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      “We must check the sugar bowls for poison.”

      Derek gazed at the narrow winding road, and I could tell he hadn't registered what I'd said. He'd heard my voice, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

      “Just kidding,” I said.

      “Huh?”

      “I was joking. I said we should check the sugar bowls for poison. The Shirley Jackson novel, about the castle, you remember?” As the words left my mouth, the castle—our castle—came into view.

      Strictly speaking, Everland was a manor. Still, it had all the beautiful features of gothic architecture with its grey stone and turrets, all kept safe under the watchful eyes of the resident gargoyles. Derek laughed at me when I called it a castle.

      “We’ve bought a castle in the countryside,” I announced to our friends over dinner, and Derek had guffawed.

      “It’s a manor,” he had said, topping up our wine glasses.

      I showed the pics of the building I had on my phone.

      "Looks like a castle," they all said, especially with the seemingly ever-present fog that shrouded the tops of the turrets. It had thrilled our son Cameron; he couldn't believe his luck. Five-year-olds are like that with castles.

      “You’ll miss your friends in the city,” I told him. “You’ll be homesick. There’s no McDonald's in the country.”

      This did not deter him. Who needs a Happy Meal when you’ve got secret rooms and attics to explore?

      It was a sudden move, and I felt the whiplash. One week, Derek and I were young professionals in the city, the next, we had sold our business and our home.

      “It’ll be good to get away from everything,” said Derek. I agreed. There was a lot of ‘everything' we needed to get away from. The city was crowded with criminals and beggars and useless infrastructure. A hijacker shot our neighbour in his driveway. A colleague and his whole family had been held at gunpoint while a gang of five thugs invaded their house and ransacked it. It wasn't just the crime. There were other things, too; more personal things. Darkness. We loved the city, but we had to think about our Cameron. He was at such a beautiful, tender age.

      While on a weekend break from the city we lost our phone signal and, without a map, got hopelessly lost. But the misty path had led us to the manor house; a FOR SALE sign staked on its front lawn. We were not usually impulsive, but Derek and I felt strangely drawn to the house.

      “It’ll be good for us,” Derek said. “Healthy.”

      We traded a small neat backyard for sprawling green land populated by squirrels and chickens. In the city we had high walls and electric fences; the new property was hemmed in by fruit trees of every kind. There was no WiFi, no processed food, no touchstones to trip us up every time we saw something that reminded us of what we had lost. We could leave the difficult memories behind.

      “I like this one,” Cameron said, choosing the smallest, darkest room on the ground floor.

      "Are you sure?" I asked. "The one near the staircase is much bigger." Our main bedroom was upstairs, and I wanted him a little closer by. "I like this one," he said again and began unpacking his things.

      “Perhaps Cam can sleep in our room,” I said to my husband. “Just till he settles in. I don’t want him walking up those steps at night. He could fall.”

      “We’ll leave some lights on,” Derek said. He was better at hiding his tendency to be overprotective than I was. “Maybe the nightmares will stop, now that we’re away from the city.”

      In the city, I worried about bullets and knives and car accidents. After we bought Everland, I worried about Cameron falling down the staircase in the middle of the night, and I worried about the expansive lawns and meadows that surrounded the castle. Where Cam saw giant trees, perfect for climbing, I saw him falling and breaking his collarbone. He saw rocks to clamber over; I saw a head contusion waiting to happen. He loved matches, candles, and the roaring fires in the stone hearth. I made sure all the matches and lighters were on shelves out of his reach.

      “Promise me you’ll never go near the river on your own,” I said to him, holding his arms a little too firmly.

      “It’s hardly a river,” said Derek. “It’s a stream.” Castle, manor. River, stream. I didn’t care. I just didn’t want my boy slipping on wet stones and being swept away. He couldn’t swim.

      “We’ve spoken about this,” Derek said, gently. “One reason we moved here is so we wouldn’t mollycoddle Cameron. He needs some space.”

      “He’s five years old,” I said. Which five-year-old needs space?

      Derek fixed me with a firm look. “Let him be.”

      I didn’t want Cameron to be so far away from us at night, in that small dark room, so we compromised; I set up the old baby video monitor so I could watch and hear him sleep.

      “I’m not being paranoid,” I said to Derek. “Just careful.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, hugging me. “It’s okay.”

