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It was just the beginning of dreary autumn days. A chilly wind howled as dead leaves rose from the ground and swirled through the air, rustling around in a circular motion. She always became entranced at that sight and sound, ever since she was a kid, it just seemed sorta magical. This was her favorite time of year, and this would be her favorite kind of day, if only the sun were shining just a little. But it was a dark, cold late afternoon, and the dark gray clouds were hiding the sun completely.

Ellie Atwood watched a few cars drive by, then glanced up again at the gloomy sky. She blinked when a cold raindrop fell onto her cheek.

Please don’t rain. Please don’t rain.

Ellie repeated the desperate little chant again and again in her head, but it didn’t work, and raindrops began to fall with a crash of thunder somewhere in the distance.

“This is fine, I guess,” Ellie whispered to herself and pulled her hood up. She continued to stand there watching the traffic go by, losing herself in watching the droplets of rain hit the ground. The honk of a horn made her jump a little, and she noticed that it was now safe to cross the street, and if she didn’t hurry up and do it now, that dude glaring at her through his window was gonna throw a fit or something. She hurried across, too aware of the guy watching her as she did that stupid little jog across the street that made her feel like an idiot.

She turned down the block, eyeing the red brick house at the end of the street. Kids were standing outside on the porch, laughing and peering into the windows. They screamed and laughed louder as the rain suddenly came down harder, the thunder rumbling closer, and they ran to their bikes that lay on the sidewalk, getting on and peddling away.

Ellie’s house was only three houses away from the house at the end of the block, but by the time she made it to the small house with chipped white paint and the crooked wooden fence, she was wet and cold, and her teeth were chattering. She rushed up the steps, pulling the key from the pocket of her jeans, and struggled with the lock for a few annoying seconds before she could finally get inside.

Ellie closed the door and kicked off her black sneakers with a little sigh, then strode forward to the kitchen. She started up the coffee machine, taking her favorite mug from the cabinet: it was white, with two black spots made to look like eyes, and a wavy black line for a smile. Dad had brought it home for her one day a few years ago, finding her obsession with ghosts and horror amusing.

For my little ghost, he’d chuckled.

Ellie went upstairs and crossed the short hallway, straight across to the end, going into the bathroom. She flipped the switch, the light flickering twice before brightening the tiny room. She took the towel that hung on the wall to dry her face from the rain. Hanging it back up, she looked in the mirror, looking into her own dark brown eyes. Her long, dark brown hair was dripping wet at the ends. She ran her fingers through the tangles before she pulled it back into a loose low ponytail, and then pulled off her hooded sweatshirt and hung it to dry by the shower.

She made her way to the middle of the hallway, where two doors were across from each other. She entered the one to the right side, going into her bedroom. She unbuttoned her white work shirt and tossed it onto the bed along with her black jeans before changing into gray pajama pants, and pulling on an overly large black t-shirt.

Outside, the rain began to fall harder. She noticed the dark spots on the white carpet near the window.

“Oh man,” she mumbled, going over there. Careful not to step in the wet spot, she closed the window. The amethyst she kept on the windowsill was sparkling a bright purple and shimmering with drops of rain. She wiped it dry in her shirt, staring out the window. The rain poured in thick droplets from the dark gray sky, pounding against the window, and Ellie’s eyes unfocused, making it all a blur.

She felt kinda like this day, she thought. A little sad for no reason. A little lonely. A little fragile, but just enough to break without warning. She felt like this day a little too often.

She blinked with a soft sigh, and set the amethyst back down on the windowsill before she went downstairs to get her coffee.

Back in her room, she set the mug on the desk and turned on the laptop, sitting down. She sipped the bitter coffee, mixed with only a little bit of milk, the way she liked it.

Clicking up her writing program, she nibbled her bottom lip and stared at the words. What she was attempting: to write a story about her latest inspiration, a girl with a thin mouthed face, her eyes mostly covered by long hair. A creepy girl that she’d had a dream about the other night. Ellie knew it would make a cool spooky story, but she was kinda stuck on it right now. Maybe she would try drawing the girl first. She always had more inspiration to draw than write.

She stared at it for a few minutes longer, only having a single sentence written, sipping her coffee. Not really in the mood to write, she then closed it with a sigh, and eyed the stack of art books on her desk instead. She didn’t feel much like drawing either, so she grabbed the black hand-held video game console from the desk instead, Tinygame.

The title screen popped up: Moonwish Village, showing her tiny farmer character surrounded by cute, bubble shaped cows, fluffy sheep, and chickens. She immersed herself in the farming game, and heard the front door downstairs open and close, and a few seconds went by before there was a knock at her door. “Yeah,” Ellie called, pausing the game.

The door creaked open, and Ellie looked back. Her sister smiled at her from the doorway. “How was work today?” Alexia asked, moving a damp strand of her light brown hair behind her ear.

