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      There's a tiny door in my room.

      It's been covered with hideous blue-patterned wallpaper, but I can still see the outline of its frame and the little bump where the keyhole sits. It’s only about two feet high and just as wide.

      It's probably just a pokey storage hole.

      I bet I could fit into it if I tried.
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        * * *

      

      It was our first day in the new house. My parents were downstairs, fighting over how much to unpack. Dad was a borderline hoarder, but at least he was an efficient one. He believed that leaving most of our belongings in boxes would make it easier for next time we moved. We had at least a dozen cartons that were sealed nine years ago, when I was still too young to appreciate the insanity of his logic.

      Mum also had hoarderish tendencies, but she preferred to have her clutter on display, decorating the house like her personal thrift shop. I was the polar opposite—anything that wasn’t absolutely necessary for our comfort or survival could be thrown out. I didn’t even have much furniture, just a bed, a wardrobe, a desk, and a chair. My small book collection sat atop my desk, but they were the only decorations I owned. Compared to downstairs—which Mum continued to fill with trinkets, vases, miniatures, and paintings—my room was spartan. I liked it that way.

      The lack of furniture meant there was nothing to cover the door in the wall, though. It sat in the area between my bed and my desk. It was barely noticeable unless I was looking for it, but once I’d seen it, the door was hard to ignore.

      It's probably empty, I repeatedly told myself as I made the bed and hung my clothes—five shirts and three pairs of pants—in the wardrobe. It's not like there's some great big secret hidden in there.

      My unpacking took less than ten minutes. I could have gone downstairs when I finished, but I knew I would get roped into helping Dad squirrel away boxes marked “Don't Open,” or mum would ask me to help arrange dozens of her miniature horses and squirrels along the mantelpiece. I'd already done more than my share to help pack them, and the four-hour drive had exhausted me. If they want clutter in their house, they'll have to deal with the consequences, I decided and flopped onto the bed.

      My window had a view of the large oak tree that grew beside the house, and I watched its fluttering leaves brush against the glass, mesmerised, until I drifted off.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of tapping. The sunlight was hitting my face, so I rolled over to block it out and mumbled, “I'm coming. Hold on.” When the noise didn’t stop, I sat up and rubbed my palms into my eyes.

      It wasn't Mum knocking at my door, as my half-asleep brain had assumed. I glanced towards the window, where the motion of the tree leaves had lulled me to sleep. The wind had died down, and the boughs were still.

      I mussed my hair out of my face as I looked about the room. The tapping was quiet but, like a dripping tap, impossible to ignore.

      “Hello?” I called.

      Mum answered me from downstairs. “Dinner's almost ready! Come help me find the cutlery.”

      As the sound of her voice died away, silence rushed in to fill the space. The tapping had stopped, at least.

      It was probably the tree, after all.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want to know what I found out today?” Dad asked.

      Our real dinner table was crowded with half-unpacked cartons, so we sat our paper plates on a large packing box while we ate. Neither of my parents seemed to appreciate the irony.

      “What?” I asked, scooping up pasta with a plastic spoon.

      Dad swelled with excitement. “Apparently, this place used to be an orphanage during the Depression. They had up to sixty children here at a time.”

      Mum paused, her fork halfway to her mouth. “How did you find that out?”

      “Oh, well, I was setting up the office. The computer turned itself on—you know,” Dad blustered.

      I smothered a grin. I hadn't been the only one slacking off that afternoon.

      “The real estate agent said it was built by a lord.” Mum put down her fork and smoothed her cotton dress. I was sure she’d been born in the wrong decade. Necessity had forced her to work a part-time job most of her life, but she would have been much happier as a housewife. She even wore dresses and styled her hair as if she were living in the forties. Dad thought she was adorable.

      “It was,” Dad said, leaning forward. His enthusiasm was contagious, and both Mum and I mimicked his movement to hear him better. “When he died, he left it to a local church, and they converted it into an orphanage. It stayed that way until the eighties, when it was sold and renovated.”

      “Orphanage, huh?” I asked, glancing about the pokey kitchen. “It's not really built for it.”

      “Well, when you're desperate, you make do with what you've got,” Dad said. “There were a lot of homeless children back then, more than any of the orphanages could keep up with, so they crammed the homes to capacity and had the children work—sewing clothes or running errands or whatnot—to help pay for food.”