      The monitor added to my anxiety. Static would sweep over the screen; a wash of crackle and snow. I would jump up and search the monitor for Cameron’s motionless form beneath his comforter.

      “You should turn the volume down,” said Derek. “You’ll sleep better.”

      "I'm sleeping fine," I lied. If I turned the sound down, how would I know if Cameron needed me? But I took his point. When I looked in the gold-edged mirror, I saw my eyes bruised from lack of sleep.

      “I’ll get Mr Houndstooth to look at it,” said Derek. “Perhaps there’s a way we can get a better connection.”

      "Oh, we shouldn't bother him with that," I said. The groundskeeper gave me the creeps. He had brown teeth and a dirty coat and always stared at me suspiciously with his ratty eyes. The estate agent who had sold us Everland told us that the groundsman came with the house.

      “We don’t need a groundsman,” Derek had said.

      "Houndstooth comes with the house," the agent had reiterated and pulled his lips in a way that conveyed it was non negotiable. The price of the manor was less than half of what it was worth, and we wanted to secure the deal. We agreed in private that we could always come to an understanding at a later stage.

      Mr Houndstooth looked at the baby monitor screen and banged the side of it.

      "I've already done that," I said, in an attempt at humour. Houndstooth didn't smile. Instead, he checked the cables and then huffed his way down the grand stairway to Cameron's room. Once he'd checked the equipment there, he found me in the garden, cutting roses for the kitchen table while the hens pecked at the grass around my feet. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and told me I'd need to buy a booster from town.

      “While you’re there,” Houndstooth said, “buy some rat poison.”

      “Oh.” I felt uncomfortable. “We wouldn’t want that. We don’t want to poison anything.”

      Not that I had a soft spot for rodents, I just knew the knock-on effects. I didn’t want to accidentally kill any owls or cats. The groundskeeper hawked and spat on the ground. “Suit yourself.”

      He adjusted his hat and stalked off.

      

      The town was a winding twenty-minute drive away, and our car's clearance was too low to make it a comfortable trip. We were planning on trading in our sedan for a Jeep, to better suit the terrain. Derek and I jokingly called the village a ghost town. There was one grocer, a hardware store, a barber, and not much else. It was dreary and bleak, but I didn't mind that too much. The worst thing about the village was the people. They looked strange, and they dressed in home-sewn clothes. They'd stare at me in a way that made my skin crawl as if they somehow wished me harm. Walking down the main road, we passed a blind man who looked at us as if he could see something, or someone. I squeezed Cameron's shoulder, and we hurried along. Cam and I bought the baby monitor booster from the claustrophobic hardware store with little trouble, although I felt uneasy with the way the shop assistant followed us around. Perhaps they were suspicious of city expats; thought of us as prior residents of a community rife with sin. The cashier in the grocery store ignored my greeting and glared at me as she rang up the items in my shopping basket, her bony hands working automatically to scan the barcodes. I busied myself with chatting to Cameron, ruffling his hair, reminding him to say "please" and "thank you". As I clipped my purse closed, the cashier grabbed my hand—a hawk clutching a mouse—and stared through me with electric eyes. Her cold skin startled me.

      “You should never have bought that house,” she said. Her teeth were sharp grey stones.

      “Mom!” said Cameron, equally alarmed. He pulled on my arm. “Mom!”

      I tried to snatch my hand away, but the claw held it fast. When I looked into the cashier's eyes, she finally let go, and we hurried out of the shop.

      

      I set up the booster myself. It took over an hour, but at least I wouldn’t have to see Mr Houndstooth again.

      “Hello!” I shouted from our bedroom, eyeing the screen. “Wave at me!”

      Cameron, who was in his room, below, looked into the camera and waved. "Hello, Mommy!"

      The line was still a bit crackly, but we had a good picture, and sound, and I was happy with that. We ate dinner early that night—cottage pie with peas and carrots—and had a longer than usual story-time while a storm percolated outside our stone walls. I felt comforted with Cameron on my lap, a small body that had always been generous with cuddles and smiles.

      

      At around midnight, I heard the whispering for the first time. I sat up.

      “Can you hear that?” I asked Derek. He didn’t answer, so I shook him awake and repeated my question. The wind was whipping tree branches against the manor walls, and thunder rolled and boomed in the lightning-scratched sky.

      “Just a storm,” he said, pulling me back down and slinging his arm over my torso in a sleepy embrace.

