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  Chapter 1

Abigail


February 16, 1986
The Whispering House loomed over Abigail in damning silence. Twenty years separated her from her life-altering final night in the house. Now, standing so close to the home felt like a full circle moment. 
You’ve taken so much from us, she thought, opening her eyes to look up at the neglected white facade. Paint peeled at the hard edges of windows and eaves. A layer of wind-blown pollen and dirt coated every surface within sight.
I can’t forgive you for the damage you’ve done to us. But I have to find answers to my questions.
Is my mother free of your damnation?
Is my dear cousin Adeline still suffering a horrible death every night?
Is Aunt Lydia blindly searching the rooms for Adeline? Is she still tormented by loss?
Or did you finally return them to their graves in the family cemetery?
This place had ruined them. Aunt Jenny, Uncle Hank, Constance, and Uncle Wade–they’d all suffered terribly, and all because of this house. 
Why did you spare me?
Abigail had fared well, all things considered. She’d had a mostly normal life. She gained friendships and lost loved ones. After finishing high school, she worked a few retail jobs and eventually built a successful bookstore in town. Most importantly, she’d reciprocated the care and love that she’d once depended upon for survival. She provided strength to Aunt Jenny when Uncle Hank passed from a heart attack in his sleep in 1983. She cared for Aunt Jenny until a stroke took her as well two years later. Now, it was just Abigail and Constance in the small ranch style home in the woods near the York River.
But this house–it stayed with them. The trauma of their last night in the home had been so severe for their family that Aunt Jenny refused to let Abigail and Constance return to the property except for trips to the cemetery on their deceased mother’s birthday and Christmas each year. Even in their adult years, the girls respected Aunt Jenny’s wishes and avoided the slowly dying structure during their visits, sticking solely to the cemetery path. Constance shared Aunt Jenny’s steadfast condemnation of the home. After Aunt Jenny passed, Constance begged Abigail to continue avoiding the place. And Abigail had honored her request.
Until today. 
Now, only her will to walk up those softening wooden steps and through that door stood between Abigail and the answers she sought. Committing to the danger may bring her to the souls potentially waiting beyond the home’s threshold.
Placing one hand on the side of the house for balance, she raised her right foot over the bottom step. Abigail closed her eyes and gently lowered her leg, settling into the moment. She listened intently with her ears, then her mind. She drew deep breaths and waited for images of her mother to flood her thoughts, but none came.
Are you there?
Nothing.
Abigail opened her eyes and scanned the porch windows. The sheer curtains hung perfectly still in the shade. The two rocking chairs that once sat between those windows were long gone, removed years ago after Uncle Hank moved them out of the house.
That’s a good sign, she thought and relaxed her tense shoulders. She climbed the steps and approached the solid wood front door. She drew an old brass key from her right pocket and pressed it into the lock. The lock’s tumblers protested, but eventually took the key in fits of resistance. Her fingers curled around the cool metal doorknob, and again, she closed her eyes and listened.
Please be here.
Abigail tottered on a narrow ledge between wanting silence and craving contact. Her mother appeared to her here once before. Perhaps she’d find her on the other side of the heavy door, beautiful in her waiting.
That’s ridiculous. You were a child, and your imagination amplified your experience.
Over the years, she’d grown leary of her memories from that period. With each passing day, the reality of this house grew more scrambled and untrustworthy as time eroded the accuracy of her recollection. 
There’s no denying what happened. The evidence of the haunting coats every element of your life. For God’s sake, look at what it did to your sister. You don’t get more real than that.
Even so, her mind harbored doubts. Now faced with full ownership of the house and a decision to sell or keep the property, she needed confirmation. She wanted to know the truth before she sold their inheritance, their legacy, to some stranger.
Remember what Aunt Jenny said. This house is tainted. You can never live here again.
But if it wasn’t safe for her and Constance, how could it be safe for anyone? How could she sell it in good conscience?
And if it was safe for someone else, why couldn’t it be safe for them?
Abigail drew a shaky breath, took one brief glance over her shoulder to the empty yard behind her, and entered the Whispering House.






