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Prologue:
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“Y’all go ahead,” Mark said, scratching at the back of his neck as the others packed up. “I’ll finish wiring the panel and kill the juice before I go. Ten minutes, tops.”

“Your funeral,” Darren muttered, tossing his toolbelt into the back of the truck. “Place gives me the creeps after sundown.”

“Everything gives you the creeps,” Mark said. But he didn’t laugh.

The old colonial sat three blocks off Main, half-gutted and stripped for renovation. Power had been flaky all week—mis-wired outlets, dead breakers, wires that went nowhere. A nightmare job, the kind you only said yes to when the bills piled up.

“Beers tomorrow,” someone called from the truck. Then the engine started, headlights swept across the front steps, and they were gone.

Mark stood alone in the entryway, clutching his flashlight, wire cutters still in his back pocket. The air had a weight to it now. Quiet and still. No wind or  traffic, not even the creak of floorboards.

He clicked on his headlamp and made his way toward the basement door. The last thing on the checklist: connect the new circuits to the breakers. Get out. Get paid. There was eight grand waiting on completion.

At the foot of the stairs, he hesitated. The door wasn’t fully shut—just resting in the frame. It looked slightly swollen. Like the humidity had gotten to it, or maybe something else was pressing against it from the other side. He didn’t want to think that. 

Pushing that thought out of his mind he slowly opened the door. It gave with a soft groan followed by a Drip. Drip. Drip.

Somewhere down there, water was leaking onto stone. Not a pipe—he would’ve seen that earlier. Maybe an old well, or a sump pit. 

He adjusted his headlamp, flicked the basement switch. The single bulb overhead flickered to life.

Old stone walls. Exposed beams. The breaker box on the far wall.

Mark exhaled and stepped down the first few stairs. His boots echoed. He didn’t like it down here. Last week he could have sworn someone said his name from the far corner. But the bills demanded he finish this up tonight. So here he was, fear be damned.

He reached the panel, crouched down, and opened it. Tools came out. Wires set, connections aligned. He hummed as he worked, more out of habit than nerves.

The silence wasn’t comforting. It felt heavy—like something was listening.

The last wire clicked into place. He reached for his screwdriver but before he could reach it the bulb overhead blinked once then went out.

He froze as the room plunged into black. He let out a slow breath through his nose to try to calm himself. “Figures,” he muttered. Reaching to adjust the headlamp on his forehead it began to dim then died.

The dark felt different now—heavier.  Behind him, something moved. A dragging sound—wet. Like meat pulled across a slick floor. 

He stayed crouched. Motionless and listening. His heart rate began to rise as the fear kicked in. Something was here.

It moved again. Closer this time and faster. Like it had found him.

His fingers slid into the loop of his belt, fumbling for the flashlight. The sound moved closer, and with it a hot putrid smell.

He gripped the flashlight, yanked it free, thumb on the switch. It clicked but nothing happened. No light came to save him.

Another drag. Then a rush. Quick and low—skimming across the ground like some kind of hideous wet spider.

The impact hit hard. Something solid and slick slammed into his side.

A loud crack snapped through the dark. He let out a cry, short and sharp, already cut in half by the pain.

A wet tearing sound followed.

The sound of something pulling skin from meat, meat from bone. He thrashed and kicked begging it to stop.

Another snap. Something popped like a branch breaking underfoot.

He tried to scream again but choked. A sudden jerk yanked him sideways, face slamming to the cold stone floor.

His head filled with the sound of chewing. Fast, slurping bites—wet lips and teeth tearing into meat like it hadn't eaten in days. He felt a dull throbbing on his lower back. It throbbed with every chew he heard.

Something punched into his back—not a fist, something sharper. He gasped, air escaping the hole in his ruptured lungs as his throat filled with blood.

Fingers spasmed around the useless flashlight.

One last breath, gurgled out.

Then nothing.

Just the sound of feeding in the dark.

Followed by a soft almost proud voice that whispered, “Gooood boy.”
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The car’s heater hummed a low lullaby as Eleanor  Frost adjusted the rearview mirror, glancing at the packed boxes stacked in the back seat. Outside, the forests of Silver Pines stretched wide and golden, the leaves shimmering under the soft, amber light of late autumn. The narrow road curved gently ahead of her, draped in shades of ochre, rust, and deep crimson. Fallen leaves danced and spun with every gust of wind, skimming the pavement in lazy spirals.

