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— Janine Pipe, HorrorDNA

“Full of tense moments, humor, scary imagery, and the ending caught me completely off guard.”
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The Story So Far…



Drawn together by an affinity for exploring haunted houses, Travis, Elsie, and Josh soon discover that something is hunting them. Robert Weeks, an undead killer with penetrating sea-green eyes, seeks to collect all three in an effort to sustain his immortality. Following a brush with Weeks, the trio decides to give paranormal investigations a rest.

After ten years of silence, Elsie and Travis are married and living normal, if unexciting, lives, but Josh still dwells in the past. He tracks Weeks to a house in Slattery Falls, Massachusetts, using the diary of Emily Stone, a woman who witnessed Weeks’ rise to power in the late nineteenth century. The three navigate the labyrinthian basement of the Weeks House to summon Tabitha, Weeks’ deceased wife, in order to put a stop to his reign of terror.

In a last-ditch effort to stop the summoning ritual, Weeks kills Josh, tearing his arm from his body and delivering a fatal blow to the head, but Josh’s sacrifice is not in vain. Tabitha appears in a flash of white light and ferries Robert Weeks away. The moment he disappears, the house begins to shake. It collapses into a heap of rubble only seconds after Travis and Elsie escape.

Five years after the destruction of the Weeks House, Travis and Elsie reside in Southbridge, Massachusetts, with their daughter, April. The five-year-old begins to see a man lurking outside her window—a man with green eyes. Travis and Elsie fear their family is being targeted by Weeks once more, and despite their best efforts to protect her, April goes missing. The police are no help, except for Officer Robin Metcalf, who develops an instant rapport with April before her disappearance.

Having no other leads and ignoring the police’s advice, Elsie and Travis travel to Slattery Falls, only to find out their bed-and-breakfast host is Bethany Stone, a descendant of Emily Stone. While exploring the ruins of the Weeks House, a robed figure with glowing green eyes assaults Elsie and Travis, then returns later that night to murder Bethany. Travis and Elsie call Officer Metcalf, who is less than pleased that they left town, but agrees to help, nonetheless. Emily Stone’s diary reveals an entrance to another world where Weeks lurks, gaining power and possessing humans to carry out his work.

Crossing over to the other world, they find Josh, working for Weeks in an effort to protect April, and covered in roiling black voids, the result of cheating death. Josh leads them to Weeks and April, who is promptly freed and sent back home alongside Officer Robin Metcalf. Weeks traps Elsie, revealing she has a unique ability to travel between worlds that he seeks to harness. The notion of sacrifice to free her family from the burden of Weeks hangs heavy in her mind, but ultimately Travis and Josh help her escape. With Weeks furious and hot on their trail, Josh transports them home, staying behind to deal with Weeks’ fury. Only when Travis and Elsie arrive, they discover Robin and April gone.

Time is strange for those who journey between worlds and Elsie quickly discovers eleven years have passed since Robin returned home with April.


PART ONE

Nothing We Trust is True



Elsie


CHAPTER ONE



“Elsie,” said Robin, from the other end of the line. “It’s been eleven years since April and I left you in Slattery Falls.”

The stranger’s phone clattered to the asphalt as Travis ran over to me. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders, pulling me close as Robin’s voice floated unintelligibly from the ground.

Eleven years.

Eleven fucking years.

Panic resonated in my chest, squeezing tighter than Travis’ arms ever could. My lungs clenched, refusing to give up a breath and making the world spin. Travis’ gaze darted between me and the phone, then he bent to retrieve it.

“NO!” I shrieked, freezing him in place. “No, it’s… it’s a trick. A trap.”

Eleven years.

Slowly, Travis picked up the phone. His eyes never left mine, the same way you’d keep watch on an approaching predator while you sorted a way out.

Tears streamed down my cheeks. “Please don’t,” I whimpered.

I expected anger, but it was fear that gleamed in his eyes as he brought the phone to his ear. Carefully, like it might have hidden teeth.

“Robin?” Not a trace of emotion in his tone. “What’s wrong?”

Her voice buzzed from miles away, but I couldn’t make out the words. Travis’ expression gave away nothing.

“Jesus, Robin, that can’t be right. If you’re playing a joke, it’s not—”

Silence from our end. The Samaritan sheltered behind the open door of his car, using it as a shield. He was several shades paler than when we first encountered him. Shuffling from foot to foot, the man made me think of April’s pee-pee dance.