      The house was big, much bigger than our last place had been, but it still seemed far too small for sixty children. Though, I guess, for a parentless child during the Great Depression, you'd call yourself lucky if you had a roof over your head and enough food to keep yourself from starving.

      Mum looked uncomfortable. She'd left her fork in her half-eaten meal and was rubbing at her arms. “I'm not sure I really like that.”

      “What's not to like?” Dad asked. He had shovelled so much pasta into his mouth that I could hardly understand him. “We get to be a part of the town's history!”

      Mum seemed to be seeing the house in a new light. Her eyes darted over the stone walls and arched doorway, and her eyebrows had lowered into a frown. “I just hate to think about all those children… they must have been so lonely…”

      Dad’s whole body shook as he laughed. “Lonely? When there were sixty of them? I don't think so.”

      Mum pretended not to hear him. “That must be why the price was so low. It was even cheaper than that house half its size in Cutty Street, remember?”

      “Their loss,” Dad said, spearing more pasta onto his fork with a satisfied grin.
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        * * *

      

      The tapping woke me in the middle of the night. I lay in bed and watched the opposite wall, where moonlight filtered through the tree outside my window and left dancing, splotchy shapes on the blue wallpaper.

      The noise seemed to bore into my skull and knock directly on my brain. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing it to be quiet so I could fall asleep again.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…

      I groaned, rolled over, and pulled my pillow over my ears. It muffled the sound but didn't extinguish it.

      tk tk tk tk tk…

      If anything, the noise grew louder and more insistent, like a fly that was getting closer and closer to my head. I glared at the shadows cast on the wall, watching as they twitched and swirled, mimicking the infernal tree's movements. Maybe I could convince Dad to cut it down…

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…

      “Shut up!” I yelled, unable to tolerate the tapping anymore. I sat up in bed, feeling flushed, frustrated, and a little ashamed for yelling at a tree.

      My room was quiet.

      I held my breath, waiting for the noise to resume, but I heard nothing except beautiful, sweet silence. “Huh,” I muttered and carefully lay back down. The shadows continued to sway over the wall opposite, but I didn’t mind them as long as the noise had stopped. As I closed my eyes and let tiredness claim me, I wondered at how incredible it was that the tree had quietened at the exact moment I'd told it to.
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        * * *

      

      Mum used a hot tray of muffins to bribe me into helping her unpack the next morning, and I spent the first half of the day unwrapping, dusting off, and arranging her miniature collection. She fussed behind me, moving the animals and ball gown-wearing ceramic women into new arrangements, quirking her head to the side constantly to admire her work.

      Finding out she lived in an old orphanage seemed to have shaken her; she was putting even more effort into turning this house into her domain than she had at our last place. She'd rescued her set of doilies and crocheted tablecloths from one of Dad's “Don't Open” boxes and flung them around the sitting room until it looked like a winter wonderland. Even more boggling, she'd brought out some of the Christmas decorations, including our fake wreath, holiday-themed trinkets, and bowls of plastic apples.

      “Christmas in May?” I asked sceptically as I poked at one of the glittery apples.

      Mum shrugged while she rearranged the miniatures on the fireplace mantel. “I think they look nice. Don't you want our house to be pretty?”

      I didn't tell her, but I thought it was bordering on garish. I escaped back to my near-empty room, a pair of hedge clippers clutched in one hand.

      Once I'd had a chance to think about it, I'd realised there was a simple way to stop the tapping noise without having to cut down the entire tree. I opened the window, pulled out the screen, and began snipping off all of the branches that touched or came near to the glass.

      “I'm going to the shops,” Mum called from downstairs. “Does anyone want anything?”

      “Thanks, I'm fine,” I called back at the same moment Dad hollered, “Beer!”

      As I leaned farther out the window to prune branches that were nearly out of my reach, I saw Mum's car reverse out of the driveway and turn towards the town. Just past that, on the other side of the road, an elderly couple was standing on the sidewalk. They watched Mum's car pass them, then both looked back at our house. They'd inclined their heads towards each other and seemed to be talking animatedly.

      About us?