      But it wasn’t the storm. The thing I’d heard had come from inside, and it had sounded like a child whispering. I escaped Derek’s slumber-heavy arm and went to look at the baby monitor, rubbing my eyes to dispel their drowsiness. The flagstone floor chilled my feet. I blinked at the jumpy picture; despite the fuzziness and flashing, I could see Cameron sleeping soundly. I felt so much love for him. He was such a beautiful boy, and we were so lucky to have him. I never took my son for granted. The screen fizzed again as the wind and branches blasted the castle. Satisfied that he was safe, I was about to turn back to my warm bed when I heard the whispering again. It was coming from the speaker of the baby monitor. A child’s voice. I blinked again and stepped closer. Cameron’s lips weren’t moving. My nose was almost touching the screen when a new wave of static swept over it. I saw a small figure in the corner of the room, looking straight into the camera with shining eyes.

      “Wave at me,” she whispered.

      

      Fright sent a power jet of ice water through my body. It felt as if my feet didn’t touch the floor as I raced to Cameron’s room and smashed the light switch on. I searched and searched, but there was no one in the corner. Cameron didn’t wake up, despite the light shining in his face and the noise of my gasping. I clutched my chest—my heart vibrating beneath the bone—trying to catch my breath. When the shaking subsided, I scooped Cameron into my arms and carried him upstairs, placing him in the middle of our king-sized bed. I held him tight, watching him sleep as the storm gradually subsided, my mind fizzing like the picture on the snowy screen behind us.

      

      “I know what I saw,” I said to Derek the next morning as he made coffee.

      “I don’t doubt that you saw something.”

      “But?”

      “But it could have been anything,” he said. “You said, yourself, that the weather was interrupting the feed. Your mind was playing tricks on you.”

      “I saw a person,” I said, and I felt my face pale as I remembered the fright of it. “A little girl.”

      “The human mind often interprets shapes as faces,” said Derek. “And the whispering was the static caused by the electrical storm. I can see you got a proper scare. I’m sorry I didn’t wake up.”

      The sun streamed into the kitchen, cheerful, as if it were an ordinary day. Frustrated and exhausted, I covered my eyes; scratchy from lack of sleep. Derek placed a mug of stovetop espresso with warmed milk on the table in front of me and then rested his hands on my hunched-up shoulders. The combination of sunbeams, the aroma of coffee beans, and his reassuring touch made my muscles relax. Of course it had been an illusion. The cashier at the grocer had shocked me, that was all. She had seeded a nightmare of repressed trauma. It all made sense in the daylight.

      Derek let go and began rinsing the espresso maker in the vintage kitchen sink.

      “Do you think we should tell him?” I asked. “Tell Cameron, I mean?”

      Derek froze. The water streamed from the tap and swirled, untouched, down the drain.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” I said. “Wouldn’t you want to know?”

      Derek stared at me for a while and shook his head. "No," he said and turned off the tap.

      

      Later that day, I was walking around the manor grounds with Cameron. The property was huge and filled with organic snares: ditches; thorns; stinging nettles. We found the stream and watched the cold water gurgle by. I stopped to slap the ravenous mosquitoes attacking my ankles, and while I balanced precariously on one foot, I noticed a garden shed I'd never seen before, camouflaged in a carpet of moss and ivy. I called to Cam to be careful while he played at fishing, made my way to the hut, and wrenched the door open. The darkness inside glittered with golden motes. I had to step in to get my eyes to adjust to the dim light, but when I did, the rank odour of a dead animal assailed me. I gagged and turned away, wanting to escape, but the door slammed shut. I tried to open it, but it was stuck. I hammered my fist against the rattling metal.

      “Cameron?” I shouted. “Cameron?” I worried about him near the water. “Cameron?!”

      There was a squeaking sound inside the shed, and I knew without looking that it was a rat. More than one rat. I smashed at the door, but it wasn’t moving. I pictured my son slipping on the shiny pebbles and falling into the stream, being swept away in its gentle pull. A rat tried to climb my leg, and I kicked it off. When my foot returned to the ground, there was a sickening squeal. I had accidentally crushed one of them. Another rat began to climb, and my skin erupted in welts I could not see. I screamed and ran my hands over my scalp, petrified that a creature would somehow get tangled in my hair. I pounded on the metal and tried to kick it.