  
  Chapter 2

Constance


Constance sat at her large desk in the back office of The Poisoned Page bookstore. A casual observer would hardly agree the space was tidy, but it was just how Constance needed it. She craved order and couldn’t stand when things weren’t where they should be. The space had enough clutter as it was. Books towered in precarious columns amid strategically placed stacks of paper on nearly every flat surface. A small gray Radio Shack AM/FM radio tuned to WNOR 98.7 played “You Got Lucky” from Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. She got decent reception on most days as long as no one moved her antenna. 
Everything in its right place.
A document sat open on her new Commodore Amiga 1000  desktop computer. It was the most expensive thing she owned other than her car. Abigail had given her the new machine for Christmas under the guise of a mutual business investment. Constance could use it to boost her writing career and manage the store’s paperwork. She had initially been hesitant to migrate from her Smith-Corona electric typewriter, but she’d quickly grown to appreciate the benefit of a computer for corrections and saving money on paper. Her latest manuscript, yet to be named but most definitely ready to be, stared at her from the 13-inch monitor sitting atop the rectangular machine. To the right, her gray 3.5 inch floppy disk sat in its doc, carrying weeks of progress from her WordPerfect 2.0 word processor.
I’ll die if anything happens to that little disk, she thought.
New Blood on Old Soil, the third book in her series, filled the floppy disk with her last four months of work. She sat back in her worn leather desk chair and exhaled in relief as the dot matrix printer beside her whirred and buzzed its rhythmic mechanical tune. The pages of her latest chapter fed out of the machine in one long, connected ream of paper. She didn’t need to print every chapter after she wrote, but she didn’t completely trust the new technology yet. Sticking to the process she knew gave her a certain peace of mind.
Despite losing any semblance of normalcy twenty years ago in the fateful encounter in the home, Constance had realized one dream–she’d become a published author. She was a far cry from being a “successful author”, whatever that was, but she’d published and gained some local notoriety in the region. Unfortunately, her love of writing also tethered her to the worst day of her life. She’d tried publishing several fantasy and science fiction stories at first, but she couldn’t gain traction with readers or publishers. After years of failing to grab the attention of the industry, she took the advice of a few fellow authors in the Williamsburg Writers Club and wrote a paranormal horror story based on her experiences after her mother’s tragic death in 1966.
Ironically, it worked. She finally found a modicum of success by writing about the worst experience in her life. The situation emotionally and physically crippled her. She’d always viewed writing as an escape from her harsh realities, a way to explore a broader landscape than the limitations of her small southern Virginia county. Writing also soothed her anxious, reactive tendencies. For many, writing about such a traumatic event would have proved cathartic. But not for Constance. She’d lost much of that therapeutic relief by continuously exploring the incident and circumstances which robbed her of her future. She relived the nightmare, the visions, the terror–for a living.
Constance snapped out of a daze as the printer’s speed shifted to rapid fire. She leaned in her chair to inspect the paper streaming from the printer in jerky, robotic movements.
What the …
The pages streamed from the tray, folding over on each other behind the out-feed. Each page bore the same text, over and over.
True love is deeper than any grave.
True love is deeper than any grave.
True love is deeper than any grave.

