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One


4th NOVEMBER PRESENT DAY





Icy gusts lashed the cornfield, rattling leaves to their core. The soft, murky earth squelched underfoot, and moonlight blazed in the clear sky, illuminating the scene. The sweet, earthy smell of mud hung in the air as the wind howled through the cornstalks. 

Suddenly, a rustling echoed in the night, followed by hurried footsteps and frantic, shallow breaths. A shadow darted swiftly, slicing through the cornfield at a desperate speed, hotly pursued by another shadow that closed in rapidly. Both figures raced toward a shadowy one-story house, its dark windows resembling empty eyes, watching the frantic pursuit unfold.

Angelus Walker’s feet ached; each step sent jolts of pain up his legs. Sweat trickled down his spine as he nearly lost his footing, but steadied himself and pressed on. He was gaining on the figure ahead, but if he didn’t quicken his pace, he would lose him.

“Roumoult, wait! It’s me!” he shouted, desperation creeping into his voice. But the figure ahead maintained its relentless pace. “Roumoult! Just stop!” He reached for his earpiece intercom. “Joe! I found him.”

“Oh! That’s great,” replied Joe Kavanagh.

“He’s running like a madman,” Angelus huffed.

“Really? Why?”

“I have no idea.”

Angelus sprinted harder than ever before. They burst through the cornfield and emerged on the other side, skidding to a halt as damp, musky earth squelched beneath them. He turned and spotted Roumoult’s Audi, its headlights piercing the darkness about fifteen yards away.

“What the hell?”

But Roumoult Cranston sprinted away from the car and toward the fog. “Where the hell is he going? Roumoult, stop running!”

Angelus pushed himself to the limit, sprinting hard before launching into a desperate leap. He collided with his friend, toppling them both to the ground in a chaotic tumble through the thick dust and muck.

“Let me go!” Roumoult screamed.

Angelus turned him over, locking eyes. “It’s me! Roumoult, stop! It’s Angelus!”

Roumoult reacted instinctively, punching him in the face. Angelus winced, stumbling back. As they both scrambled to their feet, Roumoult struggled to escape, but Angelus grabbed his jacket and knocked him out cold.

Panting, Angelus placed his hands on his knees. “What the hell is wrong with you? What were you running from?”

Suddenly, an icy chill swept over him, sending shivers down his spine. A dense fog rolled in, creeping across the ground like a demon. In the distance, a wolf howled.

He turned right and froze, his jaw dropping in horror. The witch’s house loomed before him—an ancient, decrepit structure that seemed to have crawled out of the 18th century. Its rotting wooden shingles and dark, empty windows exuded a sense of dread. Sickly, stalky trees surrounded the house, where three black cats perched, glaring at him with their large yellow eyes.

He gulped. “He found it.”

A discordant creak pierced the night, making his heart race. Tendrils of fog parted, revealing dark, shapeless figures. A soft clittering noise echoed in the stillness.

He tapped the intercom, heart pounding. “Joe, where the hell are you?”

“What’s wrong?” Joe’s voice crackled through.

“We found the house.”

“That’s fantastic!”

“But there’s something here,” Angelus replied, eyes darting nervously as he scanned the shadows. Dark figures moved through the cornfield, barely visible among the rustling stalks.

“We need to get the hell out of here! Roumoult's car is parked north. Locate it and come pick us up.”

“You want me to drive the boss's car? He’ll kill me.”

Angelus didn’t respond. Roumoult groaned on the ground, visibly shaken.

Sweat trickled down his neck, and his grip on the gun tightened as the fog thickened around him. The eerie noises grew louder. Long, shadowy figures emerged from the dense haze, their forms unnaturally elongated, gliding silently above the ground.

His muscles tensed. With shaking fingers, Angelus unlocked the safety. “Joe, where the hell are you?”

The figures glided closer. Angelus raised his weapon and squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flashed as bullets tore through the shadows, leaving swirling voids that instantly knitted closed. The figures, with elongated, claw-like fingers and featureless faces, emitted a bone-chilling shriek as they neared.

“This can’t be good.”

A figure emerged from the cornfield, inching closer. He fired. The figure vanished momentarily, then reappeared.

“What the hell?”

Suddenly, an engine roared to life. The Audi lurched forward, tires spinning in the mud and snapping dried corn under its wheels. Angelus grabbed Roumoult by his leg and yanked him along, raising his weapon and squeezing the trigger twice. Gunshots cracked through the air. The entities vanished for an instant but returned, unfazed.