      "Cam!" I shouted, nerves like needles. Just as I felt my anxiety spiral out of control, ready to strangle me, the door scraped open. I launched out of the shed and straight into Mr Houndstooth. He grabbed me, and I flailed against his solid body.

      “Let me go!” I shouted, and he did, causing me to fall backwards onto the weeds and rocks.

      Breathless, I looked up at him, a monster in silhouette. I shielded my eyes from the sun so I could see his face. Some rats scampered out of the hut, and Houndstooth watched them with distaste.

      I told you to buy rat poison, I imagined him thinking.

      I got to my knees, and then my feet, clamouring over to the stream. Cameron was gone. I ran alongside the body of water, calling his name. Just as I suspected the worst, I saw him. He was walking into the water as if someone had hypnotised him. He was knee-deep, then waist-deep, then the water flowed over his shoulders.

      “Stop!” I shouted, but he couldn’t hear me. I saw his head go under the water. My mind crackled with panic. I sprinted towards him, slipping on the algae-painted stones and smashing down onto the rocks, cracking my elbow. The flare of pain didn’t stop me from wrenching myself up again and splashing into the cold dark water into which my son had disappeared.

      It was a small pocket of water, and his body was easy to find. He wasn't kicking or struggling at all. I grabbed his little body and hoisted him out, a howl escaping my throat. I carried him, scrabbling over the slippery stones and mud, almost falling again. Before I reached dry land, I felt his arms and legs coil around me, and he turned his cold face to me and buried it in the crook of my neck.

      

      “Cameron! How dare you?” demanded Derek, who was beside himself with worry and fright at seeing his wife carrying his son’s limp, soaked body up the lawn pathway. Cameron sat near the fire in the blanket I’d wrapped him in. We were all shaking.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” the boy said.

      “You gave your mother a terrible fright,” he said. “She’s hurt her arm.”

      “Derek, please,” I said. “It’s nothing. Nothing compared to⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, Mommy,” he said. His wide eyes filled with tears, and his face contorted in distress. I couldn’t stand seeing his pain and rushed over to him, pulling him towards me. I began to weep, too. We had come so close to losing him.

      “What on earth were you thinking?” asked Derek. His tone was less aggressive now, but it still resounded accusingly in the stone room. “You know you can’t swim. You know you aren’t allowed near that river.”

      “There was someone in the water,” Cameron said.

      “There was no one in the water,” I said, as gently as I could.

      “There was,” he insisted. “When I looked down to see my reflection, it looked like me, but it wasn’t. There was someone else there.”

      “No,” I said. “It was just the light. The ripples.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t believe me,” he said. “But she was there.”

      My throat constricted. “She?”

      “She’s my friend. She comes to my room at night and tells me stories.”

      My stomach contracted sharply. “What kind of stories?”

      “Stop your nonsense,” said Derek, looking spooked. “Stop your nonsense this minute.”

      “But—” said Cameron.

      Derek would hear no more. He left the room, leaving nothing but the silence of an un-slammed door.

      

      That night I watched the baby monitor screen obsessively for the child in the corner; the little girl who almost drowned my son, but she did not appear. With the waves of pain emanating from my elbow, the shock and the sleep deprivation, I felt like I was going mad. When I looked in the mirror, a wild woman stared back. I forced Derek to go down to the stream where I had found the nightmarish shed strangled with weeds. It wasn’t there.

      “Fire him,” I said to Derek.

      “Who? Houndstooth?”

      “He could have been the one who locked me in.”

      Derek took a deep breath. “You want me to fire the groundskeeper for perhaps locking you in an imaginary shed?”

      My insides lit up with anger. “You don’t believe me?”

      He ran his fingers through his hair and looked around at the wild vegetation as if to prove his point.

      “You think it was some kind of … episode?”

      “I think this move has been harder on you than you realise. You’re not yourself.”

      I stood there, in the wild grass and weeds, wondering if I’d ever been myself. I wondered if I knew who I was at all.

      

      The next afternoon I heard Cam crying before I saw him. I picked up my pace and found him in the workshop where Houndstooth kept his tools.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked him. “What’s happened?”

      “Houndstooth,” sobbed Cameron. “He’s a mean man.”

      “What?” I demanded. “Why? What did he do?”