El’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she navigated a bend, her mind circling back to the letter that had changed everything. The house—Blackwood Hollow—was hers now, left behind by an aunt she didn’t know she had, a stranger her family had never spoke of. The estate had sat untouched for years, gathering dust and stories. Now it was Eleanor’s second chance.

She exhaled slowly, watching the wisps of her breath swirl through the chilled air inside the car. The heater could only do so much against the bite of an autumn morning like this one. Still, she welcomed the cold. It grounded her, made her feel awake and alive.

The trees thinned, revealing the edges of Silver Pines, a town that looked like it had been dipped in nostalgia. The kind of place where porch swings creaked in the breeze and shop windows glowed with handwritten signs. A place where every season announced itself with a kind of ceremony. In autumn, the town wore its finest—a riot of color, crisp winds, and a touch of cinnamon in every corner.

Ahead, Blackwood Hollow appeared in the distance, towering over the forest like a ghost ship adrift on a sea of leaves. Its sharp gables pierced the sky, framed by the dying canopy of oaks and maples that hugged the property. Shadows clung to the edges of the estate, pooling around the wrought-iron gate and creeping over the stone walkway.

Eleanor felt a ripple of hesitation. Something about the house seemed out of place, even against the picturesque backdrop of Silver Pines. It loomed almost skeletal, as though it didn’t belong in the world of warm cafes and pumpkin patches. Her heart stuttered, a small pulse of fear bubbling beneath her ribs. 

But she shook it off. “You’ve come this far girl,” she whispered. “It’s just a house, a spooky one, but still just an old house.”

She pulled the car into the long, gravel driveway and killed the engine. For a moment, she sat there, hands resting on the wheel, listening to the ticking of the cooling engine. 

The house waited in silence, watching. She could feel it in her bones—It wasn’t the right time of day to open that front door. Not yet.

With a decisive nod, she grabbed her purse from the passenger seat and stepped out into the crisp air. The wind nipped at her cheeks, carrying the scent of woodsmoke and wet leaves. Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she locked the car and pocketed the keys. She stood there a moment longer, staring at the front door of Blackwood Hollow, before turning on her heel.

“I’ll be back,” she whispered to the house and rustling leaves blowing by, pulling her coat tighter around her. El walked along cobblestone streets that wound like ribbons through the heart of Silver Pines. The town had a charm that felt effortless, as if it had simply woken up one morning dressed in autumn and decided never to change. Storefronts were decorated with bundles of dried corn, and wreaths of golden leaves hung from every door. The scent of baked apples, warm sugar, and cinnamon lingered in the air, carried on the soft breeze that tugged at scarves and brushed through the branches above.

She wandered past a bookstore with frosted windows, where the display boasted novels wrapped in weathered spines—ghost stories, mysteries, and tales of far-off places. Next door, a candy shop displayed jars filled with butterscotch, caramel chews, and cinnamon sticks, glinting under the warm glow of string lights. A small pumpkin patch huddled near the town square, children darting between the gourds as their parents snapped pictures.

Eleanor found herself drawn toward a corner café, a cozy little place with bay windows and a porch wrapped in ivy. A chalkboard near the entrance announced:

Autumn Specials: Pumpkin Spice Lattes, Apple Cider Donuts, and Spiced Chai.

The jingle of a bell greeted her as she pushed the door open. The warmth inside embraced her instantly, like an old friend. A young barista with auburn hair and freckles smiled warmly from behind the counter.

“Hmm, a new face,” she said with a smile as Eleanor stepped up to the counter. “First time in town?”

“Yeah,” Eleanor said. “Just got in.”

“Well, welcome.” The barista tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “What can I get you?”

Before Eleanor could answer, she added, “I recommend the Pumpkin Latte—fresh batch just finished.”

“That sounds good.”

A moment later, the barista handed over a steaming cup, crowned with whipped cream and a dusting of cinnamon.

Eleanor handed her some money and took the cup with both hands and smiled. “Thanks.”

“Enjoy,” the barista said, watching as she made her way to the window seat.

She wrapped her hands around the mug, savoring the warmth as the first sip spread sweetness over her tongue. The whipped cream melted into the spiced coffee, and a hint of nutmeg lingered long after the drink was gone.

She stayed a while longer, letting the café’s warmth wrap around her like a blanket. Outside, the sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the street. It would be evening soon, and she knew she couldn’t avoid the house forever. But for now, she let herself linger, enjoying the simple pleasure of watching the town go about its day.