Constance squeezed her webbed, scarred eyes shut and whispered a calming chant.
It’s not real, you’re dreaming.
It’s not real, you’re dreaming.
It’s not real, you’re dreaming.
The printer stopped its robotic screaming. Constance repeated the mantra several more times, then slowly opened her eyes. The final paragraphs of her text played out across the last sheet sitting on the tray. Constance reached with shaking hands and lifted the previous pages from the running stream.
Everything looked fine. There was no sign of the troubling quote on any sheet of paper in the stack. Those words from her dead aunt had bounced around her mind for the past twenty years, but they ceased to actually exist here in the physical world.
Constance exhaled and dropped her head in relief. No matter how much time passed, she couldn’t escape the physical and mental scars of that terrible day. Thankfully, the most vivid dreams and visions burned in the fire that tragically consumed her beauty at the young age of eighteen, leaving her with brief departures from reality. 
Over the years, she’d learned to wait out the brief visions, thankful that none manifested as severely debilitating experiences like those she’d experienced before the confrontation in the sitting room. Those visions and dreams had been weapons of psychological warfare brandished by Aunt Lydia to separate Constance and Abigail. Now, she placed the blame squarely at the feet of her psychosis. Her visions were merely a prolonged effect of her trauma. Back then, she considered herself haunted. Now, she considered herself simply broken.
Needing some fresh air, Constance pushed her rolling chair away from the desk and stood. She stretched her lower back, the scars across her abdomen and hips protesting in sharp bolts of pain. She left the office and walked into the narrow hallway that connected the front of the bookstore to the offices and rear access. Pressing her bodyweight into the back door, she winced against the bright, clouded winter sky. She looked around the rear parking lot to make sure she was alone before propping the door open with a stray brick from the alley to prevent it from locking shut behind her. Constance blinked her eyes, clearing traces of the computer’s monitor image from her mind. She suspected one day they’d discover that staring at a computer screen all day damages your vision and by then, it’d be too late for her.
Closing her eyes again, Constance rubbed her face with both hands as she yawned. Dropping her hands, she opened her eyes to the front yard of the Whispering House. Abigail stood on the other side of the yard at the base of the front porch steps.
Constance froze in sudden fear.
This can’t be happening.
Her mind spun. Déjà vu set in hard.
I’ve seen this in a dream before–standing here in the yard, Abigail at the steps, but something is missing.
The front door opened, and her mother, Aunt Lydia, and Adeline emerged from the dark house to greet Abigail.
The memory blitzed her. Her mouth dropped as she recalled her last horrific dream in the hospital.
No, Abigail! Don’t go with them.
She lifted her right foot to run to her sister and her body went rigid as if a puppeteer jerked her strings. Her panic boiled over as she realized she’d lost control of her body.
Abigail lifted her head and climbed the steps to the house. The dead welcoming committee parted to allow her passage to the door. After a brief pause, Abigail entered the home and the windows came alive with light. Mama, Aunt Lydia, and Adeline followed Abigail into the belly of the beast.
As the door slammed shut behind them, Constance stumbled forward mid-scream. She ran as fast as she could across the yard, clearing the stairs in two giant steps. She slammed hard into the front door. Constance grabbed the doorknob, but it refused to budge. Trying to get Abigail’s attention, she punched and kicked the door in a desperate melee.
“Abi! Get out of there!”
Something moved in her peripheral vision. She turned from the door to the windows on the porch. Billowing smoke cast the sheer curtains into a smooth dance on the opposite side of the glass. Through the gap between the dancing curtains, she saw Abigail walk from the family room into the hall.
“Abi!” She beat the glass with her fists, but Abigail continued her slow saunter through the house, oblivious to the smoke or her sister’s cries.
Constance fled the porch, hoping to find an open window around the side or back of the house. Reaching the back porch, she jumped over several pairs of muddy footprints crossing the open deck. She plowed through the screen door into the enclosed porch and grabbed the back doorknob, but it refused to turn. She peered through the door’s glass window and saw Abigail walking back down the hall toward the front of the house.
“Abi! Get out, now!”
Constance raced back into the yard, scanning the windows for signs of movement. Light pulsed behind the glass but she couldn’t see Abigail, or anyone else, inside. She ran back to the front yard. Smoke poured from the corners of the windows and eaves. The fire inside was growing fast.
Movement in the sitting room window caught her eye. The sheer curtains went up in a quick, consuming flame and fell from the curtain rod, giving a full view of the sitting room. Abigail stood before the fireplace, her face glowing in reflected flames.
Constance sprinted to the window, screaming her sister’s name with her entire breath.
As she slammed into the glass pane, Abigail turned her head toward Constance.
Thank God she sees me.
Constance pulled her hands from the blistering hot window. She scanned the room, trying to determine if Abigail was alone. There was no sign of her mother, aunt, or cousin, but flames consumed every combustible surface in the room.
Abigail’s calm face spread into an assuring smile. She raised one hand to her heart and spoke. Constance read her lips through the glass.
I’m sorry.






