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Prologue
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Tobias Keller shifted in his recliner, the springs groaning under his weight as he leaned forward, squinting at the faint images flickering across the screen of his old tube TV. The evening news was half-muted, buzzing like a mosquito in the room, but Tobias didn’t mind. His hands, twisted and knotted with arthritis, rested on his lap like gnarled tree roots, his knuckles swollen to the size of walnuts. He rubbed them slowly, grimacing at the familiar ache.

It was another quiet night in Laurelsville, with the hum of crickets outside and the soft rustle of the ash trees, their towering shapes blurring into darkness beyond the windows. Those trees, Tobias thought, had always been there—ancient sentries that bordered his family’s land for generations. Passed down from his father, Elmer, the land had carried on through him, and he had hoped one day to see it turned into something more, something profitable. He’d been in touch with a real estate agent just last week about selling it, maybe finally moving to a small place in town where he wouldn’t have to climb so many damn stairs.
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With a groan, Tobias rose, favoring his bad leg as he hobbled toward the bathroom. The cracked tiles were cold against his bare feet as he flicked on the light. It buzzed overhead, casting a faint yellow glow over the ancient porcelain sink, the chipped mirror, and his weathered face staring back.

Then, as he leaned to turn on the faucet, he heard something—a whisper, faint and just beyond his hearing. He stilled, his heart ticking faster. “Who’s there?” His voice, though hoarse with age, carried a hint of defiance.

The room seemed to close in, shadows stretching along the walls. From the corner of his eye, he thought he seen movement—faces in the mirror, ghostly figures with hollow eyes and mouths twisted in silent screams. The faucet dripped, each drop echoing louder, faster, like a heartbeat. Cold sweat prickled down his back. 

Tobias groaned as he twisted the ancient knobs in the shower, the pipes rattling as they reluctantly delivered hot water. His joints ached with each movement, the pain slicing through his gnarled hands and up into his arms, but the heat soothed him, if only for a moment. He leaned his head back, letting the warm water stream over his face, rinsing away the dust of another day in Laurelsville.

Then he heard it—a soft creak, almost swallowed by the sound of the water. It was faint, like the settling of the house, but something about it sent a chill up his spine. He froze, hands hovering in mid-air, his heart picking up its pace. He drew back the shower curtain and called out, “Who’s out there?” His voice echoed off the tiled walls, sounding thin and hollow.

Silence.

He grunted, brushing it off as his imagination and pulled the curtain closed, returning to his shower. His towel folded on the sink, just out of reach, and when he was ready, he reached out, his hand grasping the empty air.

“Where’s that damn towel...” he muttered, searching blindly, his hand swiping empty space.

Then, slowly, something cold and solid brushed against his hand. He froze, his heart stuttering as a chill ran down his spine. It was the towel, placed directly in his outstretched hand as if someone had been standing just outside the curtain.

Unaware, he yanked the towel into the shower with a rough pull, muttering to himself about old age and memory slipping. He rubbed it over his damp skin, but a creeping sensation prickled at the back of his mind, like an itch he couldn’t scratch. Wrapping the towel around his waist, he stepped out of the shower, his bare feet hitting the cold tile as he stood at the mirror.

He muttered, more to himself than anyone, “If you’re playin’ tricks on an old man, I ain’t got patience for it.”

Tobias reached out and swiped his hand across the mirror to clear it. And froze.

Behind his reflection, a figure stood, dark and undefined, with hollow eyes that seemed to bore straight into him. Tobias staggered back, his towel slipping, one hand instinctively going to his chest. “Who...who are you?” he whispered, barely able to force the words from his tightening throat.

Another figure leaned closer, pressing against the glass as if it could slip through. Tobias felt his heart race faster, faster, pounding against his ribs until it felt as if it might burst. His breath came in short, desperate gasps as he clutched his chest, feeling the life drain from him.

His vision dimmed, the figure in the mirror growing larger, more oppressive. With one last shuddering breath, Tobias collapsed to the floor, the sound of dripping water the only witness to his final, terror-stricken moments.
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Chapter One 
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The Keller home was quiet in the early morning, sunlight slipping through the blinds and casting soft shadows across the walls. Ethan Keller, a man of steady routine and careful habits, was already in the kitchen, pouring himself a cup of black coffee. He was 5'9", with a slender build that came from years of commuting rather than exercise. His brown hair, beginning to show a few strands of gray, was neatly combed, and his brown eyes, partially hidden behind thin-framed glasses, had a focused, almost thoughtful quality. Clean-shaven and dressed in a crisp button-up, he looked every bit the professional as he mentally ran through the tasks awaiting him at the office.
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Lydia, his wife, moved into the kitchen behind him, her dark hair falling loosely around her shoulders. At 5'5", she was petite but striking, with deep blue eyes that seemed to hold a quiet wisdom. She wore simple but comfortable clothes, a testament to her work-from-home lifestyle, and she gave Ethan a quick, familiar smile before turning to make herself tea. Lydia processed dental claims for companies across the country, and though her work was behind the scenes, she kept everything running smoothly. She was content with their life here in Scarsdale, close enough to the city for Ethan’s work, but far enough for the quiet they enjoyed.