      Cameron just shook his head and sobbed. I stripped him right there, in the claustrophobic room that smelt like pesticides and petrol, and checked his body for any kind of bruising or damage. I found nothing out of the ordinary, except a box of matches in his pocket. I dressed him again, then I inspected the grimy workspace and saw a white powder sprinkled there. I knew, without a doubt, it was rat poison.

      "You're fired," I said to Houndstooth on the static telephone line. At first, he was quiet, so I had to repeat myself.

      “You’re making a mistake,” he said, his voice trembling with what I guessed was anger.

      “I don’t think I am. Collect your things, leave your keys, and then I never want to see you again.”

      There was an eerie silence.

      “You’ll be sorry,” he said.

      

      A few days later, Cameron told me he saw the groundskeeper lurking on the property. “What was he doing?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Just standing and⁠—”

      “Standing and what?”

      “Watching me.”

      A chill splashed my insides, and I had to sit down.

      

      Derek was furious that I had fired Houndstooth, so I tried to pick up some slack in the manor's maintenance work. Since we had sold our business, I found myself floundering. I realised work was essential to my mental health, so I threw myself into it. It also allayed my guilt at firing Houndstooth. I taught myself how to re-wire switches and fix dripping taps. I trenched flower beds and pruned the apple trees, and I paid Cameron to rake up dead leaves. The exercise was good for me, and I fell into bed exhausted at night, knowing I had accomplished something. I was sleeping well for the first time since we had moved to the country. After a particularly productive day mending and cleaning the chicken coop, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. At midnight, I woke up with a start. I felt a cold weight on my chest. I bolted up in bed, and the exhalation following my gasp was a white mist. I twisted my neck to look at the monitor and blinked. Gasping again, I flew out of bed to get a closer look, and the wave of cold air nettled my skin into gooseflesh. Cameron's bed was empty.

      “Derek!” I shouted. “Derek! It’s Cameron.”

      An eerie sense of deja vu hit me and trailed with it a cold, stagnant dread. I shook it off and hurtled downstairs, calling my son's name. Shivering with fright and cold, I switched his light on and checked the room, hoping I had imagined the empty bed on the screen. I had not. I called for him repeatedly, rushing from room to room and cursing myself for the unnecessary number of rooms we had. Derek crashed around the house behind me, opening cupboard doors and shouting for Cameron. I was freezing despite the heat of anxiety pricking my chest and scalp.

      “He’s not in the house,” said Derek, his mouth slack with terror.

      “Of course he’s in the house!” I shouted. I had checked the locks twice before turning in, but when we got to the kitchen, we saw that back door swinging gently in the breeze.

      “I locked this door,” said Derek.

      In my mind, I pictured Houndstooth's bunch of keys, a filthy leather tag as a keyring.

      No, no, no, I panicked.

      “Houndstooth,” I said, my whole body shaking. “Houndstooth has taken him.”

      Derek tried to call the emergency service, but there was no signal. He ran up to our bedroom to try with my phone while I grabbed a flashlight and ran outside, calling for Cameron.

      Had that awful man taken my son? Was he trying to exact revenge for my firing him? Fear bloomed like ice crystals inside me, cutting into my heart and lungs. I tried to bring my breathing under control, tried to think of the best plan to find my boy, but the static of the baby monitor screen had moved into my brain, and I found I couldn’t think clearly past the blizzard.

      I jogged haphazardly through the back garden, to the stream, sweeping the flashlight-beam as I went. I tripped over stones and tree roots but didn’t fall.

      "Cameron!" I kept shouting, not recognising the sound of my voice. I couldn't see him at the water's edge. I followed the trickling water; desperately searching. After what felt like hours, my feet were aching bricks, and my body was insisting on rest, but I ignored it. My mounting panic energised me. Finally, I heard what I thought was a child’s murmur. There was a movement behind a bush.

      "Cameron?" I yelled, my voice hoarse from calling. I rushed to the where I thought the sound had come from, but I couldn't see him; just trees standing like motionless people in the moonlight. Just black bushes and wild grass. The next step I took sent me tumbling into a pitch-black pocket as if the earth had swallowed me up. With a skull-shaking thud, I was at the bottom of a deep pit. I could tell from the newly chopped roots in the walls that it had been freshly dug, and it just happened to be the right size for me—that is, deep enough so I couldn't climb out. The bulb faded and flickered out, probably because of the fall. I shook it and slammed it on my palm, but it was dead. Everything disappeared into the dark, everything but my frantic breathing.