Her latte gone, she wandered further through Silver Pines, exploring side streets and peeking into antique shops filled with old clocks, porcelain figurines, and faded photographs. She strolled past a bakery where the smell of fresh bread wafted through the open door, mingling with the aroma of roasted chestnuts from a nearby vendor. This place was perfect.

By the time she decided to head back dusk had begun to settle over the town, soft and gentle, like the last pages of a well-loved book. The streets quieted, and shopkeepers flipped their signs from “Open” to “Closed.”

Eleanor stood for a moment, looking back toward Blackwood Hollow. The top of the house peaking over the trees in the distance, watching, shrouded in twilight, its silhouette sharp against the fading sky. “Let’s go meet the house.” She whispered.

Eleanor walked slowly along the gravel road leading from the heart of Silver Pines toward the looming silhouette of Blackwood Hollow. 

The house revealed itself slowly, piece by piece, between the branches and undergrowth. First, she spotted the jagged peaks of its gabled roof piercing the treetops. Then the turrets emerged, stark and angular against the darkening sky, like the bones of some colossal creature left to rot in the woods. As the final bend in the driveway unfolded, Blackwood Hollow stood fully revealed, waiting.

For a long moment, she stood in silence, hands in her pockets. It felt as if the house were looking back at her. Three towering stories, each floor stacked atop the other in an uneven, unsettling way that gave the house a feeling of movement, as though it had twisted itself out of shape over the years. A fourth level—a walk-in attic—peeked from the back, where a narrow turret rose like a watchtower.

The front steps groaned under her boots as she climbed toward the front door, trailing her hand along the iron railing, cold as bone beneath her fingers.

She hesitated at the door, brushing away a cluster of cobwebs. The heavy oak door was carved with swirling patterns—trees, faces, and animals—barely visible beneath layers of dust. Her hand hovered over the brass handle for a moment before she turned it. The door swung open with a low groan, as if exhaling after years of silence.

The air inside the house was still and heavy, carrying the faint scent of dust and wood rot. A dim, grayish light filtered through the windows, illuminating motes of dust that drifted lazily in the air. Eleanor stepped inside, her boots echoing softly on the polished wood floors—once grand, now scuffed and scratched by time.

The foyer was vast, with a ceiling that soared to the second floor. The crystal chandelier, thick with cobwebs, hung precariously above her, swaying slightly as if stirred by a breeze she couldn’t feel. The walls were lined with oil paintings, their subjects faded beyond recognition—only the vague shapes of landscapes and faces remained.

A large mirror hung to the right of the door, cracked through the middle, reflecting fractured pieces of the room behind her. She caught her own reflection, warped and split by the crack, and for a moment it looked like someone else was standing beside her—a fleeting shape that disappeared when she blinked. She turned away quickly, heart thudding, and moved deeper into the house.

The living room was filled with ghostly furniture draped in white sheets. She pulled back one of the sheets, revealing an ornate armchair, its fabric worn and frayed at the edges. A marble fireplace stretched along the far wall, cold and empty, its mantle covered with old photographs and trinkets coated in dust. She ran her finger along the edge of the mantle, leaving a clean streak in the dust.

The dining room came next, with a long oak table at its center. Chairs with claw-footed legs circled the table, their cushions sagging with age. The candelabra in the middle of the table held remnants of wax, frozen mid-drip, as if waiting for a meal that never came. A faint smell of dried flowers lingered.

She found the kitchen through a narrow doorway. It was surprisingly modern—at least, compared to the rest of the house—with a mix of old and new appliances. Copper pots hung from a rack above the stove, their surfaces tarnished. The cabinets were filled with mismatched plates and cups, many chipped or cracked. The pantry door stood slightly ajar, revealing rows of old preserves, their labels faded.

In the parlor, she found a strange sense of preservation, as though someone had been here recently. A phonograph sat in one corner, and a chessboard was laid out on a side table, mid-game. She ran her hand over the chess pieces, feeling the cool ivory beneath her fingers, wondering who had left the game unfinished.

The stairs creaked beneath her weight as she climbed to the second floor. Portraits of people she didn’t recognize lined the walls of the staircase, their faces solemn and distant, watching her with eyes that seemed to follow her every step.

The master bedroom was cavernous, with a four-poster bed draped in heavy curtains that swayed slightly, though there was no breeze. A large wardrobe stood against one wall, its doors open just enough to reveal clothing that smelled faintly of lavender, mothballs and decay. She shivered, feeling like she was intruding on someone else’s life.

