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	See you in the shadows,
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Enemy of my Enemy

	 

	The neighborhood smelled of smoke and rotten meat. Frank couldn’t think of the last time he had experienced anything like it. Not on that scale. It smelled like someone had been burning corpses on their lawn.

	Hargreave Circle was a little cul-de-sac neighborhood at the forgotten end of a town that was barely a blip on the map. Thirteen houses were there, all at least a half mile from their nearest neighbors, arranged in a circle on the west side of a pond and a sprawling forest in eastern Vermont. The entire neighborhood was haunted.

	Emil Beckham lived square in the center of Hargreave in a little house bordered by fir trees and rose bushes. Everything about his home, and all the homes in the cul-de-sac, looked charming from the outside. But appearances were almost always deceiving, Frank had learned. At least when it came to the dead.

	“It’s been two years,” Beckham had told Frank when he first made contact.

	“Two years? Did you contact anyone before me?”

	“No.” Beckham laughed. He had a nasal voice, and he was prone to laughing at inappropriate times. “How could we? How could anyone? Sometimes, it went away for a month, maybe even two. We only found out later that it was at somebody else’s house. None of us wanted to tell our neighbors about it. We all thought the same thing, that everyone else would think we were crazy.”

	“How did you find out?” Frank asked.

	“It’s a small neighborhood. We’re all friendly if not exactly friends. But with everything that was happening, my wife wanted to lighten the mood. She wanted to be normal again, so we had a Christmas party.”

	He sighed then, and Frank just let him keep talking.

	“We invited our neighbors, and maybe half of them showed up. Mrs. Tavistock mentioned it just after dinner. It was an off-handed comment, and she’d had too much to drink. She talked about not wanting to go home in case ‘it’ was there. You’d think someone had pulled a gun on everyone in the room the way we all reacted. All she said was the word ‘it’. She said, ‘Maybe it was going to be there’ when she went home, and it was like everyone knew. Instantly, all of us knew. We’d all been experiencing the same thing.”

	“So, this ghost haunts the entire neighborhood?”

	“We eventually got in touch with the other neighbors. We just came right out and asked. Not everyone wants to talk about it, as you can imagine. Some of the things we’ve seen…”

	He trailed off.

	“Has that been the extent of it? Seeing things?”

	“No,” Beckham said. “It has for me and my wife, but not everyone.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was early morning when Frank arrived, and there was still a faint mist on the ground that was slowly being burned off by the cold light of the autumn sun. The houses of Hargreave Circle were quiet and sleepy. It looked like the setting for a Hallmark film, not the setting for a shared nightmare among neighbors.

	Frank smelled the char and rot the moment he opened his car door.

	There was no smoke or sign of any fire, and he didn’t expect there to be. Frank had stopped on the street, parking by the curb in front of the Beckham home. Across the way, a man watched him from the window of his dining room. Frank waved, and the man turned to disappear deeper into his home.

	Frank approached Beckham’s home and knocked on the door. He felt intrusive for arriving so early, but Beckham had recommended the time. Sooner rather than later was the hope.

	Beckham answered quickly. He was wearing a shirt and tie and looked like he was on his way to work. He was taller than Frank expected and more muscular. He invited Frank to come in and led him to a kitchen where a woman with blonde hair was drinking a cup of coffee.

	“This is my wife, Megan,” he said. “This is Mr. Benedict.”

	“Frank, please.” He shook the woman’s hand.

	The smell in the house was different from the one outside. Coffee was there, but something putrid was underneath.

	“Is the smell constant?” Frank asked.

	Beckham looked at his wife. Her face reddened.

	“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think…”

	“We forget it’s here sometimes,” her husband said.

	Frank shook his head and waved his hand.

	“Not a criticism; I understand. The whole neighborhood has it.”

	“It started about three months back,” Beckham said.

	Megan poured Frank a cup of coffee, and the three of them sat to talk.

	“Half of the neighborhood is already gone,” Emil explained. “The Tates, the Patels, the Browns, and the Dunphys, they all moved.”

	“Last one was Rob Steiner. After his wife…” Megan’s voice trailed.

	Frank sipped his coffee and raised an eyebrow, asking the question without speaking.

	“Sylvia,” Emil replied. “She disappeared.”

	“Disappeared? How?”