      Mum would probably get to meet them later when she went up and down the street to introduce herself. The elderly couple didn't look happy, I realised, and I paused my cutting to watch them. The woman had her arms crossed over her chest and was shaking her head, while the man scuffed his boot on the sidewalk. They exchanged another brief word then turned and disappeared into their house.
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        * * *

      

      I found out what my mother's trip to the store had been for when I came down for dinner that night. At least two-dozen fat candles had been spaced about the house, shoved wherever there was room between the miniatures. They were scented and lit, and their conflicting odours combined into a horrifically pungent smell.

      “What's this?” Dad asked as he followed me through the doorway. His moustache bristled in disgust. “Smells like a perfume salesman died in our bleeding lounge room.”

      Mum sniffed as she dished up plates of fish. Our dinner table was clear of boxes, at least—but now four fat candles were clustered on a doily in its middle. “They're aromatherapeutic,” she said. “They'll spread nice vibes through the house.”

      “This is a horrible fire hazard,” I said as I watched a flame lick dangerously close to the wallpaper.

      “Well, I'm sorry, but someone has to make this place feel like home,” Mum said. She looked offended, so Dad and I dropped the subject.

      “I'm going to visit some of our neighbours this evening,” Mum said as she placed the plates of steamed fish and greens in front of us. “Does anyone want to come with me?”

      Maybe I felt guilty for complaining about the putrid smell of her candles, or maybe it was curiosity about the odd couple I'd seen watching our house, but I found myself saying, “Sure. I'll come for one or two of them.”

      Mum looked delighted. “Well, I'm glad to see you're taking an interest in your new town, honey. Your father and I are hoping his work will let him stay here for at least a few years this time, so it would be good to make some friends.”

      “Hmm,” I said noncommittally. Dad's work had a bad habit of jumping him across the country at short notice; this was the fifth house we'd stayed at in the last three years. That degree of unpredictability meant making friends was nearly impossible, so I'd just stopped trying. I wasn't holding out much hope that our most recent move would be very different.

      I helped Mum wash up while Dad retreated to his office, ostensibly to catch up on work, even though we could clearly hear him calling out answers to his favourite trivia game show. It was well past dark when Mum finally took up one of the small gift baskets she'd put together and led me out the front door.

      “Which house will we start with?” she asked as we paused on the porch, looking at the twilight-shrouded rows of buildings that surrounded our house. “I'll let you pick, honey.”

      “That one.” I pointed to the brick house on the other side of the road, where the elderly couple lived.

      The woman answered the door before Mum had even finished knocking. I had the feeling she'd been watching us through one of the white-curtained windows. Her watery blue eyes skipped between my mother and me with a mixture of confusion and curiosity. “Hello?”

      “Hello!” Mum gushed, showing her the gift basket. “We're new here. We moved into the house just across the street, and we wanted to say hi.”

      The woman, who introduced herself as Ellen Holt in between Mum's enthusiastic rambling, invited us inside. The house was smaller than ours, with peeling wallpaper, and it smelt like dust and dead mice. Ellen led us into the living room, where she introduced us to her husband, Albert, and asked if we would stay for a cup of tea.

      “I'd love to.” Mum placed the gift basket on the cluttered coffee table and settled into one of the lounge chairs. “Honey, why don’t you help Mrs Holt with the tea? Albert, I couldn't help but admire the beautiful vintage car in the driveway. Is that yours?”

      I had to hand it to her—Mum was a genius at breaking the ice. Albert, a thin man with hair just as white as his wife's, seemed to light up at the mention of his Beetle and launched into a lengthy dialogue on it. Mum, who knew next to nothing about cars, smiled and nodded to encourage him.

      Ellen led me into the kitchen. I leaned against the counter awkwardly while she filled the kettle, and she shot me a quick smile as her husband’s monologue floated through the doorway. “Sorry, Albert loves to talk about his cars.”

      I chuckled, stared at my folded hands for a moment, then asked, “So, uh, how long have you lived here?”

      “Oh, we bought the house when we got married, so… nearly fifty years, I suppose.” Ellen pushed her glasses up her nose. “Where did you move from?”

      “The city. But we hadn't been living there for long. Work keeps asking Dad to relocate, so…”

      “Ah,” Ellen said, picking a small jug out of the cupboard. Its inside was coated in dust, but she didn't seem to notice as she poured milk into it. “Do you think you'll be staying here long?”

