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Part I: The House on the Hill
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When Victoria was young, her mother used to call her Little Knievel. She was the kind of kid a mother had to worry about, the kind most likely to jump out of a tree with no thought to how that scenario would end. Scuffed knees and cuts were a frequent reality for her. She and her mother were drifters, zig-zagging from state to state at the drop of a dime. The Great Migrators, her mother dubbed them. When it was time for them to move on, there was usually a doggedness and fear to Heidi’s actions, as if the hounds of hell were on their heels and if they didn’t keep moving, death would find them. Yet, there was a sense of safety and warmth Victoria had felt with her mother that had been absolute. There was nothing to fear because Heidi would always be there to pick up her broken pieces. Until the day she wasn’t and there were no more sun-blistered hands to soothe away welts and soft kisses to alleviate bruises.

Victoria was never good at avoiding danger, but she knew how to distinguish between something that would hurt for a few days and something that would be a deeper wound. 

Her eyes focused on Arthur sitting across from her in the study of Dredstone Manor. He was not the first man her mother had invited into their lives with promises of a new family, a new father, a new life. He was, however, the richest yet. While his mansion and wealth were no replacement for parental affection, he had access to resources Victoria could only dream of. He could help her mother with her illness. If nothing else, he was able to keep Heidi within the confines of the Manor instead of wandering the streets raving mad. What Victoria lost seemed worth it in return for knowing her mother was safe – relatively.

Arthur’s alabaster skin and honey blonde hair glowed in the light from the fireplace. There was a familiar glint in his eyes and his mustache twitched along with the nearly imperceptible movement of his lips. His hands were folded neatly across his lap as he studied her with a viciously triumphant gaze. The chess board between them showed how close she was to losing. Her queen was cornered and set to be taken, as most of her pieces had been already. 

This scene was a recurrent one. Every Friday, Arthur would send his servant, Joshua, to collect her. Joshua wasn’t a bad kid; he was only a teenager whose financial struggles led him down the unfortunate path of employment at the Manor. Joshua probably did Arthur’s bidding unquestioningly to save his own skin. A part of her couldn’t fault him but he had to know what he was bringing Victoria into.

It was a routine by now. Arthur would send for Victoria while her mother lay bedridden and detached from reality. Joshua would lead her down the hall to the room with the white door. Inside, Arthur would be waiting for her, seated primly in a high-backed leather chair that probably cost more than everything she ever owned combined. His long fingers would be wrapped around a perspiring glass of brandy and his lips would be quirked in a banal smile.

“Fancy a game,” he’d say, gesturing to the chess board on the table.

He’d phrase it like a question but there was only one answer she would be able to give, or else the speech would come and veiled threats would start.

“I’ve done so much for you and Heidi. You had no roots before I took you in. She had you living in a car, flitting from place to place with no home, no family, no connection to anything. You had no life, not truly. You only existed to keep running from the fictitious demons in her head. I opened my doors for you. I didn’t have to take her in when I found her wandering on my property, talking to herself, but I did. This house has kept her safe, kept you fed. You want for nothing. All I ask is this one night. That isn’t so much, is it? If it is, I won’t keep you here. I’ll let you both go. You know as well as I do though that people may talk, authorities may get involved. Heidi isn’t exactly a stable parent. They’ll lock her away and send you to the care of the state. I don’t want that to happen. It’s just one game.”

They both knew that was a blatant lie, but his threats were effective and so she would bend to his will. She would play white and he would always make a lame joke and chuckle about the irony of her color choice. Then they would slog along until his inevitable victory, the terms of which were never said aloud but known all too well.

The kind of danger Arthur presented wasn’t the kind that had given her a headrush when she was a kid. That had featured a sense of excitement, adventure and anticipation that outweighed the concept of fear. It pushed her to climb the same tree she fell out of over and over again and fling herself from the branches to fall back to earth like a fluttering leaf. That rush, that high, was a heady feeling tempered by her mother’s loving admonishments and healing touch.

With Arthur, there would be hands and kisses, but they would not be soothing. The headiness, the rush, the high would not be one of her own making or facilitated by a loving parent. It was not something she could truly partake in. It was only something taken from her before Arthur threw her out, only to do it all over again the next time he summoned her.

“So? What’s your move?” he inquired.

Her eyes roamed the board looking for a way out. Finding none, she hesitantly tipped her king over.

“I resign.”

Arthur stood with a smile. Victoria closed her eyes and took a deep breath as she felt him coming up behind her. The touch of his fingers against her was featherlight but still sent shivers of disgust through her. The offending hand rested against her shoulder for the briefest of moments before trailing towards her collarbone and massaging the exposed ebony skin. Dread pooled in her stomach, but she forced herself to open her eyes and look up at Arthur. 

The sight of him nearly made her heart jump out of her chest. His skin, previously smooth and clear, had drained of all color and faded to dull gray. There were tears and rips in his flesh, starting from his cheekbone down to his jawline, revealing the pink beneath dripping with blood. Victoria gagged as a maggot peeked out from beneath a fold of tissue and began crawling across his face. Arthur gave her a gruesome smile, his lips giving way to a viscous black sludge which poured forth and dripped onto her shoulder. 

She tried to open her mouth to scream, but the sound got caught in her throat. She wanted to get up and run but her body was locked in place, an unwilling spectator to the macabre scene, before she felt a lurch in her stomach. It was as if something was moving inside of her, trying to get out.

She lifted a hand to her neck as the strange sensation travelled up her body, twisting its way through her intestines and up her esophagus before overtaking her larynx. Her throat tickled and itched as she began coughing, loud hacking noises that only seemed to delight Arthur. Something was coming up, invading her mouth. Victoria spat it out into her hand and recoiled violently at the sight of the insect, a black beetle, crawling across her hand.

A coughing fit hit her once more and she spit out beetle after beetle. They were coming out of her like a river, crawling across her face, up her nose, covering her eyes. She couldn’t hear, she couldn’t see, she couldn’t breathe. All the while, Arthur taunted her, laughing a croaky, wet cackle, before she felt him push her back and onto the floor.

Victoria jumped up in her bed, her heart pounding in her chest. She looked around the room frantically, not immediately recognizing where she was. She stopped cold as she caught sight of a shadow in her window. The shape morphed into that of a man as she stared longer. Some part of her knew this was probably her mind playing tricks on her, but she couldn’t help the terror growing inside as she thought of Arthur coming ever closer. She flinched, startled by something impacting the glass.

She hesitated for a moment, indecisively weighing her options, before she scrambled out of bed
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