  
  Chapter 3

Constance


Constance stood in front of the bookstore’s bathroom sink, staring at herself in the mirror as she waited for the water to warm. 
A disfigured creature stared back at her, still unfamiliar after all these years. The deformed skin looked like a hodgepodge of random depths, shades, and forms. Her narrow nose revealed too much nostril. Webbed lids hooded her once-bright eyes. Her plump lips lacked true symmetry with her mouth shut.
You ugly creature. 
She’d been such a beautiful girl, and Constance often wondered what her life might have been like if not for the fire. Her throat tightened as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. The water running over her fingers lost its chill as the hot water finally reached the tap. She turned her cupped hands to the flow and rinsed the emerging emotion from her face.
Be careful closing your eyes again. You don’t want another wild hallucination, do you?
“Shut up!” she said out loud to the empty bathroom.
She hadn’t had an intense vision like that in nearly twenty years. However, she hadn’t forgotten how vivid and real they felt. Her sister would most likely blame the incident on stress caused by compounding events. They’d recently lost Aunt Jenny to a stroke and now faced several important decisions, the biggest being what to do with the Whispering House.
Where the hell is Abigail? She should be here by now. She better not be at the house. She promised she’d steer clear of that place.
Constance dried her face and hands on a towel hanging on the wall to her left. She turned off the bathroom light, walked out of the door, and headed back to the main office. Before sitting down, she considered whether she should leave to find Abigail or stay and watch over the store. It wasn’t like Abigail to be late, especially by two hours.
Constance knew she was overreacting. Abigail didn’t need her searching for her like a missing person. But her vision behind the store worried her.
As if on cue, the bell over the front door chimed in the storefront.
Constance walked down the short hall and passed through a hanging curtain of beads to enter the space behind the checkout counter.
Abigail had the front door propped open with one foot, carrying a large box in both hands.
“I’ve got it.” Abigail laughed and nearly dropped the box. She let out an exasperated sigh. “What a morning.”
Constance crossed her arms. “I was getting ready to send out the search party. I wasn’t sure where you were.” She tried her best to hide her deep concern from showing in her voice.
“You’re sweet. I’m sorry, I forgot to mention that I needed to stop on the way in today to renew our PO box and exchange packages.”
Setting the heavy package on the counter, Abigail pulled her thick beanie hat from her head, her hair cast in all directions by static electricity from the friction.
“I wouldn’t have been so concerned if it didn’t take you so long. You never spend two hours at the post office.”
Abigail’s eyes shot to the clock hanging on the wall behind the counter. “Did it really take me that long? It didn’t feel like it. They took forever finding the package in the back.”
Abigail reached into the open shelves under the counter and pulled out a box cutter. She went to work on the tape binding the top of the package.
“You didn’t stop by the house, did you?” The question came out before Constance could stop herself.
Abigail narrowed her eyes. “What house? Our house?”
Constance leaned forward to get Abigail’s attention. “Don’t play dumb. The house.”
Abigail lifted a book from a sea of white foam peanuts in the box. “Oh, good! It’s the new release of the Encyclopedia Britannica!”
“Are you listening to me? You didn’t go to the house, did you?” Constance pressed one half of the box lid closed to get Abigail’s attention and prevent her from lifting the next book.
Abigail sighed and looked her in the eyes. “I did.”
“I knew it!”
“I only stopped by for a minute. I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d get upset.”
The world spun and Constance closed her eyes. She wanted to wring Abi’s neck for not only going to the house, but lying about it.
Be careful, kid.
“Oh, shut the hell up!” Constance said out loud, but speaking to the voice in her head.
“Damn, Constance. I don’t deserve that.”
Constance exhaled in frustration and apologized. “I didn’t mean you. I was talking to myself. Anyway, you aren’t dodging this one. I told you not to go there and you promised me you wouldn’t!”
Abigail looked down at her hands. “I’m sorry. One of us needs to figure out what to do with the place and I didn’t want to upset you. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to go into that house.”
“I appreciate that, but it’s not safe for either of us to be there. You know that better than anyone. What if something happened to you? No one knew you were there. I …” She stopped herself before she revealed her vision to Abigail.
“You what?”
Constance dodged her question. “I was worried about you. That’s all.”
Abigail leaned over the counter and looked directly into Constance’s worried, scarred eyes. “I’m sorry. Okay? I won’t go back alone.”
Constance shook her head. “No, that’s not good enough. Tell me you won’t go back, period.”
“I can’t promise that, and you know it. If we sell the place, we’ll need to do a walkthrough, fix things, and visit with the real estate agent. Come on. You know that
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