      “No idea.” I watched Ellen place four teacups on a floral tray. A cat entered the room, fixed me with its amber eyes for a moment, then rubbed itself against my legs. “I'd like to settle down somewhere, but it's more likely that we'll need to pack up again in six months or so.”

      “That's not so bad,” Ellen said, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      “Sorry?”

      The older woman paused and seemed to be on the verge of saying something more. Her cat gave a plaintive mewl as it left my legs and began rubbing its head over Ellen's shoes. “I… don't want to alarm you,” she said at last, clearly picking her words cautiously, “because there's nothing really to be alarmed about. But…”

      “Yes?”

      “But you should be careful in that house.”

      She fished a tin of cat food out from one of the cupboards and peeled its metal lid open. The cat redoubled its attentions.

      I glanced from Ellen to the living room, where Mum was still pretending to be enthralled byin Albert's history of the restorative work he'd done on the Beetle. “Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

      “It's… a bit of a strange house.” Ellen tipped the cat food into a bowl and bent to place it on the ground. When she straightened again, she fixed me with a searching stare. “I lived here when it was still an orphanage, see? Albert and I used to give sweets and oranges to the children, sometimes, when they passed our house. I heard some strange stories about things happening there.”

      I leaned forward. “Such as?”

      “Well, a boy came up to me one morning while I was weeding the garden and said matter-of-factly, ‘Henry isn't in the house anymore.’ It sounded like he'd just realised it for himself. When I asked what he meant, he said, ‘I haven't seen Henry for a month. He didn't get adopted, and he didn't die. I don't think the Sisters have noticed yet.’ The lunch bell rang, and he ran off before I could ask any more questions.”

      The kettle finished boiling with a click, but neither of us paid it any attention.

      “I waited for him to come and visit me again, but he never did. In fact, I didn’t see him leave the house at all after that. I don’t know if I should have told someone, but I was young back then and didn’t want to look nosy. Albert thought the boy had probably found a nice family to take him in.”

      The cat had finished wolfing down its meal and gave my leg a final rub before leaving for the living room. Ellen kept speaking as she held an empty teapot and stared into the distance. It was as though she'd forgotten I was there, but I was too enthralled to interrupt her.

      “Then they converted it back into a home—fresh paint and new doors and all of that—and the owners began renting it out. No one seemed to stay for long, though, a year or two at the most. And it was vacant for long stretches in between, too. And then, about eight years ago, I woke up in the middle of the night to find police cars lining the street. A family's child had gone missing. I watched from the window, and all I could think was, I should have told someone about the missing orphans, then maybe this one wouldn't have gone, too.”

      She broke off suddenly, as though she realised she'd said too much, and turned back to me with a shaky smile. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to yak your ear off. It's not something you should worry about, anyway… just an old biddy's imagination getting too excited…”

      Ellen fumbled to fill the pot, pouring in hot water but forgetting about the teabag. I followed her mutely back to the living room and let my thoughts consume me as Mum made enough small talk to cover for both of us.

      Henry isn't in the house anymore…
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        * * *

      

      When we got home, I went straight to bed and lay on my back, watching the moonlight’s patterns on the wall opposite.

      Mum's anxiety about the house having once been an orphanage suddenly seemed much more rational. With sixty children crammed into a house during a time of hardship and suffering, it was beyond wishful thinking to imagine there hadn't been deaths.

      I tried to picture what it must have been like while Ellen's story echoed in my head. I haven't seen Henry for a month…

      If a child—a quiet, unobtrusive, and shy child—suddenly disappeared out of a hectic house with a constantly changing list of occupants, how long would it take before someone noticed?

      Was Henry the only child to disappear? What if others had gone missing but were never remembered?

      I tossed in my bed, trying to calm my mind enough to sleep. The air felt thick, and I was having trouble breathing properly. Downstairs, Mum's mantelpiece clock chimed one in the morning. I threw off my blankets.

      I needed to know more about the house and the people who’d lived in it. My family only had one computer, and it was downstairs, in Dad's office, so I pulled my jacket on over my pyjamas and crept out of my room.

      The house felt eerily empty and quiet at night. I knew my parents were sleeping in one of the rooms down the hallway, but it was easy to imagine I was the last person on earth as I took the stairs two at a time and turned in to Dad's office.