Their daughter Ivy soon joined them, with an unmistakable air of impatience. At 18, she was ready to stretch her wings, her mind already in art school and far beyond Scarsdale. Ivy’s brown hair, a touch lighter than her father’s, fell in waves around her shoulders, and freckles dotted her cheeks, giving her a youthful look that contrasted with her intense blue eyes. She had a quiet confidence and often spoke in few words, keeping to herself and her art.

Caleb shuffled into the kitchen last, sleepy-eyed and unfazed by the morning routine. With a slightly pudgy frame, dark hair, and deep brown eyes, he was the quietest of the family, preferring his own world over the busyness of his sister’s plans or his parents’ conversations. Caleb’s mind worked differently, and his routine brought him comfort, moving through each step with a calm that helped steady the family.

After a quick breakfast, Ethan watched as his kids left for school, Ivy eager and Caleb content, each heading off in their own direction.
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Work and Ambitions

The paper company office buzzed with activity when Ethan arrived, the low hum of voices and the rustle of paperwork familiar and almost comforting. Ethan moved through the day’s meetings and schedules, his mind divided between routine tasks and the ambitious future his boss hinted at with each conversation. Becoming a partner would mean stability, legacy, a chance to secure his family’s future even further. Yet, with that promise came a growing pressure for expansion, new branches and territories—ideas that lingered in the back of his mind like a distant thundercloud.

At home, Lydia managed her work with a quiet efficiency, handling customer claims and company emails while keeping an ear on the house’s familiar sounds. Though the work could be tedious, it was flexible and allowed her to focus on family, which mattered most to her.
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The Call

The late afternoon sun was beginning to dip when Ethan’s cell phone rang. The caller ID read "Laurelsville County Office." He answered, a faint curiosity mixed with apprehension as he listened to the calm, steady voice on the other end.

“I’m calling to inform you of the passing of Tobias Keller,” the voice said. “Your grandfather.”

Ethan’s breath caught, his mind flickering back to memories of his grandfather’s house, the smell of old wood and earth, the towering ash trees. He hadn’t seen Tobias in years, and the thought left a heavy weight in his chest.

The county official continued, breaking the silence. “As next of kin, you’ve inherited his estate and the land surrounding it. It’s... a substantial property.”

The word “substantial” caught Ethan’s attention. He listened closely as the official described the old estate, its size, and—almost in passing—its considerable market value. There was something in the official’s tone, a slight hesitation, as if there was more to the story, but the words didn’t come.

Ethan ended the call and sat in the quiet of his office, the day’s ambitions and routines slipping away as he absorbed the news. The estate could be sold, he thought, freeing him from any responsibility tied to Laurelsville. But the value, the legacy of it, stirred something in him. What if there was more to his family’s land, something worth exploring? The idea of expansion had lingered with his company, and now a new possibility seemed to beckon.

––––––––
[image: ]


He closed his office door, the future suddenly filled with questions he hadn’t considered. As he drove home, the thought of leaving Scarsdale felt surreal, yet he couldn’t shake the image of Tobias’s land, the ash trees stretching as far as he could remember.

That night, as he sat across from Lydia, he finally shared the news. Her blue eyes held his gaze, calm but questioning, as she listened to him describe the estate, the legacy, and his growing feeling that they might need to go there—to Laurelsville. And as they spoke, the Keller family’s lives began to shift, inching closer to the unknown that awaited them.
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Chapter Two 
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Sunlight streamed through the kitchen windows, filling the room with a soft, warm glow. Ethan set his coffee cup down, looking across the table at Lydia with a furrowed brow, curiosity in his eyes. "So, what do you think, honey? About what we talked about yesterday?" he asked, his tone tentative.

Lydia met his gaze, her face pissed off. “So you’re just up and ready to leave, are you? What the hell are you thinking?” Lydia’s voice was both curious and firm, a gentle warning in her words. “This is our life, Ethan. We can’t just up and run because some old man passed away.”

