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Dedication
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This book has been dedicated to all lovers of horror. May the suspense keep you on the edge, but not so much that you can’t sleep. I want you to sleep—and dream. But, enough that you jump when someone enters the room. Enjoy this story! May the chills run down your spine with each creek and groan!

I also dedicate this story to Billy, my children, and beautiful grandchildren who inspire me to be the best person I can be. I love you!
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Prologue
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The house was famished. It had caught the pungent scent of new life and hungered for it, the polished floors loosened their grip on the nails, warping as the house took in the scent of new prey—showing their true appearance. The vacant, decaying rooms had been empty for too long. Lingering scents of dust mixed with something rotten—distant memories of the lives it had taken before. Plaster, brittle and yellowed, peeled from the edges of the walls; loose boards, grey with dust and age, groaned a low, guttural sound as the house anticipated its meal. 

No one could hear it; the deadly silence covered the hunger pains that cried out to them, calling them home—soon, there would be five new souls to feed on. Soon, it would live again. The house at 3301 Hillside Road will take everything it’s due...

Once the House caught the scent, an eerie green glow consumed the rotting structure. It began to prepare for the new owners. Cobwebs, empty of any life they once held, swayed slightly in a draft of ice-cold air as the house listed the next names to be added to the long, long register of those dwelling within its walls. It whispered their names, taking in the sounds of their future screams, giving it a new found strength. It studied them and prepared for their first meet just as it had before—stealing away their appetite for happiness.
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Chapter 1
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Some houses just feel wrong. Tristan Gaines believed those old stories about houses having a life of their own. A vacant house could dry up and die, but there was one—one house that was waiting for him and the others. This house would fit them like a glove. But they would soon regret finding it.

Tristan sat at his computer going over the latest list of houses available for sale. As his long, slender, dark-skinned finger tapped the enter screen, it flashed off. He gently smacked the side of the monitor. “Hey, have the IT guys come in to fix these things, yet?”

Before anyone could answer, the screen flashed back on, and Tristan continued his search. He wrote down the listings and moved on. When he saw the house on 3301 Hillside Road, he stopped. The five bedroom, five bath, house had been in the listings for a while with no bids. It was one of those “too good to be real” types of houses. He and his friends had been on the lookout for a house for months. How did I miss this? And that price?  Something’s got to be wrong with this house. Nothing is that cheap. He studied the listing. Mint condition, price set to move now, sold by private seller, spacious rooms... He stopped there. Tristan wrote the phone number down and stood up. “I’m heading out. If anyone needs me, I’ll be on the road.”

“Yeah, yeah. Just go already,” someone mumbled behind him.

Tristan grinned and left the office. As he drove to Hillside Road, he called Sylvia Vance, the woman selling the house. Sylvia on the other end of the line was excited he’d called and said she was happy to show him the house. He met her at the property.

“Here are the keys. I can’t go inside the house; I hope that’s all right.” She had long legs, but her skin was a sickly translucent grey. Her blonde hair was thin and appeared to have been thrown into a bun in a rush, the loose strands swayed in the gentle breeze. Her blue eyes were darkened, making her look older than she sounded on the phone. 

Tristan still thought about asking her out though he bit his tongue for now. “No problem. I’ll take a look around and meet you back here.” He pushed his hand out for the keys as he smiled.

“Yes, sure, that’s fine,” she spat out the words, her voice shaking. Her eyes wouldn't leave the house, darting from the porch to the window. Her lips were chapped and trembled. Tristan noticed how badly her hand shook as she shoved the keys at him, desperate to let go. Tristan felt an uneasy chill through her touch as their fingers quickly brushed against each other.

Tristan walked up the stone walkway to the front door, pondering over what he felt. The door let out a low groan as he pushed the heavy wooden door open. He was immediately drawn to the vast size of the rooms, and forgot about his initial thought of Sylvia. The polished hardwood floors seemed to gleam just for him, and as he stepped across them, his footsteps clapped loudly, screaming, “party space!”

The nearest neighbor was two miles down the road. Tristan loved the thought of endless noise, and the fact that he wouldn’t disturb the neighbors was even more enticing. His heart paced as ideas for parties fluttered his mind. He pulled out his cell phone and dialled Ben’s number. “Dude, you’ve got to check out this house! I ain’t lying; this one is perfect for us!”

“All right. What’s the address?”

“3301 Hillside Road. I’m here now. Can you see the house now or do I need to come back later?”

Ben sighed. A sound of shuffling papers followed by a quick silent pause. “I’ve got an hour. The judge needs a break for lunch. If we’re quick, I can look at the house and be back before court is in session.”

“Great. I’ll see you soon.”