      “Cameron?” I shouted. “Are you there? I need help!”

      There was someone up there, then a scraping sound. A shovel forced its way into the earth, and the first load of soil rained down on me. I screamed, but the soil kept coming. Someone was going to bury me alive.

      

      I don't remember what happened next. Derek thought I must have passed out from the panic. But I somehow escaped the hole because he found me wandering in the dark outside the house. He'd found Cameron inside, after all, curled up into a little ball, under his bed. You'd think he hadn't been outside at all if it weren't for the soil smears on his feet. Derek ran a bath for me; he washed the sand off my skin and out of my hair while I cried.

      

      I couldn’t make sense of what had happened. I went looking for the hole at sunrise, mist shrouding the castle grounds. The hole was gone, and Houndstooth’s polished shovel was in the shed. I thought of his dirty coat and patronising sneer. The sound of his voice when he said You’ll be sorry.

      "He's trying to drive me crazy," I said to Derek. "First, the shed. Then the hole."

      “Houndstooth?”

      “Of course, Houndstooth! He’s the only one, apart from us, who has keys to the house.”

      Derek frowned at me.

      “Don’t look at me like that! How else do you explain it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know.”

      

      I made Cameron scrambled eggs and buttered toast soldiers for breakfast. Neither Derek nor I had an appetite, so we shared a mug of black coffee.

      “Cameron,” I said, speaking past the constriction in my throat. “What happened last night?”

      “Nothing,” he said, scooping the eggs up onto his fork.

      “You went outside,” I said.

      He looked up at me, blinking, his face blank. “Outside?”

      “When Dad found you, you were sleeping under your bed.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t remember going outside?”

      “I remember my dream.”

      I tried to swallow the stone in my throat, but it was stuck. “What happened in your dream?”

      “Victoria had something to show me.”

      There was a sudden searing heat on my stomach and in my lap. It took me a moment to realise I had spilt the coffee all over myself. I gasped and jumped up. "What did you just say?" I whispered.

      Cameron's eyes grew wide, and he dropped his fork. "Sorry, Mom."

      “What did you say?” I asked again, my scalded skin glowing.

      Derek was motionless, pale, frowning at our son.

      “Victoria?” I demanded. “Is that the little girl who visits you at night?”

      Derek stared askance. He hadn't seen the girl on the baby monitor screen.

      “Cameron?” I said. “Speak to us. What did you mean when you said⁠—”

      The air was vibrating with tension.

      "Nothing," he said, and left the table, leaving Derek and me to stare at each other, horrified.

      

      Exhausted and on edge, I spent the day vacuuming and tidying the attic. I filled it with books and toys, and a cupboard full of snacks. I hauled Cameron’s mattress up there, and his favourite plush puppy. I installed the baby monitor camera and booster so I could watch him sleep.

      “We can’t keep our son locked in the attic,” said Derek, scrubbing his scalp with the tips of his fingers.

      “It’s only till he’s out of danger,” I whispered.

      “And when will that be?”

      I lost my temper. I threw down the bucket I had been holding, shocking both of us.

      “What do you want me to do?” I demanded through jaws wired shut with frustration. “Houndstooth is out there. He has keys to our house.”

      We didn’t mention Victoria. We were both in shock.

      

      Cameron played happily in the attic for a few days. He’d go digging in the old chests and boxes filled with the things we had yet to unpack. I’d take him out for a run around the garden, but I never let him out of my sight, and we no longer visited the river. One day when I took his lunch up to him, what I saw almost made me drop the tray. “Where did you get that?”

      He looked up at me, holding the little yellow polka dot dress. A brown box lay open on the attic floor. The box I hadn't realised was up there.

      “This is what she wears,” he said. I slammed the tray down on the desk and grabbed the dress from his hands, locking the door on the way out. Derek took him his dinner.

      

      Thoughts and memories rushed through my head like the babbling brook outside. I pushed the sad thoughts away. The castle was supposed to be a new start, away from the trauma of before, but my mind would not let the dark thoughts go.

      “We need to tell him,” I said to Derek. “And we need to get out of this house.”

      Derek sighed. “We can’t afford a new house. And no one will buy this one.”

      “Speak to the agent.”

      “I have spoken to him. I spoke to him after the first incident. The baby monitor incident.”