“Fine,” Ellie spun her chair around to face her. “How was your day?”

“Okay. I’m just exhausted,” she ended with a little sigh, running her fingers through her damp hair and giving a little wince when they got caught in a tangle. “You can make whatever you want for dinner, I’m still full from lunch and I’m going to bed soon. Tomorrow is half-off pizza day at Pizzabro, though. Your favorite day.”

“It’s how I make it through the rest of the week.”

Alexia chuckled. “Oh, and by the way,” she began, shifting her weight to her other foot, “I told Mrs. Norris that I would help her clean the Gutermuth house tomorrow. They’re going to sell it. Do you want to help us out after work? We could use another pair of hands, otherwise it’s only the two of us.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ellie replied with a shrug. “I’ll go there right after work.”

“Thanks. Just come by, we’ll both be there.” That said, she closed the door.

The Gutermuth house. The red brick house at the end of the block. It had been empty for a little over a month now. The family, a married couple, had moved away after their daughter was found dead inside. Murdered. And what made it even more disturbing was that the murderer hadn’t been caught, and there were apparently no suspects, either.

Ellie heard people talking about it a lot, especially the kids and the ridiculous stories they came up with, and the disrespect when they peered through the windows, like she’d seen them doing earlier.

WillowWood was kinda known for its ghost stories. The town was surrounded by woods that were easy to get lost in, and there were stories about people entering them and never coming back out. Ellie had no idea if most of it was true or not, but she’d lived here all her life, and there had been two cases of people going missing in those woods that she could remember. She used to be so scared of those stories, because both had happened when she’d been a kid.

She remembered having nightmares about being lost in the woods, screaming for her parents and Alexia, the trees growing taller and taller, blocking out all of the light, and the sound of leaves crunching to tell her that something was near. Then everything would get pitch black, and she’d panic until she woke up in a sweat, and her heart would be pounding.

But murder wasn’t something that happened in WillowWood. Ellie couldn’t recall ever hearing about another besides the Gutermuth girl. According to the gossip of the kids around town, the girl had been killed by a ghost. That was the reason they dared each other to go near the house and look through the windows; they believed that they would see something spooky inside.

Thinking about the house now, Ellie realized she didn’t actually know the people that used to live there because she never really paid much attention to anyone, always kinda lost in her own head at all times. She couldn’t even picture the girl that had been killed, even though she might have seen her around town at some point. The thought made her shiver. It would be weird going inside that house tomorrow.

At least, she thought guiltily, since Ellie couldn’t ever recall seeing her, she wouldn’t have a dead face in her mind when she went inside there tomorrow. Because that would be even weirder.
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Two

Creepy
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Ellie stopped in front of the red brick house at the end of the block. A chilly autumn breeze rustled the bright red leaves in the grass, and she shivered with cold as she started up the steps. The front door was ajar, and with the soft push of her elbow it creaked open loudly. Alexia and a thin older woman with short gray hair were standing in the empty living room.

“Hey, Ellie,” Alexia greeted her with a smile.

“Elise, hi!” Helen Norris smiled kindly at her. “I haven’t seen you in a while!”

Ellie gave her a smile. “Hi,” she returned the greeting, feeling a little awkward. “It’s nice to see you.”

“What have you been up to?” Helen asked.

“Just working,” she replied. It sounded so boring, but she really hadn’t been up to anything exciting. Just living.

Helen chuckled. “You look lovely. You look so much like Eric!”

Everyone in town still said that. Ellie wished they’d stop mentioning her dad. She didn’t feel like hearing how much she looked like him when his face was kinda fading from her mind, almost nothing but a blur these days.

“And you look more and more like Alana every time I see you!” Helen smiled at Alexia, who smiled back. Alexia always got the same comments too, but she looked more like their mom. Ellie wondered if Alexia was actually really flattered by the comments, or if she felt the same way Ellie did when she got them.

“It’s so nice to see the both of you,” Helen went on.

“Thanks. You, too.” Ellie looked around the house from where she stood. It looked a lot like her house; they must have been designed exactly the same way when they were built.

The living room wasn’t very big or small, just like her own. The floor was hardwood, while at home they had white carpet. Spots marked the white walls where picture frames once hung, giving off an eerie and empty vibe. Ellie could see the kitchen in the room across from the front door, with its green tile flooring and open, empty cabinets. There was a staircase to the right side of the living room, seven steps leading to the upstairs, everything exactly like her house.

“So, um, what was the girl’s name?” Alexia smoothed her hands down her long-sleeved white shirt.

“It was Arielle,” Helen’s voice fell softly.

“I never even knew they had a daughter,” Alexia commented back, her lips slightly down turned in a frown as she rolled her sleeves up to her elbows.