      It was a comfy, cluttered room, and he'd set it up almost identically to the way it had been in our old house. The TV sat in one corner with a lounge opposite, and a desk and computer stood against the other wall. The main difference was the stack of boxes pressed into the space beside the lounge. Dad was probably still trying to find a place for them.

      I turned on the computer and slid into the chair. As soon as the browser loaded, I typed our address into the search bar. The first few results were old real estate listings, but the third link belonged to a historical site. I opened it and started reading.

      It must have been the same page Dad had found. It talked about how the house had been constructed in 1891 by a lord who’d owned a good part of the village. When he'd died, he'd gifted it to the local church, which had set up an orphanage under the care of nuns from a nearby convent. When the Great Depression hit, the nuns, who had a policy of helping anyone who came to them, took in far more children than the house had been equipped to hold. There were photos, and I scrolled through them slowly.

      Some showed gaggles of scrawny children and teens playing in the yard. Another was of a young girl with thick brown curls, beaming so widely that it looked as if her face might split in half, holding hands with her two new adoptive parents. Another showed how mattresses were stacked in piles during the day, so that the rooms would be usable, then unpacked at night to fill every available space. Even so, it looked as though three or four children had shared each bed, lined up like sardines in a tin.

      A blurry photo depicted a nun spooning soup out of a pot that was heated over an open fire outside. So that’s how they coped with the tiny kitchen.

      The final picture showed a different bedroom. The children weren't cramped four to a bed, but each had a mattress of their own. The room looked familiar, but not until I noticed a small shadowy bump in one wall—the secret door—did I realise it was my own room. I scrolled down to read the caption.

      Children sick with scarlet fever in the infirmary. As many as one hundred children died at Hallowgate during its time as an orphanage.

      “Infirmary?”

      I recoiled from the computer as though it had burned me. Looking at the photo again, I saw that the children in the picture were clearly sick. A nun bent over one of the beds, ladling something—water, probably—into a boy’s mouth.

      I’d seen enough. I powered down the computer, turned off the lights, and slowly climbed the stairs.

      It would be easy to move to a different room, I thought as I stood in my doorway and watched the shadows play over the place where dozens of children had struggled, and failed, to stay alive. It's not like I have to stay here. I only took it because it's closest to the stairs.

      I wondered how angry Mum would be if I disturbed her by deconstructing my room and moving it in the middle of the night. Probably very.

      C'mon, it's not a big deal. You've slept here before. You can change rooms tomorrow.

      I sighed, stepped over the threshold, and closed the door behind myself.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk

      “Are you kidding me?” I gasped. I was sure I'd cut all of the branches that were close enough to hit my window. I stormed towards the tree's silhouette, pulled open the glass, and looked out.

      None of the boughs were even near touching the window. In fact, the air was still, and the tree's leaves weren’t moving except for an occasional quiver.

      What’s the noise, then?

      I closed my eyes and focussed on pinpointing the infernal tapping. It wasn't coming from outside my room, after all, but from behind me. I turned slowly until I was facing the outline of the tiny square door hidden behind the wallpaper.

      I felt as if I were in a trance as I walked towards the door. The rhythmic tapping seemed to be growing louder, closer. I knelt on the carpet so that my face was even with the door, and stretched out a hand to touch the surface.

      My fingertips tingled where I felt the tapping lightly vibrate the wall. Like a beating heart, I thought as the intensity of the taps increased again. I drew my fingers back then brought my index knuckle forward to rap on the wall three times.

      The noise stopped instantly. I held my breath, listening as hard as I could, then I heard three very distinct raps mimicking mine.

      I scrambled away from the wall, my heart hammering as I tried to make sense of it.

      “Hello?” I called, but my only reply was silence.

      A single thought echoed in my head, drowning out logic as it consumed me: I need to get the door open. Whatever's inside there has to be let out.

      I bolted from my room and raced down the stairs. My footsteps thundered on the wood as I abandoned all attempts to stay quiet. I found a small paring knife in the kitchen drawer and clutched it in my fist as I raced back up to my room.

      By the time I knelt in front of my door again, I was panting, and a light sheen of sweat was sticking my pyjamas to my skin. I put my head near the wall and called softly several times. There was still no answer, so I pressed the blade into where the wallpaper curved to cross over the edge of the door and began cutting.