      “So you believed me?”

      “I don’t know what I believe. All I know is that the hair on the back of my neck sticks up every time I walk into this place. We can’t stay here, but we can’t afford to move.”

      “We’ll stay in a hotel.”

      It was desperation talking. I knew there was no money for a hotel. We weren’t earning an income, and all of our savings were tied up in the house.

      I felt like I was choking. "Cameron found her dress in the attic."

      “What?”

      “Victoria’s dress. The yellow one.”

      I don't know why I said "the yellow one". It's not like we had kept any other clothes of hers. The polka dot dress broke our hearts because she had never grown into it. I had spotted it before I was pregnant and bought it without hesitating. It was the epitome of the happy future I had imagined for Derek and me; a ray of sunshine never realised. We had never told Cameron about his twin sister dying in her cot. We thought we could leave it all behind, but we were wrong.

      

      “Do you smell something?” I asked. Was there the scent of smoke, or had I finally lost my tenuous grip on reality? Derek stopped and sniffed the air, then his expression crumpled in worry. I rushed to the front door, but it was locked, and the key was gone. The back door was also bolted.

      “We’re locked in,” I said, my mouth dry.

      We ran up the stairs and sprinted for the attic where we saw smoke unfurling from the bottom of the door like a grey silk sheet. I knew before I tried the doorknob that the door was locked. There was a searing pain and a hissing sound; my hand came away branded by the handle. I held my wrist and cried out in pain and terror.

      “Cameron!” Derek shouted, and hammered on the door. His eyes were streaming.

      “It wasn’t me!” shouted Cameron, crying and coughing.

      I remembered the box of matches in my son’s pocket; the reason Houndstooth had reprimanded him, and then I understood a slew of things I had not yet been ready to see before that moment, caught in the crosshairs of love and terror. I saw it all now, and the fear almost flattened me.

      Derek began kicking the door, but it wasn’t budging.

      “Axe,” I gasped. “Get the axe. In the workshop.”

      Derek flew down the stairs.

      “Cameron?” I shouted in a shaking voice. “Cam? We’re going to get you out of there. Put something over your mouth so you don’t breathe the smoke.” There was no answer. “Cam?”

      I felt my sinuses sting, but I was too shocked to shed any tears. I couldn’t believe it was happening. He would have been safer in his stonewalled bedroom than in the timber-trussed attic. My eyes were swelling; I began to see stars. Derek was taking too long. I needed to fetch the axe, myself.

      “I’ll be back! I’m coming back! We’ll get you out of there!”

      I imagined his small body passed out on the floor, and the adrenaline pushed me down the stairs, coughing and spluttering.

      It wasn’t me, Cameron had said, and I knew he was telling the truth; a version of reality where impossible things happen, like a little girl ghost who leads her surviving twin brother into danger. Houndstooth had never been the dangerous one. It had been Victoria all along.

      

      Derek lay unconscious at the foot of the stairs, a halo of liquid crimson around his leaking head. Later he would say he tripped over something he didn’t see, and people wouldn’t understand that, but I would, because I knew Victoria would do whatever it took to keep Cameron in that room until he died. She needed him to die; she wanted him to join her in Everland. That's why she took him to the deepest part of the river—hoping he would drown—and why she tried to get him to fall into the hole in the garden. I had saved him twice, but it had not been enough. Even if we got out of this godforsaken manor, she would forever be there, tempting him into peril.

      

      As I stepped over Derek's body, a flash of guilt shot through me. I needed to stop and see to him, but I also needed to get the axe. When I reached the back door, I looked for something to barge it open with, but came up empty-handed. My panic stopped my brain from working, and I didn't know what to do next, except beat the door down with my bare hands. I pictured Cameron's body lying on that attic floor, soon to be devoured by Victoria's hungry flames. I used all the strength I could muster, and I ran against the door, smashing my shoulder into it again and again. When I heard my arm break, I switched my efforts to kick the door with all my might. My arm began to ache in a deep, dark way, but I kept up my assault on the door. I was weeping; hopeless. I was sure the attic was already a furnace by then, and I didn't know if Derek was still alive. Even though I felt the flood of despair, I couldn't give up. It was as if my whole life and everything in it came down to this one moment where I could turn our fortunes if I tried hard enough. I couldn't give up, no matter how broken my body felt. There was a small amount of power in the feeling.