“The date? I don’t exactly have a fucking calen—” Travis huffed and pulled the phone away from his ear, then jabbed at the screen. “Son of a bitch.” His voice went reed thin as the blood drained from his face. “Robin, I… I think you better come get us. Someone towed our car.” He stared at the ground and kicked at a small stone. Robin must have asked a question because his head jerked to attention and he studied the surroundings. “We can get to town. Yes. Pastorella’s.” A smile flickered on one side of his mouth but immediately dropped as if attached to a fishing weight. “Of course, I remember. That was only a few hours ago. For us.” His voice thickened.

“Okay. Thank you. No, wait!” He looked around, keeping tabs on me and the driver. “Is she okay?” He exhaled in relief, all the answer I needed. “Thanks, Robin. See you soon.”

He hung up and returned his focus to the ground. The Samaritan eased out from behind the car door, hands raised in surrender. The poor guy would never stop for another damsel in distress again.

“Everything alright?” he asked, his words the equivalent of tiptoeing past a sleeping bear.

I grabbed the man’s phone from Travis’ dangling hand. It slid from his grip with no resistance. I tried to force an upbeat tone into my voice, but it didn’t take. “How far to the main drag of town?”

Hesitance filled the space between his every syllable. “You’re practically there. Maybe a three-minute walk.” He didn’t offer a ride.

I stepped forward to hand him the phone and stopped with my arm extended partway. When I suddenly snatched the phone back, the stranger flinched and jumped away. The screen lit up when I pressed the power button and my stomach sank past my toes.

June 23rd, 2034.

Not a trick, not a joke.

A phantom hand that held only the loosest connection to me passed the man his phone and an icy numbness settled in. Daintily pinching the phone between two fingers to avoid contact, he stumbled toward his car, as if it took all his self-control to not run.

“Thank you for stopping,” I said. “And for the phone call.”

He nodded, attempting to move backward without taking his eyes off us. We can’t hurt you, I thought. There’s not enough of us left to make a mark.

The car’s engine blazed to life, and he made a three-point turn and raced off in the direction he’d come from. Like meeting us had drastically altered his travel plans.

“Eleven years,” I said.

“Eleven,” Travis repeated.

We held hands as we continued toward town, gravel crunching beneath our feet. It filled the night air in place of conversation. Travis’ hand exuded an impossible warmth, a glowing ember in the midst of a cool, dark night. My head buzzed with questions and his must have done the same because he had that “silence is safer” look about him. None of them quite made it to either of our tongues.

Over the crest of a hill, downtown Slattery Falls appeared. My stomach couldn’t decide whether to rebel or rejoice. Nightfall, and perhaps time, stole the 1950s innocence that daylight gave the town. The quaint main street was a nostalgic remnant of the past during our last visit, hours or years ago depending on how much you wanted to fuck your head up. A few small changes stuck out, however. A new building where a vacant lot sat not long ago, a sign for pizza that had advertised sandwiches in the distant past, yellow parking lines rather than white. Likely there were more that a citizen of Slattery Falls would pick up on.

The hour leaned closer to dawn than dusk and the window-shopping crowd had long since retired to bed or cult rituals. Posters decorated storefronts advertising events in years which, for us, had never happened. Torn and yellowed paper declared them long past, confirming Robin’s story.

The signs and posters gave the town a lived-in look, but the empty streets made it feel haunted. Every alley we passed was a dark hungry mouth. From the corner of my eye, flashes of green twinkled, then disappeared. Righteous paranoia or an overtaxed imagination? My heart raced as I struggled to keep a steady pace.

Travis’ nerves showed as well, present in the way he constantly moved his eyes while keeping his face impassive. With each step, he fiddled with his wedding ring—a drummer decorating with the cymbals as they kept time with the bass drum.

“Do you see the green lights?” I whispered.

He shook his head. I wondered if he was listening for approaching footsteps, especially those that traveled beneath hoods. Did he not see the lights or just want to maintain the night’s silence?

Another flash.

I braced myself for an attack. One of the hooded cult members, trailing us from the grotto of the other world, seeking revenge for our escape. Their monstrous green eyes promised death. I whipped my head around, but found only a lone mailbox resting on a desolate sidewalk.

Flash.

From behind the mailbox, far too small to hide a person. Travis squeezed my hand. He’d seen it, too. Shielding me with one arm, he leaned forward to peer behind the structure. He scrunched his eyebrows then reached out and seized the glowing object.

A straw doll.

For a moment, the doll remained lifeless, then a quiver of viridian light resonated through its form. A series of corresponding blinks danced up and down the main road, as if in answer. Travis dropped the little straw man like it had shocked him.

I hopped back, making no move to retrieve the doll. “That can’t be good.”

“No shit,” he murmured.

Dark and quiet flooded the street once more. Not a single flicker of green.

“Come on,” he said, taking my hand again. “We’ve got to find that stupid restaurant.”