      The paper was thicker than I'd expected, and it took me several minutes to sever the wallpaper around the entire square. When I was done, I dropped the knife and dug my fingernails into the narrow gap I’d made. I pulled until my fingers ached, but the door stayed fixed in place.

      Of course. There's a keyhole. It's probably locked.

      I took up the knife again and carefully removed the paper from the bump on the inside of the frame. Behind it was a small bronze keyhole… and I thought I knew where I could find the key that fit it.

      On the day my parents had signed the lease for the house, the real estate agent showed us a jar of keys. She'd said no one was really sure which door each key belonged to or which ones were no longer needed because the locks had been changed, but she left it with us in case we ever needed one of them.

      As I went down the stairs for the third time that night, I tried to remember where the jar was. I checked in Dad's study first, then in the laundry, and I finally found the old jam jar perched in a cupboard above the fridge. Its collection jingled when I shook it, and I unscrewed it on my way back to my room. I knelt in front of the door, tipped the two-dozen keys onto the floor, and spread them out.

      They were all very old. Some were rusted, a couple were bent, and one looked partially melted. It only took a minute to find the key I needed, though. It was smaller than the others, and the bright bronze matched the keyhole. I picked it out of the pile and held it up to the light. It had a delicate, ornate carved design and was small enough that I could have covered it with one finger.

      I pushed it into the keyhole. The lock was stiff after years of disuse, but I twisted it as hard as I dared. It unlocked with a gentle click.

      The door swung open on its own when I removed the key, finally granting me access to the area beyond. My heart thundering, my palms sweaty, I bent forward to look inside. It was exactly what I'd expected, after all: an empty space that went on for several meters before ending in a solid wall.

      I rolled back onto my heels and exhaled, uncertain if I felt more relieved or disappointed. If there was no one and nothing behind the door, then the tapping must have been coming from somewhere else—maybe a pipe in the wall that wasn't secured properly or something in the rooms below that echoed into the tiny compartment my door guarded. Either way, I would change my room the next morning and not have to worry about it after that.

      I'd half-closed the door when something on the room’s back wall caught my attention. It looked like white writing on the dark-grey stone. I squinted at it but couldn't make out what it said.

      “Jeeze,” I muttered. I hesitated on the edge of the frame for a beat then crouched down and started wriggling my torso through the opening. If I’m going to go to the trouble of opening the damn door, I may as well explore whatever mysteries it offers, no matter how mundane.

      It was a narrow crawlspace. I could reach my hands out to the side a little, but the ceiling was so low that I had to shuffle along on all fours with my stomach only just above the ground. At least it was a short passageway. I reached the end and lowered my chest farther so that I could raise my head and read the writing.

      With my body blocking most of the light from the bedroom, I had to shuffle my mass about as much as I could to get illumination.

      “Lots… lets…”

      The markings were crude, as though they'd been made by a child blinded by the dark, but once I figured out the main words, I was able to piece together the rest. I read it carefully, making sure I had it right.

      “Let's… play… hide… and… seek.”

      The door behind me slammed closed.

      I was engulfed in perfect darkness. It was the blackness of nightmares, when you feel like you're drowning hundreds of miles under the ocean's surface, and no matter how hard you kick you can't see so much as a hint of light. I screamed and jerked, and my head hit the ceiling with a crack. Sharp pain flashed across my skull. I hunched down, pressing my forehead to the icy-cold ground until the worst of the sting subsided.

      My ears were ringing—whether from the slamming door or when I'd hit my head, I wasn't sure—and I felt dizzy. I reached a hand towards the wall to the left but couldn't feel it.

      That gives me enough room to turn around, at least.

      I shuffled in a little circle, trying to get myself facing the door without getting jammed in the narrow confines of the passageway, but not even my feet bumped the walls as I made my turn. I began crawling forward, occasionally touching the ceiling above my head to make sure I was leaving enough room. Then I stretched my hand forward to feel for the door.

      One minute… two minutes…

      Panic started to build in my chest as I moved farther and farther into the blackness without finding the exit. It didn't take me this long to get inside, did it? I kept reaching my hand forward, expecting to feel solid wood but grasping only air. My limbs started trembling from having to carry my body’s weight at such an awkward angle. My chest was grazing the floor, and every time I moved forward, my back bumped the ceiling.

      It's getting lower, I realised with a stab of shock. The ceiling is getting lower.