	“Rob said they went to bed like usual, but when he woke up in the morning, she was gone. The car was still there, too. Her keys and her wallet; nothing was missing. Just Sylvia. The police investigated, and they couldn’t find anything. You could tell they thought Rob had done something. They questioned him so many times. They went over his house with a fine-toothed comb. Nothing.”

	“No one ever saw her again?”

	“Rob did,” Megan said. “This thing… it pretended to be her. Showed up to taunt him. He said he knew it wasn’t her. It was something horrible pretending to be her. Told him he needed to leave or he’d die like her. And he listened.”

	“So, did all these other families that left experience something similar? This ghost forced them to leave?”

	Emil shrugged but Megan nodded.

	“No one ever talked to the Patels. They just left one day. Didn’t say anything. But the Browns? Darlene told me it almost got their son. He’s only six months old. I mean, you can’t blame them.”

	“You said it moves from home to home. Do you know where it is now?”

	Megan set her cup down, and Emil took a breath, exhaling loudly as he nodded.

	“It’s usually very predictable. Not always, but it mostly just runs the circle. It’s next door now, with Lacey and Preston. If it goes like usual, it’ll be here in a day or two.”

	Frank nodded, finishing his coffee.

	“Forgive me if this is a foolish question, but I am curious. Why do you stay when so many others have left?”

	“Where can we go? We’ve only been here for three years. This house is everything we have. We can’t afford to leave. We can’t just abandon this place,” Emil replied.

	“And we shouldn’t have to,” Megan added. “This is our home. We have every right to be here.”

	“You do,” Frank agreed. “I will see what I can learn. Have any of you managed to make contact with the spirit? Has it said what it wants or anything like that?”

	“It wants us to die,” Megan said coldly. “It’s made that clear.”

	“But you said it told Robert to leave,” Frank pointed out.

	“Leave or die. It doesn’t want us in our homes,” Emil clarified.

	They took Frank next door to meet Preston and Lacey Harrington. Everyone still in the neighborhood was aware that Frank was coming and of what he did. They had organized the plan together, though Emil said not everyone believed Frank could help them. They all wanted relief, though, and they were willing to do whatever it took to get rid of the thing plaguing them.

	Megan did not join them as they approached the door to the Harrington house.

	“It focuses on Megan when it sees her,” Emil explained. “She tries to avoid it.”

	“I understand,” Frank said.

	The smell was thicker outside of the house, and Emil knocked on the door, just three quick taps, and then stepped back as though putting Frank between himself and the door. Frank wasn’t sure if Emil realized he was doing it but didn’t say anything.

	No one was there when the door opened. Neither of the Harringtons were inviting Frank in; the house was.

	“Oh.” Emil saw the empty doorway. The house was dark inside, darker than it should have been at this early hour. “They know you’re coming, but it looks like maybe… I don’t know. You should wait. It’s usually better during the day. When the sun is up.”

	“If they know I’m coming, I’ll be fine. Go to work, Mr. Beckham. I’ll see you when you return,” Frank said.

	Emil was chewing his bottom lip, looking at Frank but not really seeing him. Finally, he nodded.

	“Yeah. I hope so,” he said.

	Emil and Megan left, and Frank stood at the threshold of the Harrington house, looking down a hallway toward a darkened living room with a kitchen off to the right.

	“Hello?” he called into the home. “Mr. and Mrs. Harrington, my name is Frank Benedict. The Beckhams called me to assist regarding… your neighborhood’s issue. I’m going to come in now.”

	He stepped into the house, and nothing changed. Another step, and the door slammed behind him. The sudden sound caused him to jump despite himself. After everything he had seen and experienced, he still had nerves that could be played on.

	“If the Harringtons are busy, I could talk to the spirit that’s here,” Frank suggested aloud. “I understand you want the people out of this neighborhood. Maybe we can reach a compromise. Perhaps I could take you someplace you want to be, where you don’t have to worry about anyone being in your way or disturbing you.”

	He turned to look into the kitchen. Nothing looked out of place. There were a few dishes on a drying rack, an oven mitt was still on the counter, and someone had left out a box of cereal. It was otherwise tidy and unremarkable.

	A clicking sound from the direction of the living room turned Frank’s attention away. He looked back down the hallway, with the front door at his back, and squinted against the poor light. It was hard to make out
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