When leaving Pastorella’s, I’d only had eyes for the diary. I thought I recalled the approximate area, but it eluded us.

“Probably went out of business,” muttered Travis. His tone was sullen, and any other day I’d have given him shit for it, but he’d earned the right to sulk.

“Nothing’s boarded up.”

Travis rubbed his thumb across the back of my hand. “This was never the kind of town that would let a storefront sit empty. Unlocked doors and the appearance of normalcy.”

“Guess we should’ve tipped better.” I forced a smile.

He matched it, but with no heart. “Hey!” He swung our clasped hands toward a building two addresses down. “Could be wrong, but I think I remember an awning like that one.”

We closed the distance and looked up at the sign. I laughed, unable to hold it in. “Another Mexican place. Jesus. How can a town that harbors so much evil be so fucking predictable?”

“Big Mike’s,” he enunciated. “That’s objectively a worse name for a Mexican restaurant than Pastorella’s.”

“How long’s it been?”

“Ten minutes, maybe fifteen minutes.” He sank to the sidewalk, too wired to fall asleep yet too exhausted to stand any longer. My wobbly legs gave me no choice but to join him.

Isolation amplified every noise in the night, no matter how small. The creak of a building settling became a green-eyed deviant emerging into the night. The hum of a soft breeze transformed into conspiratorial whispers, assassins ready to pounce. The way Travis’ eyes bounced back and forth—prey exposed in an open field—told me he bought into the paranoia every bit as much as me.

Time passed and my heartbeat slowed, approaching but never quite reaching a normal rhythm.

“How do we even know the Hoods are still active?” Travis asked.

“I guess we don’t. Not for sure. But they’ve been around for well over a hundred years. Somehow I doubt the last decade did them in.”

“Good point.” He sighed. “Same old shit, right? Eleven years. Can’t be an accident. He must’ve… I don’t know. Altered our trajectory, maybe. One more instance of herding us sheep exactly where he wants us.”

“He. Weeks.”

I felt Travis shudder beside me and he stopped asking questions.

Silently, I prayed for Robin to throw caution to the wind in terms of speed limits.

Except April was in that car. Drive safely, Robin.

“Even in the middle of the night, wouldn’t you expect to see someone?” I whispered, keeping my eyes peeled. “A police car? The town drunk? Teenagers?”

He shook his head. “Doesn’t surprise me. That appearance of normalcy I mentioned? Only skin deep.”

Light flashed and Travis squeezed my hand hard enough to send a jolt of pain up my arm. I pressed against the rough-hewn stone of the restaurant’s exterior. It scratched at my back, pushing against my advances.

For a moment, I saw green.

The sudden light source split into dual headlights as it approached. The front of a car, a small dark-colored SUV.

“What kind of car did Robin drive?” Travis whispered.

“A different one when we last saw her, most likely.”

The car squeaked to a halt in front of us, the headlights framing Travis and me as feral animals trapped in their beams. The driver’s door opened and suddenly the night seemed colder. This wasn’t Robin. Couldn’t be. No way rescue would come that easy. Not there.

A silhouette rose from the open driver’s side. Deep in my heart, I knew Robin to be its likeliest owner, but the town of Slattery Falls wouldn’t let me believe we’d be allowed to leave with this little fanfare. With exhaustion at a premium, I closed my eyes.

“Elsie? Travis?”

My eyes shot open.


CHAPTER TWO



“It’s been so long.”

The voice wavered. The same voice from the phone. Robin, but with a hint of gravel added to her usual timbre. Not gravel. Time. My heart filled to bursting and I sprung to my feet, either dragging Travis behind me or leaving him in the dust. I honestly don’t remember which.

Robin walked around the front of the car, the headlights bringing her into focus. Streaks of gray lined her chestnut-brown hair and she wore glasses, but besides those minor alterations, the years had stolen nothing from her. I wrapped my arms around her and squeezed.

I couldn’t see through the tinted windows, but the vehicle appeared empty. I pulled back and studied Robin’s face. “Where is she? April?”

Robin’s voice was calm and level, the way one might talk to a toddler on the verge of a tantrum. “I left her at home. Our home,” she amended. “Penny’s and mine. I was afraid this might all be too much.”

“Penny?” I narrowed my eyes and bit back something nasty, but not before Robin saw it on my face and cut me off.

“You’ve been through the wringer, Elsie. No one is going to argue that. But think of how hard April’s had it. Her parents disappeared. We waited at the edge of the woods. Waited for hours in hopes you and Travis would wander out. We hoped for both of you, of course, but after a while, even one of you would have gone a long way toward comforting a scared little girl. Neither of us said it out loud, but every minute that passed stole a little bit of that hope. The sun came up and you stayed lost.”