      Panic hit me, and I tried to scream, but even though my throat vibrated, I couldn't hear my own voice. I turned again, trying to find the walls, trying to find anything I could latch on to, but my fingers found no purchase, and every movement seemed to reduce the vertical space I had.

      I rotated to face the opposite direction, desperate to find a wall. The stone felt ice cold under my burning, aching fingertips. The space had reduced so that I couldn’t crawl anymore. I had to stretch my hands forward, press my palms to the floor, then use my arms and my toes to drag my body a few inches forward.

      I tried to call for help again. Just drawing in the air to yell pressed my chest and my back against the floor and ceiling. Tears began to leak out of my eyes as I gasped. I was suffocating, my arms aching, my head pounding, my skin chilled from where it touched the unnatural stone enclosure.

      I had no more wiggle room. My head was tilted, and even by exhaling as deeply as possible, I couldn't get enough space around my body to move. I was trapped in a vice that refused to let go.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk

      I turned my head towards the noise, and my eyes finally found something other than black. A shape was coming towards me out of the darkness—a child.

      And yet… the figure was not a child.

      Its eyes were the clearest; they had no pupil or iris, but they shone at me like huge white disks in the dark. Its face was narrow, gaunt, and unnaturally wrinkled, as though its skin had aged while the flesh and bones underneath remained those of a child. There was no colour in its face—I could have been looking at a corpse.

      My mouth tried to scream, but my lungs had no room to draw in air.

      The child—the thing—dragged itself towards me. As its hand extended in my direction, I saw its nails had grown long. When the fingers hit the floor, they made the abhorrent tapping noise that had haunted my stay in the house.

      tk tk tk tk tk

      I couldn't move. I couldn't protect myself. I couldn't escape. All I could do was watch as the thing that belonged to the darkness scuttled closer.

      Henry isn’t in the house anymore…

      Then I felt them touching me—creatures had approached me from behind, unseen and silent. With their bony, bloodless hands, they grasped my legs and arms, tugging at me, squeezing my flesh, and scratching at my skin. Henry’s nails tapped on the ground twice more as he closed the distance between us, and his mouth spread into a toothless smile as he reached out two unnaturally long fingers to caress my face.
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        * * *

      

      I drew in a deep, hungry gasp of air. It was such a shock to be able to breathe that, at first, I didn’t realise where I was.

      Shadows cast in moonlight by the tree outside my window danced over the wall, painting beautiful patterns on my wallpaper. I stared at them for a moment then moaned, flipped myself over, and stared at the door.

      The keys lay scattered on the ground where I’d left them beside the jar and the knife. The door was open a little, its wallpaper edges jagged from where I’d cut it, exposing a sliver of the nightmare-black inside. The house was quiet, but I thought I could hear my father’s faint snores from down the hallway.

      I kept my eyes fixed on the doorway. It was almost possible to believe I’d fallen asleep on the floor and dreamed up the hellish tunnel with the slowly lowering ceiling and the decades-old forgotten children… but then, as I watched, unable to look away, the door closed slowly and carefully, until a faint click told me it was locked… and I heard him leave.

      tk tk tk tk tk tk tk…
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        Part 1

      

      

      My sleepy little town has a few noteworthy attractions. A novelty giant plastic banana sits just within the town limits, a sad attempt to lure families into stopping on their trips upstate. We host an annual carnival that boasts not one, but two hayrides. And now, according to Julie Haze, we have a vampire in our graveyard.

      Julie used to be pleasantly plump, but age, a diet rich in sugar and fat, and a predisposition to spending her day in her stuffed recliner left her more bulgy than curvy. Still, she manoeuvred through her tiny trailer with relative ease. Her three cats were attempting to out-weigh her, and, although she gladly joked about her own size, she wouldn’t hear a word of criticism against her pets.

      When she’d been more mobile, she’d spent her life in the village, drifting from the restaurant to the park to the café, going anywhere she could find a soul to talk to. But with a bad hip and a hundred extra pounds weighing her down, she relied on visitors to her caravan to keep her company. And she made it very worthwhile to call in for an hour.

      Julie seemed to know everything about everyone and had the town’s entire history stored in her brain. Through her, I’d learnt a bunker had been built under the church during the war but never actually used, that the mayor’s family had enough skeletons in their closets to start their own graveyard, and that the music store’s owner once had a whirlwind romance with a semi-famous actress.