Ethan’s hand paused over his mug of coffee. “Hey, now, wait a minute. He’s not just some old man. He was like a father to me, Lydia. He raised me when my dad got killed. You know this. I’ve told you before.”

Lydia looked at Ethan, concern etched across her face. "You’ve told me so many times that Tobias raised you, that he was like a father to you," she began, her voice soft but pressing. "But... Ethan, you don’t remember anything about your childhood. It’s like there are only bits and fragments, tiny pieces of memories that don’t seem to fit together." She paused, studying his expression. "How can someone be such a big part of your life, but it’s like your whole past is just a blur? I mean, what really happened back then, Ethan? Why can’t you remember?”

Ethan lowered his gaze, rubbing the back of his neck, a hint of frustration in his eyes. "I don’t know, Lydia," he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "I’m sorry. It’s like there’s this wall in my mind, keeping everything just out of reach. I wish I could remember everything... I really do." He looked up, meeting her concerned gaze. "But every time I try, it’s like the memories slip away, leaving me with just flashes, fragments that don’t make sense. I don’t know why I'm like this."

Lydia sighed, nodding slowly. “Yeah, I know. You’ve told me. But I’m just saying...I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but we have a life here. The kids are in school, and Caleb—he’s finally making friends. You know how hard that is for him, with his autism.”

Ethan ran a hand over his face, taking a deep breath. “I get it. I really do. But can you just think about it? This could be a great opportunity for us. We at least have to go down there and take a look around. Even if we don’t decide to live there, it’s only right that I go, show face, and take care of the property.”

Lydia nodded, her expression softening. “I understand,” she said quietly.

With that, Ethan took a final sip of his coffee, grabbed his briefcase, and headed out the door. Lydia turned to Ivy and Caleb, who were still lingering over breakfast. “Finish up, you two. The bus is almost here.”

Caleb sat with his spoon hovering in mid-air, counting softly to himself. “One...two...one...two...”

“Caleb,” Lydia said, her tone gentle but firm, “finish your breakfast.”

“Yes, Mom,” he murmured, picking up his spoon and digging back into his cereal.
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Later That Day: Ivy’s School Day

At school, Ivy drifted through her classes, her mind far from the lessons. Her friend, Madison shot her a curious look during third period, “Ivy, what’s wrong with you? You’ve been bumming all day.”

Ivy sighed, picking her head up from her desk. “I don’t know. It’s my parents. They’re talking about moving to Laurelsville.”

Madison chuckled, raising an eyebrow. “Laurelsville? What the fuck is that?” She laughed, a grin spreading across her face. “Where is it? Timbuktu?” sounds like a shit hole.”

Ivy laughed along with her, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, might as well be.”

The bell rang, and they gathered their books, heading out of the classroom and toward the lunchroom. As they walked, Ivy stopped to put her books in her locker, and Madison followed suit, tossing hers in as well—they’d shared a locker since freshman year. They grabbed their lunch bags and headed to their usual spot in the cafeteria.

Sitting at their table, Ivy took out her turkey sandwich on rye, the crusts carefully cut off the way she liked. She was just taking a bite when something sharp hit her in the back of the head. She turned, her eyes narrowing. “You jerk!” she yelled, glaring at Darrell Wiggins, who sat a few tables over, smirking.
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Madison rolled her eyes and called out, “What the fuck is wrong with you, Darrell? Why don’t you fuckin grow up?” Darrell’s friends laughed, egging him on, but he shrugged it off, chuckling to himself.

As Ivy and Madison shared an exasperated look, they returned to their lunch, the usual rhythm of school helping her momentarily forget the uncertainty hanging over her family.

The windows of the bustling cafeteria, casting golden light over the students gathered in groups, laughing and talking. Ivy sat across from Madison, picking at the last of her sandwich, her thoughts still tangled with her parents’ talk of Laurelsville and the looming possibility of moving.

Madison nudged her with an excited grin. “it's Friday you know what that means...” she said, her eyes gleaming.

Ivy looked at her, curious. “What are you up to?”

Madison leaned forward, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Are you coming out with me tonight?”

Ivy raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “What’s tonight?”

Madison rolled her eyes with a grin, as if Ivy should already know. “The rave party, Ivy! Remember? The one everyone’s been talking about? I told you it’s happening this Friday. I’ve been waiting for this night for, like, two months.”

Ivy hesitated, biting her lip. The idea of letting loose for a night, especially with everything going on at home, was tempting. But her parents, especially her mom, wouldn’t approve. She glanced back at Madison, who was watching her expectantly.