“What the hell are these things?” he cursed under his breath. Angelus backpedaled, firing in controlled bursts, but the writhing forms reformed as the bullets passed harmlessly through.

The Audi screeched to a halt, tires churning up a cloud of dust. The door flew open, and Joe leaped out, freezing at the sight of the figures. “What the hell?”

“Put him in the back seat! Move... move...”

Joe grabbed Roumoult, while Angelus snatched the shotgun from the back seat. He fired at the encroaching figures, which closed in from all directions. Joe jumped behind the wheel, and Angelus hopped into the passenger seat. Joe’s hand clamped down on the gearshift, yanking it into reverse. He stomped on the accelerator, and the tires screeched as the car lurched backward.

Angelus turned just in time to see a vicious-looking figure with a disfigured face rising from the ground.

“Oh, God!” Joe shouted.

“Keep driving!” Angelus partially opened the door and fired another round. The figure dissipated into the fog.

“What the hell are those things?”

“I don’t know! I don’t want to know!”

Tires screeched as the Audi swerved onto the dusty road, slicing through the fog like a bullet. As the last stalks of corn vanished from sight, Angelus exhaled sharply, tension draining from his shoulders. A sudden realization jolted him. He whipped his head towards Joe, who was already staring back at him.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Angelus spun, his gaze fixed on the desolate road. “Irene,” he breathed.

The Audi screeched to a sudden halt.








  
  

Two


31st OCTOBER DAY 1





The harvest moon hung low and luminous, casting an ethereal glow over Elderwood's bustling streets. Jack-o'-lanterns flickered on every porch, their carved grins winking mischievously in the night. The air buzzed with excitement as costumed children and spirited teens roamed in cheerful packs. The sweet scent of caramel apples and the smoky aroma of burning wood mingled with the earthy fragrance of fallen leaves, creating a nostalgic symphony of autumn. 

Tiny feet pattered across the wooden deck, accompanied by the soft thumps of paws. Irene Linden twirled in her pink fairy costume, a glittering wand clutched in her left hand. Behind her trotted Butterscotch, a fluffy, coffee-brown Samoyed. As Irene hopped off the deck and rushed toward the meadow's edge, her loyal companion bounded after her, barking joyfully as he leaped through the tall grass.

Suddenly, a frigid gust swept in, and clouds smothered the moonlight. Irene halted, her gaze drawn to the dark woods behind her home. She squinted, an unsettling sensation creeping over her as if unseen eyes were watching.

The wind howled through the trees.

Then, Butterscotch growled, his low rumble escalating into frantic barking. A chilling screech pierced the air as a bat swooped overhead, sending shivers down Irene's spine.

She gasped, stumbling back a few steps. A tall, dark shadow loomed over her, and dread pooled in her stomach. Slowly, she turned, her eyes widening in horror at the figure before her—a gaunt, skeletal face framed by shadows, with piercing red eyes that seemed to bore into her soul.

Irene screamed, the sound piercing the night. Butterscotch barked fiercely and lunged at the ominous stranger. In one swift motion, the figure hurled the dog into the mud. It cried out, panic in its voice.

Another scream escaped her lips as she turned to flee, but icy hands gripped her tightly, dragging her into the suffocating darkness.
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1st NOVEMBER DAY 2
NEW YORK CITY, BRONX



Carrying his duffel bag, Angelus Walker climbed the familiar, creaking stairs, a taste of disgust lingering in his mouth like sour milk. He resided in an old, worn-out building, its elevator once again out of order. 

He ducked instinctively as he passed beneath flickering lamps that failed to illuminate the dimly lit stairwell. Climbing twelve flights might have served as excellent exercise, but after spending seven grueling days trekking through the relentless humidity of the Great Bear Rainforest, it felt like an insurmountable burden.

A millionaire had hired him to track down the last known location of his grandfather's crashed plane. The job had initially ignited a spark of excitement, but after a week of trudging through the dense, untamed jungle, drenched in sweat and battling the oppressive elements, that thrill had long since evaporated. By the time they finally discovered the wreckage, he was more than eager to board the plane back to New York.

The keys jingled as he unlocked the door to his one-bedroom apartment. He dropped his duffel bag on the floor, threw open the curtains, and inhaled the vibrant chaos of the city below.

Stepping into the bathroom, he scrutinized his unshaven face and tousled dark waves in the mirror. There was a calmness in his brown eyes, a tranquility born from having witnessed too much.