      I visited her at least once a week. Making friends had been difficult when I first moved into the tight-knit community, but Julie had embraced my company with open arms. In turn, I loved listening to her stories.

      She shuffled through the caravan, tipping packet biscuits onto a plate and filling a pitcher with iced tea while the cats wove around her legs. “I’m afraid, Sara,” she said, placing the snacks on the folding table between the two overstuffed armchairs beside the window, “I’ve told you just about all of my best stories.”

      I took a biscuit and nibbled on its corner while Julie settled into her chair. “Maybe you can retell some of the better tales? I wouldn’t mind hearing the one about the priest’s cat getting stuck in the drain again.”

      Julie waved away my suggestion. “Don’t be ridiculous, honey. I said I’m nearly out; the well hasn’t run dry just yet. I spent all of this morning racking my brain for a good story to tell you, and I’ve remembered one I haven’t thought about in decades.”

      I sat forward as Julie handed me a drink. “It’s a classic, then?”

      “Well, it’s old, at least. And a lot of it is conjecture and guesswork, and I’m afraid you’ll have to suspend your disbelief from the rafters to get through it. But I think you’ll enjoy it.”

      Julie settled back in her chair as one of the cats leapt into her lap. Her eyes were focussed on the window, where the off-white lacy curtains filtered the morning’s sun and created a mosaic of shadowy patterns across her face. She was silent for a moment, seemingly to collect her thoughts, then she wet her lips and began speaking.
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        * * *

      

      It started, well, it would have to be a little more than fifty years ago. The town was smaller then and not so well connected to the cities. Most people didn't have telephones, but we all had guns. A good number of wolves and bears would find their way into town, you see, and people needed a way to protect their families and livestock.

      I was twelve at the time, just a few years older than Jack Suffle. The Suffles were one of the town’s founding families, though there aren't any of them left anymore. Their father had died when I was a little girl, and the mother inherited his business. They were merchants—quite well off.

      Jack and his younger brother, Charlie, played in the town square most days. I don't remember much about Charlie, except that he was a roly-poly little thing who tagged along after his brother every chance he had. He cried at the slightest provocation. I used to think he was a baby, but then, he was very young.

      Jack involved himself in some insane antics. He got himself stuck in the well one time, and he very likely would have drowned if Charlie hadn't run for their mother. Jack used to brag about going into the woods on his own, too, and say he'd shot wolves the size of horses. That was a load of bull, of course, but I suppose he liked to imagine himself as the man of the house, a real hero who'd protect his mother and brother, though he frequently caused more harm than good.

      On this particular day—it was winter; I remember that because I'd gotten a new coat as a gift and was showing it off—Jack and Charlie came marching through the town. Jack had a shotgun over his shoulder, which wasn’t so unusual back then as it is now, and Charlie looked on the verge of tears. I asked where they were going.

      “To the cemetery,” Jack said, sounding so proud of himself. “Charlie and me are going to hunt the ghouls there.”

      I laughed, mainly to pretend that I wasn't so impressed. Most of the town avoided the cemetery, except during funerals. The area was divided into two parts: the modern section—modern in that day, at least—and an older section full of cracked headstones and crypts. Our town was built over the ruins of a ghost town, you see. No one really knows who the original settlers were or where they came from, just that their homes had been long abandoned by the time the valley was claimed for our own town. All of the original buildings were demolished, except for the old cemetery, which the founders left intact when creating the new graveyard beside it.

      Charlie was sniffling and saying he didn't want to go, but Jack kept saying, “Go back to Mother if you're scared.” Of course, the boy wouldn't. He loved Jack. Would have followed him to the ends of the earth, I imagine.

      I followed with them past the town centre and into the farming territory. The cemetery was a short walk into the woods, hidden from the town, so I left them there and went home. I assumed they would fool around amongst the gravestones for a few hours before coming back.

      When I came down for breakfast the following morning, my mother told me little Charlie Suffle had gone missing. I was shocked. It felt… what’s the word? Surreal. I remember digging my nails into the back of my hand until I drew blood because I was certain it had to be a dream. I asked what had happened, but my mother didn't know. I told her about running into Charlie and Jack before they went into the woods, and my mother said she supposed a wolf had gotten him.
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