“I don’t know...” Ivy said slowly, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“Oh, come on!” Madison urged, leaning closer. “It’ll be fun! Everyone’s going to be there. Just for a few hours—you need a break.”

Ivy considered it for a moment longer, then finally nodded. “Fine. I’m in.”

Madison beamed. “Yes! I’ll pick you up at nine, okay?”

They finished their lunch as the bell rang, signaling the end of the break. The two friends grabbed their bags, and Madison gave Ivy a quick, triumphant smile. “See you later tonight. I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”

Ivy nodded, feeling a thrill of excitement as she headed off to her next class, her mind already wandering to the night ahead.
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Chapter Three
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The classroom was chilly that morning, with a draft slipping through the cracks of the old windows. Caleb shivered in his seat, his hand reaching instinctively pointing towards his coat, which was hanging near a small closet in the corner of the room. Inside his coat pocket, he kept his favorite red and blue waterproof fidget spinner, a little device with blinking red and blue lights and a button that turned it on and off. He could spin it for hours, watching the tiny light as it twirled in hypnotic circles. If the battery ever died, Caleb would feel a nervous energy creeping in, leading him to tap his temples until the familiar light flashed back on.
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Caleb  getting up from the desk 

Walking towards the coatroom, the teacher paid him no mind because she knew what he wanted.

Caleb’s fingers closed around the smooth plastic of the fidget spinner, and he pulled it out of the pocket, letting the comfort of its spinning calm him in the cold room. He hadn’t noticed it at first, but as he stood there, his attention drifting from the teacher’s voice, he became aware of a faint whisper.

It was soft, barely a murmur, like someone was breathing words too quietly to hear. He glanced around, but none of the other students seemed to notice. The voice seemed to come from the small closet next to the coat rack, a dark, narrow space barely big enough to stand in. Curiosity pricked at him, a pull he couldn’t explain, and he found himself drawn toward the closet, the whisper growing just a bit louder with each step.
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Caleb opened the closet door slowly, peering into the dim, cramped space. The whisper faded, and for a moment, there was only silence, broken by the distant hum of the teacher’s voice. Caleb took a cautious step inside, but the instant he did, the closet door swung shut behind him with a sharp, echoing click.

Darkness swallowed him, and a chill seemed to seep into his bones. Panic flared in his chest as he tried to push the door open, but it wouldn’t budge. 

In the cramped darkness of the closet, Caleb’s breaths came shallow and fast, each one tightening the grip of panic around his chest. He clicked his fidget spinner, the familiar red and blue lights flickering to life, casting fractured beams across the closet walls. The spinning light was a comfort, a small lifeline in the shadowed silence pressing around him.

But as the lights pulsed, his comfort quickly turned to horror.

Frantically he clicked on his fidget spinner. Red and blue flashes illuminated a figure standing mere inches from him—a tall woman, her face twisted and gruesome, with hollow, dark eyes that seemed to sink into her skull. Her mouth was stretched wide in a silent scream, frozen in a look of rage or pain that made Caleb’s skin crawl. The strobe of the fidget’s flashing light made her face shift in and out of the darkness, each flicker exaggerating her decaying features, making her seem to move and pulse with the rhythm of the light.

His breaths grew quick and shallow, and he began to scream, pounding on the door as a feeling of dread washed over him. From the other side, he could hear muffled voices and the rattling of the doorknob as teachers tried to open it, but the door remained sealed tight, as though held shut by an invisible force.
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Outside, the other students began gathering, some laughing, others watching with wide eyes as the teachers tugged desperately on the door, trying to free Caleb. They couldn’t understand why it wouldn’t open; there was no lock on the door, nothing that should have kept it shut.
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Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the door gave way, swinging open with a jolt. Caleb fell forward into the arms of his teacher, his face streaked with tears as he clung to her, shaking and crying uncontrollably. He mumbled something, his words incoherent, but the look of terror in his eyes was unmistakable.
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Later That Day

When Lydia picked Caleb up from school, his usual excitement was gone. He was quiet, his gaze distant as he walked beside her. She’d heard from the teacher about the strange incident with the closet, but the details had been vague—something about him getting trapped, his screams, and how they’d struggled to get the door open.

Caleb was different, and Lydia had always known it. She made sure he attended some of the best schools, where specialized support helped him thrive. He was functional and bright, his mind working in ways that often amazed her. But sometimes, seemingly without warning, Caleb would slip into a catatonic-like state, his eyes unfocused, his words falling silent. Those moments were brief but unsettling, lasting only a few minutes before he’d blink and return to his usual self, as if nothing had happened. Lydia watched over him carefully, always ready to gently guide him back whenever he drifted away.