As a former military man, Angelus prided himself on his organization and control, but the unpredictability of his work often made that impossible.

After shaving, Angelus stepped into the shower. The hot water cascaded over him, washing away the fatigue and sweat of the past week, yet a lingering pang of pain echoed from the scars scattered across his body. Some were fading, others dark and angry. Each scar told a story—some from the war, others from a violent childhood that he had long tried to forget.

He prepared a simple dinner and crashed on the couch to watch TV, his body finally relaxing into the cushions. Just as he started to lose himself in the flickering screen, his phone buzzed, pulling a smile to his lips. Kelly Wallis, his girlfriend, had just texted him. He spent the next hour chatting with her, the warmth of their connection banishing the remnants of his day.

As the sun vanished behind the concrete jungle, his eyelids grew heavy. He moved to the bedroom and dozed off, surrendering to the embrace of sleep.

A loud shrill shattered the tranquility, jolting him awake. Rubbing his eyes, he glanced at the clock: 1 a.m.

He answered the call, voice thick with sleep. “Yes?”

“Mr. Angelus Walker?”

“Yes.” He struggled to keep his eyes open.

“Hi. I’m Valerie Linden from Elderwood.”

Instantly, irritation flickered within him; he disliked his personal number being shared with strangers. “Look…”

“My nine-year-old daughter, Irene, has vanished.”

His eyes flew wide open. “Um, sorry?”

“The police are doing everything they can.” The sarcasm in her voice was palpable. “I don’t think it will be enough. I need your help.”

“I’m sure the police—”

“Kelly is my friend, and she assured me you are one of the best private detectives. She believes you can find her.”

He gulped. He liked Kelly, and turning down her friends was never easy.

“Please help. I believe my daughter is in danger!”

Angelus hung his head, the weight of her plea settling heavily on his chest.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Range Rover sped down the slick highway, tires gliding over the rain-slicked asphalt. Angelus wished he had taken the time for one more cup of coffee at the last café he passed. Kelly's recent text lingered in his mind, intensifying his longing to be with her. The six-hour drive had drained him, and an extra boost of caffeine would have been welcome. 

As he drove, he reviewed Valerie Linden's background. At 45, she was a farmer's daughter with a law degree and the chair of the local council. Her husband had tragically died in a car accident a few years prior, leaving her to navigate their family's legacy alone. The media painted them as philanthropists, celebrating their generous contributions to local education and orphanages.

The word "orphanage" jabbed at him, stirring up memories from his own childhood in foster care—a haunting chapter he struggled to forget.

As the Range Rover approached a green sign that read "Elderwood," he eased off the accelerator, taking in the quaint charm of the small town. A smile crossed his lips as he admired the tiny haven nestled against the eastern coastline, its view of the ocean shimmering in the distance. Behind the village loomed a vast, dense forest, an ominous reminder of the secrets it might hold.

As the car turned, a vibrant carpet of wildflowers lined both sides of the road. Quaint cobblestone streets meandered through the town, flanked by a charming mix of weathered cottages and newer homes. The air was alive with the whispers of rustling leaves and the occasional distant melody of singing birds.

The GPS directed him to a modest one-story house. He swung the wheel and parked smoothly.

Slipping his brown backpack over his shoulder, Angelus moved with purpose, each step deliberate as he absorbed his surroundings.

The door swung open to reveal a striking middle-aged woman clad in a chic black dress. Her hair was pulled back tightly, accentuating her sharp steel-gray eyes, which were red and swollen from what he guessed must have been a night of tears.

She attempted a smile, though it faltered. "How can I help you?"

“Angelus Walker,” he replied, showing her his identification.

Relief washed over her features. “Thank you for coming.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m desperate to find my daughter.”

Angelus swallowed hard, wanting to avoid giving her false hope. “I’ll do my best, but you need to be prepared for the worst.”

“No. No. I know she’s out there. I know she’s alive.”

He forced a reassuring smile. “Can I come in?”

She stepped aside, allowing him to enter the house.

“Where did you last see her?” he asked, ready to gather the details he needed.

She turned on her heels and led the way, and Angelus followed her through the house, noting the open-plan layout. They passed the living room, furnished with two plush sofas, and the dining area, adorned with a polished oak table. The sleek kitchen gleamed with modern appliances.

At the back of the house, she slid open a glass door, revealing a well-manicured backyard. They stepped across the lush grass to the edge of the forest.

