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Wesley pulled up to the Hawthorne Estate, his car laden with grocery bags filled with fresh produce, cold cuts and a few other things. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the house which loomed before him, its Victorian grandeur both inviting and slightly intimidating. He stepped out of the car, the crunch of gravel under his feet interrupted by the loud ringtone of his phone. 

"Hey Charlie," Wesley answered, juggling the collection of grocery bags he'd accumulated from his trip.

"Hey Wes, how's the new house?" 

"I had no idea how much I hated paperwork until we were finishing up closing on this house, I swear."

Charlie laughed. "You live for paperwork, man. What are you talking about?"

Wesley balanced the phone between his shoulder and ear as he closed and locked the car doors. "That's different and you know it."

"I wouldn't be able to stand all the research write ups you've done."

Wesley snorted. "True. House paperwork still sucks, though, even if it was necessary."

"So, how's the moving going?"

"Movers just finished this afternoon. You caught me coming back from the store."

The were sounds of a slight scuffle from Charlie's side of the call as Wesley opened the front door, shouldering his way inside.

"Daddy, who is it?"

"It's Wes, Teddy."

Wesley heard the kid let out a cheer.

"Uncle Wes!" It seemed like Charlie must have put the phone on speaker, since Teddy's voice rang through loud and clear.

"Hey kiddo. You excited?"

As Wesley entered the foyer, the heavy wooden door creaked shut behind him, sealing him in the cool, dim interior. He hefted his groceries over to one arm to flip on the lights as Teddy regaled him with everything he could think of. 

"...And I'm bringing Mr Lion, 'cause he needs to see your new house too," Teddy told him seriously.

"I can't wait to meet him," he replied.

The grand staircase stretched upwards, its ornate banister disappearing into the shadows of the upper floor. Wesley set the grocery bags down on the original oak flooring for a second to rest his arm and fingers, the sound reverberating through the still somewhat empty foyer. He couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, as if the house itself was observing him, waiting to see what he would do next. It was possible that the long trip here had decided to mess with him since he'd skipped that last rest-stop on the drive over. He shook off that thought, focusing instead on Teddy.

"I found your juice, and those fudge toaster pastries will be waiting for you when you get here, Ted." Wesley gave his arm a good shake to rid the pins and needles before collecting his grocery bags and heading for the kitchen.

There was another scuffle at the other end, Teddy's shouting of 'He got them, daddy!' growing fainter. Wesley sighed; hopefully the kid would grow out of leaving the room mid-call like that sometime soon. In the meantime he'd switch to speaker himself and begin unpacking his haul and properly stocking his fridge. He figured it would be a while.

"So, toaster pastries?"

Wesley swore, almost dropping the jar of pasta sauce he'd been about to set down in the fridge door. He heard Charlie attempting to stifle his laughter.

"You haven't been that colorful in ages, man."

"Yes, and I found that one brand of pizza rolls you like."

"Don't side-step the - Shit, seriously? You found those? I can't seem to find them here at all, you legend!"

"I got all the classics here waiting for you two," Wesley smiled, dropping an assortment of carrots, squash and spinach in the vegetable drawer. "We're going to have a guy's night of junk food, before I go back to eating healthy after all the take-out I've had on the move down here."

"Guy's night?" Teddy piped up from somewhere in the background.

"Yeah kiddo; all three of us. It'll be fun."

"No," Charlie said a moment later, somewhat muffled. "You don't put those in there. They go in the other case."

"Why?"

"Because it makes things easier, Teddy." He heard Charlie reply. "I promise."

Wesley snorted. "Got help, huh?"

Charlie sighed dramatically. "The joys of raising a four year old. You sure you don't want in on this?"

"Nope. That's all yours, my friend." As he placed the last of the perishables in the fridge, he heard a soft thud from upstairs. 

"Suit yourself, man-."

"Hang on," Wesley froze, listening. Silence. 

"Everything alright, Wes?" Charlie tone shifted from amusement to mild concern.

He shrugged it off. "Could have sworn I heard something, but I bet it's the old house settling."

"If you say so, man." Charlie replied. 

But as he turned to put away the grocery bags, Wesley heard it again. This time, there was no mistaking it. Something was upstairs.

"Shit."

"I hope we can keep the swearing down a bit more after Teddy and I arrive. I'm trying to keep him from picking up bad habits. Felicia would kill me if Teddy started repeating us."