Once they were home, Caleb asked if he could take a bath in the big tub, a routine he often turned to for comfort. As he undressed in the bathroom, Lydia noticed something that made her breath catch. Faint, reddish scratches trailed along his lower back, just above the waistband of his underwear. They looked raw, as if freshly made, but what caught her attention most was the bruise on his ankle.

It wasn’t just any bruise—it was shaped like a hand, large and discolored, the fingers pressing deeply into his skin as though someone had grabbed him with force, holding him in place.

“Caleb,” Lydia said softly, crouching down to his level, her voice gentle but laced with worry. “Honey, who did this to you?”

Caleb looked at her, his eyes unfocused, as if he were staring right through her. He opened his mouth to speak but only mumbled something under his breath, his voice too soft for her to understand. He turned his gaze to the floor, his fingers picking nervously at the fabric of his underwear.

Lydia felt a chill settle over her. She knew Caleb wasn’t one to make up stories, and yet...the marks, the bruises—they seemed impossible to explain. As soon as Caleb was settled in his bath, Lydia slipped out of the bathroom and dialed the school, her fingers shaking slightly as she held the phone to her ear.
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The teacher answered, her tone concerned but calm. Lydia explained what she’d found, the bruises and the scratches, her voice tight with anxiety.

“Mrs. Keller, I...I assure you, no one touched Caleb,” the teacher replied, her tone a mix of sympathy and confusion. “He was alone the entire time. The closet door somehow locked itself, but there was no one else near him.”

Lydia felt her throat tighten, a heaviness pressing against her chest. She thanked the teacher, ending the call, but her mind was racing. Caleb had been alone, they’d said. And yet, the marks on his body told a different story.

She returned to the bathroom, her face pale, watching as Caleb splashed quietly in the tub, his fidget spinner clutched tightly in his hand. A nagging thought lingered in her mind, a silent whisper that refused to fade. Something was wrong. Something that went beyond reason, beyond explanation. And as she looked at her son, she wondered maybe it's time for a change. Maybe just maybe Ethan was right. We should see what opportunities presents itself and move to Laurelsville.

Caleb now out of the tub sat on the floor in his bedroom, surrounded by his favorite toys. The half-day at school, a bit much for Lydia and she tried to tackle her work and worry about Caleb. He contentedly played while Lydia worked, shuffling between calls with insurance companies and sorting laundry.

As Lydia passed his room, she paused, hearing the faint sound of conversation. It was Caleb’s voice, but... there was something else. Another voice, low and whispery, barely audible, saying, “Don’t go. You have to tell them. You can’t go.”
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Lydia froze in the hallway, clutching the laundry basket tightly, her heart pounding. She leaned in closer, peeking through the doorway to see Caleb facing the wall, apparently talking to someone—or something—that wasn’t there.

“Caleb, honey,” Lydia said, her voice a little unsteady. “Who are you talking to?”

Caleb turned slowly, his eyes locking onto hers, an unsettling expression crossing his face. Lydia stepped inside, gripping the basket as if it might offer some protection, feeling an inexplicable chill crawl up her spine.

“Caleb, sweetie,” she repeated, her voice softer but with an edge of worry. “Mommy asked you a question... who were you talking to?”

Without answering, Caleb looked back at the wall, whispering under his breath, “One...two...one...two...” Suddenly, the bedroom door behind Lydia swung shut with a loud slam, making her jump and drop the basket, scattering clothes across the floor.

Caleb turned back to her with an oddly sinister smile, and in a voice much deeper than his own, he said, “We shouldn’t leave, Mommy. We shouldn’t leave.”

The sound of the front door slamming downstairs snapped Lydia out of her daze. Ivy’s voice called up from below. “Mom, I’m home! Hey, can I stay over at Madison’s tonight?”
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Lydia gathered the spilled clothes, her hands trembling slightly as she stuffed them back into the basket. She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself, and walked out of Caleb’s room, casting one last wary glance over her shoulder at her son, who had already turned his attention back to his toys.

Descending the stairs, Lydia was greeted by Ivy, who looked at her mother’s pale face with concern. “Mom, are you okay?” Ivy asked, her brow furrowing.

Lydia forced a smile, brushing off the lingering unease. “Oh, I’m fine, honey,” she said, her voice barely steady. “Now... what did you say when you came in?”

“Madison wants me to come over and hang out tonight,” Ivy explained.

Lydia nodded, trying to focus. “That’s fine. Your father won’t be home until late, and I have some work to do. Just... be careful, okay? You know how I feel about Madison. She’s a
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