was nearly hysterical.

She began kicking at her own left leg, sobbing and screaming at the same time. “Let go of me! Let go! I didn’t lend you any rice! How did you get in here? Say something! Which one of us is the ghost? Don’t you dare frame me!”

Boom!

Another crash of thunder, even louder than before.

Then the rain came.

Fat drops hit the ground in a furious rattle, and within seconds it turned into a pounding downpour, a curtain of water swallowing the whole yard.

Susan’s clothes were soaked through at once.

And then, on her left leg, two bloody handprints appeared.

They were dark and ugly, almost black, like marks stamped there with clotted blood. Every finger stood out clearly, gripping her calf tight. The sight of them was hideous—like something dead had reached out from the dark and taken hold.

Everyone in the room stared.

No one said a word.

No one even seemed to breathe.

All eyes were fixed on those handprints on Susan’s leg. One look was enough to know no living person could have left them.

Those were the claws of a vengeful spirit.

Susan Hale broke completely.

“Let go of me! Let go, or I’ll hack you to pieces with an axe!”

Wild-eyed, sobbing, she looked around and spotted an axe lying nearby. She bent down in a frantic struggle, snatched it up, then shot everyone in the room a vicious, hate-filled glare.

And brought the axe down on her own left leg.

The wet, sickening chop of it seemed to split the room in half.

Blood sprayed across the floor. Susan acted as if she couldn’t feel any pain at all. She kept swinging, shrieking with every blow, “I’ll kill you! You won’t keep hold of me! I’ll kill you!”

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

She chopped her own left leg clean off.

Blood burst from the stump in a red fountain, flooding into the rainwater on the floor until everything around her feet turned crimson.

Brandon Hale went white as chalk and stumbled behind Mayor Carter Hale, his voice shaking. “Dad... Mom... Mom’s gone crazy.”
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The color drained from his face so fast it was like someone had wiped it clean.

“This is bad,” he said, his voice trembling. “This threshold isn’t peachwood. It’s locust wood.”

The whole room froze.

Everyone looked at him, stunned and uncomprehending.

Grandpa hurried on. “The old people always said peachwood wards off evil spirits—but locust wood is different. Locust wood draws in restless spirits. In all of Green Reed Hollow, nobody with any sense would ever use it to build a house. Nobody plants locust trees in their yard, either. You only find them near grave sites, where they’re planted to shade the dead.”

His words hit the room like thunder.

Every face turned deathly pale. Terror spread through the room so fast it felt alive. None of them had imagined Daniel had lied to us. That so-called peachwood threshold—the thing we’d trusted to protect us—was really locust wood.

Daniel, who had been slumped on the heated brick bed, changed expression at once. It was the look of a man caught out. He fixed Grandpa with a vicious stare and said darkly, “Walter Reed, stop spewing nonsense. That threshold is peachwood. Don’t think you can turn people against me.”

“If it’s peachwood, then anyone here can prove it,” Grandpa said flatly. “Different wood tastes different. Folks in this village know that. If you don’t believe me, break off a splinter and try it yourselves.”

Daniel’s face grew even uglier.

“Don’t touch it!” he shouted. “That threshold keeps ghosts out! Nobody touches it! Whoever does can get out of this room!”

Mayor Hale frowned. By then, even he was starting to doubt. He bent down, snapped off a small piece of wood from the threshold, and put it in his mouth.

As he chewed, his face slowly darkened.

He spat it out and stood there in silence, fear and fury warring in his eyes.

“Mayor?” Frank Pike blurted. “Well? Is it peachwood or locust?”

When the mayor didn’t answer, Frank crouched down himself, tore off a splinter, and chewed it.

He spat it out immediately.

Then he rounded on Daniel and roared, “You bastard! It’s locust wood! You used locust wood for the threshold? Were you trying to get us all killed?”

Daniel curled his lip, and a twisted grin spread across his face.

“Why should all of you get to walk around, live your lives, enjoy your families, while I spend my whole life rotting on that bed?” His voice rose, more and more frenzied with every word. “Every time you came to see me, you looked at me with pity—or worse. Every time, you had some cold little remark to make. I know what you all wanted. You wanted me dead. So if that’s how it is, then we die together. None of you are leaving here alive.”

“You’ve lost your mind!”

Mayor Hale lunged forward and slapped him hard enough to split his lip. Blood ran from the corner of Daniel’s mouth.
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The mayor went pale on the spot. He stumbled back, shaking his head. “N-no. That’s impossible. I’m not a ghost. The vengeful spirit must be controlling it. It’s playing tricks on us.”

At once the room broke into frantic whispers.

“What the hell is going on? Why would it point all over the place?”

“Could there be more than one ghost in here?”

“Or is that thing so powerful it can even control the test?”

Grandpa’s expression grew heavier and heavier. After a long silence, he said, “Maybe the taboo against lending raw rice was only part of it. Maybe this spirit didn’t come because of the rice at all. Maybe there’s another reason.”

“Another reason?” the mayor said, frowning. “If not that, then what? Daniel Hale is already dead. Are you saying there’s some other ghost?”

Then his gaze landed on me.

The look in his eyes turned vicious.

“We tested several times, and that little bastard was never standing in the circle,” he snapped. “I say it’s him. He’s the one who brought the vengeful spirit in.”

I started shaking so hard my knees nearly gave out. I darted behind Grandma and clutched the back of her clothes, crying, “I’m not a ghost! I’m really not!”

Grandma threw herself in front of me at once. “Mayor, don’t you go blaming a child! Miles is just a boy. How could he be a ghost? You’ve got this wrong.”

“I’ve got it wrong?” the mayor roared. “Then who else could it be? Those chopsticks were probably pointing wild to cover for him! If we want to live through tonight, we have to kill him now!”

As he said it, he lunged toward me, still gripping the axe.

“Stop.”

The voice came out of nowhere, low and sharp enough to cut through all the panic in the room.

Old Elias Harper, who had not spoken a word until then, stepped forward at last.

He was the oldest man in Green Reed Hollow, nearly eighty, quiet by nature and seldom heard from, but everyone in the village respected him. He moved slowly, but the weight in his face made the whole room fall silent.

“Enough shouting,” he said grimly. “And stop accusing the wrong people. The ghost is here with us, that much is true. But it isn’t any one of us—not exactly. It’s attached itself to someone. Flesh-and-blood eyes like ours can’t see it.”

His words left the room stunned.

Fear, cold and hopeless, spread across every face.

“Old Elias…” the mayor said, his voice trembling. “You mean there really is a ghost among us, and we just can’t see it?”

Old Elias nodded, grief heavy in his eyes. “Do any of you remember what day this is?”

No one answered. They just looked at one another blankly.
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