Wesley sighed, switching his phone back from speaker mode as he made his way to the grand staircase. He collected a mop by the railing that he hadn't put away yet, just in case.

"I get that, Charlie; your mother-in-law is a formidable woman." He placed his foot on the first step, the wood creaking under his weight. He paused again, listening. More silence. 

"Great; probably a squirrel or a raccoon somehow made it inside."

"Aren't they supposed to make sure that's all clear before signing off?"

"Yeah, the inspector likely missed a spot in their run-over for the house."  He took a deep breath and began to climb, adjusting his grip on the mop. 

The thud sounded again, louder. 

"Whoa, okay, I heard that this time," Charlie said.

"Hopefully I don't have to call animal control," Wesley remarked as he reached the top of the stairs and turned towards the master bedroom. It was at that moment the phone call cut off. 

* * *
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Wesley's phone rang again, the sudden noise slicing through the silence like a knife. He answered quickly. "Charlie?"

"Yeah, man. Call got dropped. Everything all right?" Charlie's voice was laced with concern.

"Yeah," Wesley replied. "It's weird. I got good reception; it shouldn't have cut off like that." 

He pushed open the master bedroom door, the mop clutched tightly in his hand. The room was bathed in the fading light of the setting sun, casting long, dancing shadows across the hardwood floor. "I'm just checking the bedroom now."

"Be careful, Uncle Wes!" Teddy's voice piped up from the background.

Wesley smiled. "I will, kiddo." He stepped into the room, his eyes scanning the clutter of moving boxes and newly assembled furniture. The thudding sound had seemed to come from in here, but now, everything was still.

He moved cautiously, his senses on high alert. The room smelled of dust and old wood, a testament to the house's age and probably a warning that it needed another good vacuum and dusting. The boxes were stacked haphazardly, some open, their contents peeking out like half-told secrets. He frowned, a niggle of unease burrowing deeper. He was sure he hadn't left them like that.

"Anything?" Charlie asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Not yet," Wesley murmured, reaching out with the mop to tap a few of the boxes before jumping back, in case something furry scurried out at him, but nothing moved. No scurrying of tiny feet, no rustle of disturbed packaging. Just the stillness and the dust motes dancing in the sunlight.

He tapped a few more boxes in the same manner, the frown deepening on his face. Nothing. No sign of any critter, no hint of what could have caused the noise. Just the open boxes, their contents seemingly undisturbed.

"Wes?" Charlie's voice was a quiet prompt in his ear.

Wesley let out a sigh, leaning on the mop and running a hand through his hair. "I don't see anything, Charlie. Just some open boxes, but nothing seems to be missing. Though I don't remember opening any of these boxes just yet."

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Then, Charlie asked, "Think it could've been something falling over?"

Wesley looked around the room, his eyes lingering on the open boxes. "Maybe," he said, but there was this odd feeling he couldn't quite shake off. He'd been in this room later that morning, after the movers had finished bringing in his bed frame, dresser and bedside table. None of the boxes lined against the wainscoting had been opened then, either. 

"I think I have to call the moving company. I hope someone didn't try to open the boxes to try to help unpack, but I can't be too sure."

"They usually send a good crew," Charlie replied. "You taking photos?"

"Yup." Wesley put the phone back on speaker to switch to the camera app. "On it now." Though nothing looked out of place as he checked each opened box further; all of his knick-knacks were still wrapped in old newspaper and his framed pictures were untouched.

"I was planning to do a sweep of the house either this evening or tomorrow, in case they'd left any of their equipment behind, but I guess I have more to look out for."

Something was off. Wesley just couldn't put his finger on what it was.

* * *
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Wesley woke with the first light filtering through the tall windows of his new bedroom, casting a warm glow over the polished wooden floors. He stretched, his muscles protesting slightly from the previous day's activities, along with a slight crick in his neck. The house was quiet, save for the distant ticking of what he assumed was an old clock somewhere – though he hadn't unpacked any clocks yet.

The morning routine felt surreal in the grand old house. His electric toothbrush echoed oddly in the bathroom, making him chuckle. "Good acoustics," he mumbled through toothpaste. "Could start a bathroom choir."

After a quick breakfast, he began his methodical sweep of the house. Box after box awaited his attention, their contents a mystery despite his allegedly organized labeling system. He pulled open one marked "KITCHEN - ESSENTIAL" to find what appeared to be his old college textbooks.

"Right," he sighed, "because nothing says 'essential kitchen items' like Advanced Linguistics." He set the box aside, making a mental note to create a
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