In the guest bedrooms, she found evidence of children—small toys scattered across the floors, and a rocking horse perched in one corner, its painted eyes staring blankly at the wall. One room held a music box, which clicked softly when she opened it, playing a tune that sounded just slightly off-key and a little too eerie to listen to alone, so she quickly closed it.

The third floor held the library, its shelves filled with old, water-damaged books. She pulled one from the shelf and opened it, only to find the pages swollen and illegible. The study, connected to the library, was cluttered with old maps, artifacts, and journals—things left behind by her aunt, perhaps. On the wall, she found a family tree, with names scratched out in places, and her own name added at the bottom in a shaky hand.

At the end of the hall, she came to a black door, the paint chipped and worn. She tried the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. The attic door was locked, and no amount of jiggling the handle would open it.

Frustrated, she made her way back down the stairs, toward the basement door. The moment her hand touched the knob, a chill ran down her spine. The air grew thick, heavy with something unseen but palpable. A faint hum vibrated through the floorboards, like a heartbeat just below the surface.

Her chest tightened, and an overwhelming sense of dread settled over her, cold and suffocating. It was as if the house itself was warning her to stay away. She stepped back, her breath coming fast. “Maybe later,” she whispered, turning away from the basement door.

Eleanor wandered back to the foyer, her footsteps echoing in the silence. The house felt vast and empty, yet somehow crowded with the weight of things unseen.

Making her way to the bedroom she decided to just call it a night and get an early start in the morning sorting this place out. She was fast asleep the moment her head hit the new sheets and fresh pillowcases on the bed.
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Chapter 2:
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Eleanor woke with a start, the silence in the house pressing against her skin like cold hands. She lay still in bed, listening. There was no wind, no creaking floorboards, only the hum of stillness. Something felt wrong, though she couldn’t place why.

She sat up slowly, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Outside, the autumn sky glowed pale gray through her bedroom window, casting soft shadows across the walls. Pulling on her sweater, she shuffled out of the room and headed downstairs, her feet barely making a sound on the old wooden steps.

When she reached the kitchen, she paused. The usual comfort of morning coffee—the smell, the warmth, the ritual—was what she needed. But as she turned toward the counter, she thought she saw movement from the corner of her eye. The basement door, just off the kitchen, was open.

Her stomach dropped, the sudden rush of dread like a cold wave washing over her. She froze in place, heart stammering in her chest. The dark opening yawning into the shadowed stairwell below. She could feel the cold draft rising from the depths, carrying with it a faint, earthy scent of wet stone and dust. She hadn’t opened it. She was certain of that.

Eleanor stared at the open door, a whisper of panic curling through her mind. She swallowed, forcing herself to stay calm. Someone had to be in the house. Had someone crept in while she slept? The thought twisted her insides.

“Hello?” she called, her voice tight and uncertain. It barely echoed down the basement steps. No answer. Only silence, thick and suffocating. She leaned slightly toward the doorframe, craning her neck to peer into the darkness, but the light didn’t reach far. The basement swallowed it whole.

She stepped back quickly, something deep in her gut told her not to cross that threshold. Instead, she grabbed the doorknob and swung the door shut with a firm slam. The sound echoed louder than she expected, bouncing off the kitchen walls. She fumbled for the small brass lock on the handle, twisting it tight with trembling fingers. A sudden rush of anxiety and fear hit her, it felt as if something was about to slam into the door from the other side, but nothing came.

She stood there for a moment, staring at the closed door, heart pounding. She pressed her ear to it, listening—nothing. No footsteps, no shuffling, just the low hum of silence beneath her breath. The uneasy knot in her stomach tightened, but she forced herself to turn away. “Coffee,” she hummed under her breath, as if saying it aloud could banish the fear.

Eleanor tried to shake the unease as she stood by the kitchen counter, waiting for the coffee maker to sputter to life. She pulled out her phone and flipped through her aunt’s old notes about the house, focusing on the list of necessary repairs: basement reinforcement, foundation inspection, exterior trim, and paint restoration.

She scrolled through the local listings, looking for contractors and repair crews, hoping someone—anyone—would be available on short notice. Truthfully, she just didn’t want to be alone in the house. The open basement door gnawed at her thoughts like a splinter under the skin.

After a few calls, she found a contractor named Mark that was willing to send out a team the same day. “We’ll check the foundation, trim the woodwork, get that basement in order—whatever you need,” Mark said cheerfully over the phone. She could hear the faint clatter of tools in the background. “That’d be great,” she said, relief flooding her voice. “As soon as possible.”

“We’ll have someone there by noon,” Mark assured her. She hung up and exhaled, trying to convince herself that once the house was filled with people, the strange feeling would fade.