“She was twenty-two years old, I believe, and lived in an apartment that she shared with her friend. I hear that she had a busy life with school and work and this was her first visit to her parents since they moved here.”

She had been only a little older than Ellie herself, and her life was already over. It was sad and disturbing. It was unfair.

“Ah, I see.” Alexia nodded.

“She was spending a week here,” Helen went on. “During a night when she was left home alone, it happened. No one knows exactly what happened... or why it happened,” Helen ended quietly, looking around the room from where she stood. “Her parents said everything was fine when they left her, that she had just been watching tv. When they came home, she...”

“It’s horrible.” Alexia gave a visible shudder. “I heard it probably wasn’t anyone from town? That’s what the gossip going around at work has been saying, anyway.”

“Well, hopefully,” said Helen. “No one here knew her or had really met her. She was only in town for three days before she was killed. It is suspected that it was someone that followed her here from home. That they had perhaps been watching the house and saw her parents leave. They think it was someone that Arielle knew, because there wasn’t a break in. She must have let them inside herself.”

“Well, I hope they get caught eventually,” said Alexia. “I didn’t really know Mr. or Mrs. Gutermuth too well, but they were nice.”

“Yes,” Helen agreed. “They had almost been living here for a year, and they were very kind people. I will miss them.”

Ellie felt a little relieved again at the fact that she had never met the murdered woman, and didn’t have a face to put to the name. She would remain a faceless ghost in Ellie’s mind. Still, it felt weird being here knowing what had happened. The air was actually kind of heavy feeling; almost suffocating, even. But maybe that was just her imagination, and all the stupid ghost talk was getting to her.

“How is Jessica doing?” Helen was frowning again. “I haven’t seen her out too often lately.”

“She’s doing a little better,” Alexia answered softly, looking around the room from where she stood, avoiding looking anyone in the eye. Jessica was Alexia’s main worry these days, and the question had probably brought tears to Alexia’s eyes that she didn’t want anyone to see.

“I am glad to hear that,” Helen brightened a little with a smile. “Now, Elise, can you start in the hallway and the rooms upstairs?” Helen pointed to the staircase. “Just clean them up a bit. Me and your sister will do the rooms down here.”

Ellie gave a quick nod in response. “Yup.”

“Thank you, dear. There is already a broom, mop, and a bucket of soapy water up there for you.”

Ellie made her way upstairs, each step giving a little creak until she reached the top. There was a short hallway and two bedrooms across from each other, again just like at home. The broom and mop were leaned against the wall, and then there was a bucket of lemon scented soapy water and a small trash can.

Ellie rubbed her hands on her black jeans, then rolled up the sleeves of her black hoodie. She grabbed the broom and dustpan and proceeded to sweep the hallway. The floor creaked with each step she took. She could hear Helen and Alexia talking downstairs, but Ellie paid them no attention, her mind blank with no particular thought while she worked, like it usually was when she was a little numb like this, kinda like a zombie. Then something made her pause.

In the corner of her eye, she swore she saw a long shadow fall over the wall, like someone had just reached the top of the stairs. Her head snapped in its direction, but there was nothing there. It must have been Alexia or Helen, maybe cleaning the bottom of the stairs, she figured.

She finished sweeping the hallway before moving on to one of the bedrooms. She stepped inside, and her eyes immediately darted to the right corner. She stared at the spot, and when she snapped out of it, she wondered why she’d just been staring blankly at that spot.

With a sigh, she tossed her low ponytail over her shoulder and looked around the room. It was small and empty. She eyed the right corner again, feeling uneasy. It didn’t help that as she began to sweep, a disturbing thought crept into her head: Which room did it happen in? She gave a little shudder at that, feeling her skin crawl.

God, don’t think like that.

For a while, the broom swooshing against the hardwood floor was the only sound. Helen and Alexia had gone quiet downstairs. Then there was a creak on the floor behind her, and Ellie looked over her shoulder, expecting it to be Alexia or Helen coming up to see how she was doing, but there was no one there. She continued sweeping.

Another sudden creak, a little louder and closer this time, made Ellie give a startled little jump. Someone was coming up the stairs. She listened, hearing as they stopped in the doorway. She waited to hear a voice, expected to hear Alexia ask how she was doing, but instead the footsteps continued. They came closer and closer, creeping into the room with her. She could feel the presence right behind her, the air heavy, almost suffocating her, and her body suddenly felt cold. She spun around fast, and expected to see Alexia, hoped to see her, but what greeted her instead caused her heart to skip a beat.

No one.

No one was there.

Ellie’s eyes darted around the empty bedroom. Someone was here. She’d heard their footsteps come into the room. She’d felt them coming toward her, and yet, she was all alone.

“Creepy ass house,” she muttered under her breath, now feeling a little stab of fear, cursing those stupid childish ghost stories for actually getting to her. With a shaky sigh she left the room, not really caring about how good
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