She paused for a beat.

“Elsie, do you have any idea how hard it was to drag that little girl away after six, seven hours?”

I shook my head, my throat too raw to let words pass.

“Can we get in the car?” Travis asked. I jumped, breaking my staredown with Robin. “I… I don’t want to be here anymore.”

I will always find you. Weeks’ final words to me sprung to mind.

A shiver scuttled across my shoulders and I nodded at Travis’ suggestion. How could I not? His voice sounded like a small child asking to go home. All any of us wanted. April was home.

“I think that’s smart,” said Robin, climbing back into the driver’s seat. Travis started toward the back door, but I stopped him with a look. Robin was right in a lot of ways—okay, pretty much all of the ways—but I needed a little distance, so I climbed into the back seat. I yanked the door closed and shut out the night.

Robin shifted the car into drive and eased down the empty street. “April locked herself in her room after the call. I didn’t tell her where I was going. Just left her with Penny.”

“Who’s Penny?” Travis interrupted.

“My wife.”

“Oh,” said Travis, then his eyes widened. “Oh! Robin, I had no idea.”

The corner of Robin’s mouth pulled up in the barest hint of a smile, like a cat playing with its food. “Why should you?

Even in the dim light of the car’s interior, Travis reddened noticeably. I smirked, glad I hadn’t asked the same question running through my mind.

“Groovy,” he recovered. “Love is love.”

“Groovy?” Robin asked. She furrowed her brow but failed to keep the amusement out of her eyes.

“Groovy,” I echoed, then cleared my throat.

Robin continued as though the sound were a question. “I didn’t know what to say to April through the door. As far as I know, she still thinks it was some cruel prank from a viewer.”

“Viewer?” Travis asked.

Robin sighed. “Long story. Besides, I was trying to figure out how to wrap my own head around it. I guess you could say she’s going to be surprised.”

“That’s putting it mildly.” Travis’ cheeks returned to a more pallid hue. “So,” he continued, “tell us more about Penny.”

Robin chuckled and started to answer, but I lost her words. They took on a low-pitched drone as though being played backward on a record with its RPM set too low. Sweat broke out across my brow as I considered the possibilities. Stress, exhaustion. Sure, but those things didn’t account for the change in the atmosphere. The air thickened, trailing invisible fingers across my throat and threatening to squeeze. My heart raced and my breath quickened as I struggled to understand Robin’s words. They crawled through the air like it was made of hot tar, catching and keeping them away from me. A feeling of electricity raced up my arms and settled on the back of my neck.

Was I having a stroke?

“Perhaps too much weight on your shoulders,” boomed an all-too-familiar voice. One I’d left behind less than an hour ago. One that should not have been able to follow me here.

“You!” I hissed under my breath. Travis turned to regard me, a look of concern etched across his face, but then returned his attention to the front seat. His conversation with Robin flowed through molasses.

“There is no need to speak aloud. You would not want the only people who truly understand your plight to doubt your sanity, Elsie.” From the corner of my eye, an emerald-green silhouette sizzled into existence as though Robert Weeks sat beside me. He more closely resembled a chalk outline than an actual human being. Time slowed. Travis’ slurred voice reached the back seat but no longer lined up with the movement of his mouth. Beyond the windshield, streetlights became lagging jets of luminescence.

My god, I thought. What have you done?

“This is merely a projection. I remain where you left me, but rest assured, Elsie, I’m close. It won’t be long, and I will come for you again.”

But you slowed down time. You’re in my head!

A grating chuckle rolled from the dimly lit air at my side. “You haven’t yet seen what I’m capable of.”

A sharp pain stabbed at my stomach as the vehicle crawled on. “J—” I stopped myself and tried to strike a calm pose before Travis could turn around. He made no move to break from his muddy conversation with Robin.

Josh. Tabitha.

“Gone,” he said in a toneless voice. “Your little stunt in our home finished Tabitha off for good. No way she could withstand being used as a physical portal. I dragged Josh back moments later to find her collapsing in on herself. There is no world after that one.”

He didn’t sound angry. I could have accepted it if he had sounded angry.

I swallowed and gritted my teeth. And Josh?

The glowing green outline appeared more like an amoeba than anything of substance. Despite witnessing this man turn to dust and fade into shadow, he never felt more insubstantial than he did at that moment. I couldn’t make out facial features, but he smiled before he spoke. I fucking know he did.

“I threw him into the void at the center of Tabitha, right before it withered and died. Even as he begged for forgiveness. And his death will stick this time. As I said, there is no world after the one in which
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