Angelus pulled out his digital camera, a Canon EOS R6, and began clicking photos. Not every footprint was perfectly preserved, but he noted the shoe size of the potential kidnapper—a woman, likely a seven or eight. The girl's footprints were easier to identify, marked by clear signs of a struggle. He also spotted partial paw prints mingled with other tracks, possibly left by police officers surveying the area.

He glanced toward the forest. "Why don’t you have a fence?"

She shrugged. "We never needed one."

"What about wild animals?"

"They don’t bother us."

With a determined stride, he ventured into the woods, and she followed closely behind.

"Have the police found anything?" he asked.

"Huh! They think a witch took her."

Angelus stopped, trying to mask his surprise. “A witch?”

Valerie brooded, her expression darkening. “Don’t ask. It’s just a stupid urban legend.”

“When was she taken?”

She glanced at her watch. “It’s been about twenty-two hours.”

He nodded. “Did you receive a ransom call?”

“Not yet.”

As they walked, he halted at the sight of drag marks and quickly snapped photos. He followed a faint trail for a yard before it vanished into the underbrush. “What the hell?”

He searched the surrounding area, finding no broken twigs, signs of a struggle, dropped items, or blood. Disheartened, he returned to the house to examine Irene’s room.

The room was a vivid display of rainbows and unicorns, decorated in cheerful pink and lavender patches. Shelves were filled with books, toys, and a laptop, while pictures of Jesus and the Virgin Mary adorned the walls.

A smile spread across his face, but it faded as quickly as it came. He had always wished for a childhood like this—parents, a stable home. But luck had never been on his side; kids in orphanages received nothing but neglect. He pushed those feelings aside, focusing on the task at hand.

"I don't know what you expect to find here," Valerie said, her voice laced with impatience.

"I'm trying to understand why she was taken," he replied, turning to face her. "There are several kids in this town. Why her?"

She forced a smile, but it didn't reach her eyes. "Good point." Just then, her phone rang, and her expression darkened further. “I have to get to the office. Can you lock up when you’re finished?”

“Sure.”

“Please keep me updated,” Valerie said before leaving.

Angelus rummaged through the drawers, filled with colorful pencils, books, and a notepad. Behind a stack of books, he noticed a child’s drawing pinned to the wall—a vibrant depiction of twelve pentagons surrounded by swirling green lines. After snapping a photo of the drawing, he opened the laptop and conducted a quick search, but found nothing of interest.

He left the house and drove a short distance to Ben's Inn, a weathered two-story building with a creaky wooden porch.

Opposite the inn, Angelus spotted The Sunny Side Café, housed in a charming historic building with a weathered brick facade. The café exuded rustic charm, with large arched windows adorned with colorful flower boxes and several tables set up on the pavement.

Carrying his duffel bag, he entered the inn. The familiar aroma of aged timber, stale beer, and greasy potato chips enveloped him, a scent that spoke of long nights and weary travelers.

To his left, a staircase led to the lodging; to his right, a glass door opened into a bar. The low hum of conversation and the clinking of glasses filled the dimly lit interior, while a wooden cross hung prominently on the reception wall.

The man at the reception desk smiled warmly. "Welcome. I’m Jed."

"Good afternoon, Jed. I have a booking."

“Sure thing! Looking to relax, are you?”

"I'm working," Angelus replied, his tone serious.

"Oh," Jed said, handing him a form to fill out. "What do you do?"

Angelus hesitated, not wanting to disclose that he was a private detective. "I find things."

Jed's expression shifted, his face taking on a grim look. "Not another one."

"Another one?" Angelus asked, curiosity piqued.

Jed's shoulders slumped. "Another witch hunter."

Angelus merely smiled, shaking his head. “Trust me. I am no witch hunter.”

His room was on the first floor, with a window overlooking the dense forest. It featured a single bed with rustic wooden furnishings and a small, functional bathroom. A wooden cross adorned the wall, and a Bible rested on the table. As he shut the door, he noted a horseshoe nailed above the wooden frame, a quaint touch of superstition.







OEBPS/images/d9a16f66-66ea-4ffc-8f8c-e12c5a4e3e99.png





OEBPS/images/380b8869-64d9-4c20-8722-a73598460521.jpeg
itcp's House

A MYSTERY THRILLER

H.G. AHEDI

CONTENT WARNINGS:

VIOLENCE

TRIGGER WARNING:

CHILD DISAPPEARANCE