By noon, a crew of four arrived—two men and two women. Mark, the lead contractor, was a tall, burly guy with an easygoing smile. Rachel and Luis handled most of the exterior work, while Jared, a younger guy with dark hair, seemed to be in charge of the trickier interior jobs.

The team quickly got to work. Rachel and Luis peeled away the cracked wallpaper in the dining room while Mark inspected the rotting trim along the windows. Jared busied himself measuring the crown molding on the third floor. The hum of drills, the scrape of metal on wood, and the occasional thud of tools filled the house, cutting through the oppressive silence.

At first, Eleanor felt lighter and safer. But that feeling didn’t last. Around mid afternoon things started to change. Tools were being misplaced, or showing up on different floors and people were starting to show their unease.

From the kitchen Elenor heard a hushed conversation. “I’m telling you I heard something say my name down there,” Jared whispered to Mark near the basement door, glancing nervously at the closed door. Eleanor stepped into the hallway just in time to catch the end of their conversation. “What did you hear?” she asked, her voice steady but curious.

Jared straightened quickly, flashing her a reassuring smile. “Nothing. Probably the pipes. Old houses like this always make weird noises.” Mark shot him a warning glance, and Jared turned away gathering his tools.

“Everything’s fine, Miss Frost. Just normal contractor stuff,” Mark added, brushing off her concerns with the practiced ease of someone who didn’t want to spook a client. But Eleanor noticed the way Jared’s gaze lingered on the basement door, uneasy and distant.

Later that afternoon, Jared was up on the third floor, working alone. The house had grown quieter as the others focused on their tasks, and the faint sounds of hammers and footsteps echoed from far below. Jared measured the crown molding along the hallway walls, muttering numbers under his breath as he jotted them down in his notebook.

He moved toward the end of the hallway, where the attic door loomed—tall, black, and locked. The air here felt different, heavier somehow, like the weight of the house pressed down harder on this floor. As he bent to measure the trim near the door, a cold breeze brushed the back of his neck. He froze, his breath catching in his throat. 

The hair on his arms stood on end. Something shifted behind him—soft, like the swish of fabric brushing against wood. He turned quickly, his heart thudding. The hallway was empty.

He exhaled shakily, rubbing the back of his neck. But the feeling didn’t leave. It clung to him, gnawing at the edges of his mind. Returning back to his measurements he began writing down the trim size and lengths near the door when something caught his ear. A whisper. Faint and breathy, like a woman’s voice, carried on the barest edge of the breeze. “Hey. Jared...” The sound of his name drifted from behind the attic door.

Jared’s stomach turned to ice. His hands went clammy, and the tape measure slipped from his grasp, hitting the floor with a metallic clink. He stared at the attic door, his pulse hammering in his ears. “Hello?” he whispered, his voice barely audible. There was no answer. Only the oppressive silence of the house, pressing in around him.

He stepped back slowly, his heart racing, and fumbled for his notebook. The air felt thick, suffocating. As he turned to hurry down the stairs, there was a faint smell of decay follow by the click of the attic doors handle. He sped up almost clearing the steps in two leaps.

Eleanor busied herself in the old library, sorting through dusty books and papers. As she cleaned, she uncovered a small leather-bound journal hidden beneath a stack of old letters.

Her aunt’s journal. The pages were filled with erratic entries—dreams, cryptic symbols, and half-finished thoughts. As she flipped through the pages, a chill ran down her spine. One entry, written in shaky handwriting, stood out:

"She’s awake and She’s hungry. Don’t look at her face."

Eleanor stared at the words, feeling the cold press of fear settle deep in her bones.
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Chapter 3:
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The next morning the light seeped through the windows, pale and weak, casting long shadows across the warped floorboards. 

Eleanor was looking for cleaning supplies, and curiosity drew her into an old storage room. Most of the clutter was useless—broken picture frames, torn drapery, a warped mirror leaning against the wall. But as she knelt to peer beneath an old chest, something glimmered in the shadows.

A key. It was cold and heavier than expected, the brass tarnished with age. Its shape was strange—ornate, with twisting filigree etched along the length—and the teeth at the bottom were jagged, as though someone had filed them down by hand. Eleanor held it up to the light, turning it over in her palm, a strange certainty settling in her gut. She knew exactly what this key was for. 

The house seemed quieter as she climbed the stairs toward the third floor. At the far end of the hallway, the black door loomed, its chipped paint revealing streaks of wood beneath.
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