      

      It was the exact opposite of the feeling I had on the morning five years before when I had found Victoria lying in her cot, blue-skinned and breathless. Cameron had woken early and was sobbing in the cot next to hers as if he understood what had happened. My poor little Victoria; there was nothing I could do to save her. I was too late for anything but the overwhelming feeling of futility and heartbreak. The shock had blackened my insides for years, but my love for Cameron healed me. Finally, the screws holding the lock in place gave way, and the door flew open. I sprinted out into the night air, gasping for oxygen to fortify me. Suddenly there was a shadow the size of a bear. I recognised the smell of his dirty coat.

      “Houndstooth!” I croaked. “Fire! Cameron’s locked in the attic!”

      We ran to the workshop together. I passed him the axe, and a mask to cover his nose and mouth. We hurried into the manor and up the stairs. I coughed as the thick smoke cascaded into my lungs. I wanted to shout for Cameron, but I couldn't catch a deep enough breath without choking. My eyes were almost swollen shut. Houndstooth let out a roar and began hacking at the door, razing it in seconds. The extra oxygen we had introduced into the attic made the flames leap towards the trusses. The curtains were already on fire. Cameron lay in the middle of the floor, exactly as I had pictured him. Houndstooth scooped his limp body off the floor. I was so grateful, sobs bubbled up in my throat. We made our way through the bitter smoke, down the stairs, where the groundskeeper passed Cameron to me while he lifted Derek and levered him up onto his shoulder. We walked over the splinters of the back door and out into the vast garden, black and beautiful and fresh under the moon. Houndstooth laid Derek down on the grass and listened for breath. I stared at him until he looked at me and nodded.

      “Alive,” he said.

      I looked down at my son in my arms, skin powdered with soot, and felt his wrist for a pulse and wept in relief. I hugged him closer and nodded at Houndstooth. Alive.

      Houndstooth's face melted in relief. It was then I understood that Houndstooth had known Cameron was in danger all along and had been watching him, hoping to keep him safe. It's why he had tried to take Cam's matches away from him. He knew what the house was capable of. It was a portal, a doorway, an alarm bell that unsettled spirits and brought them to the surface like dead fish in a stream. Houndstooth came with the house because he knew this; he was the guard. His eyes were haunted with the things he had seen.

      We sat on the grass, watching the house burn.

      “You removed that shed in the garden,” I said. “The one I was locked in.”

      “Yes,” said Houndstooth. “It wasn’t safe.”

      “And you’re the one who helped me out of the hole. You filled it so I could climb out.”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought you were burying me alive.”

      “I wasn’t,” he said.

      “And that day that Cam said you were mean. It was because you stopped him playing with poison.”

      “And matches,” Houndstooth nodded. “I tried to take them away. I know the dangers of this place. Easy thing to land up in the wrong hands.”

      “It’s my daughter,” I said, and his eyes flickered with emotion.

      “I guessed,” he said. “They have a strong connection. The boy and her.”

      “He doesn’t know he had a sister.”

      The groundskeeper looked at me, and I saw the flames reflected in his eyes. “Yes, he does.”

      Despite the heat, my blood ran cold. “Victoria won’t give up, will she?”

      Houndstooth shook his head.

      “She’ll keep trying to get him to cross over to be with her.”

      “That’s my understanding, yes,” he said. “There’s only one way to save him.”

      The realisation of what I had to do struck me like a lightning bolt; like the shock I'd felt when I'd found baby Victoria lifeless in her cot that strange dawn. It was blinding, and there was so much pain—as if it had sheared my body in two.

      Derek began to cough.

      "I need to go before he wakes up," I said, and Houndstooth's mouth turned down as he gave a slow nod. My throat burned with emotion. "You'll look after Cameron?"

      “I will,” said Houndstooth.

      I uttered my thanks, hugged my unconscious son one last time and kissed his forehead, my heart bursting with love and grief, then laid him down next to his father, whose hand I squeezed in farewell. Tears streamed down my cheeks. The core of my body was glowing with a pain I had only ever felt once before, and I would never feel again. I gazed longingly at my family, and walked into the fire, to join Victoria in Everland. I'd keep her away from Cameron. My heart was aflame. I was burning up from the inside and didn't notice any pain from the fire that ensconced me. When I glanced back to get one last look at my family, all I saw were flames.
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