Ben ended the call before Tristan could finish his sentence. Tristan checked the bedrooms, then went outside. "My friend is going to take a look. Do you have time?"

Sylvia sighed as her eyes darted from one area of the house to the next. “Yes, but I can’t stay here. Can we meet down the road?”

“Sure, I guess. Is something wrong?” Tristan asked her. He tried to get a sneak peek at her ass, but she turned. He could hear a faint crackle as her limbs moved.

“No, I just don’t like this house. Personal reasons. Can we meet down the road?”

“All right. It’ll be quick, I promise.”

The woman sprinted for her car. Her tires spat stones and dust as she sped away, never once looking back. Tristan watched her disappear down the road, then sat on the hood of his car to wait for Ben. 

When Ben arrived, he walked straight to the front door, passing Tristan. “Coming?” Ben asked. 

“Yeah, I’m coming! You’re going to love this house!”

***

[image: ]


BENJAMIN HAYES WALKED into the house with Tristan right behind him. The moment Ben saw the layout of the house, he stopped. He wasn't immediately impressed by the size; he was impressed by the logic. The way the rooms flowed seamlessly to the next—it was as if the house was built just for him. Each space had a purpose; there wasn't a wasted corner or an empty wall. 

He moved straight to the kitchen as if he knew where it would be. It was massive, dominated by a long island in the center. He opened and closed drawers. They were filled with tons of storage—perfect for keeping everything tidy and in its place. He ran a finger along the stainless steel and felt nothing but cold, sterile perfection. He opened the fridge door and peered inside—even it had tons of storage. The cool light made his skin appear whiter than it was in an eerie, unsettling way, making his features look a little less human. He didn’t notice the reflection in the chrome. It disappeared before he looked at the metal.

This is too perfect, he thought. He pulled out a flashlight he kept in his suit jacket pocket and quickly scanned the grout on the backsplash. No chips. No cracks. No wear.

Ben moved quickly, systematically checking the structure like he was auditing a contract. He went upstairs, checking out the five large bedrooms, each with its own system of storage. Then he moved to the attic. The stained glass window over-looking the front yard was huge, and it had a built-in cabinet below it with drawers and shelves. He imagined using this space for reading on quiet nights, studying the complex cases before going to court. It was a retreat built for solitude and thought.

He returned downstairs, running his hand over the kitchen island a second time. It felt cold. Too cold.

“Has anyone else seen this house? How long has it been on the market, Tristan? What is the asking price?” Ben fired the questions off like demands for a deposition.

Tristan laughed, leaning against a doorframe. “Slow down, Ben. The others need to see the house before we move forward. It’s been on the market for a couple of years now and they’re only asking for 30.”

“Why so low? Couple of years? What’s wrong with this house, Tristan?” His voice was low as he crossed his arms.

“I don’t see anything wrong with this house. I’m pretty sure the woman lost someone who owned the house.”

“How do you know? Did she tell you?”

“I got vibes.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Vibes. We are signing a legal contract, not a fantasy novel.  We need the full history before signing our names to the deed. Find out the details and I’ll call the others." Ben checked his watch. He had a little time to spare. Maybe they’d be quick.

Daniel was the only one who was off for the day. He arrived in ten minutes, living on that side of town.

***
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DANIEL FLYNN SLOWLY walked up the steps as he studied the front door. With each steady step, he listened to the birds as they flew overhead. It was quiet, not like his small one bedroom—the neighbors were always yelling. This was nice. He stopped for a moment and took in the country air. The commute to and from work would be shorter here, that would be nice. He stepped inside and surveyed the rooms.

Ben and Tristan stayed downstairs as Daniel explored the second level. The first thing Daniel noticed was the deep silence. If he spent time in his bedroom, he knew he wouldn't hear Tristan's late parties; the noise would be limited to the lower level. That silence would be his sanctuary.

The bedroom in the back of the house was small, but it was much nicer than the one he had in the apartment. With only the one window anchoring the back wall of the room, he could stay in this room for hours without any noises at all. He could read alone, become lost within the stories, and become part of the adventure.

The joining bathroom was another smaller room, but he loved the intimate space, only room for one. As he stood in the doorway, he felt a sudden deep chill. The hairs on his slightly tanned arm stood on ends. There wasn’t a breeze, but it settled deep in his bones. He shivered.

Daniel returned downstairs and found Ben and Tristan. “Has anyone died here?” he asked.

“Why would you think someone died here?” Tristan asked.

“No reason,” Daniel said.

“I’ll check into it. I have to get going. Can you two let the girls know? We’ll talk again after court,” Ben said.

“Yeah, sure. I’ll call you after five.”

“Good deal.” Ben left as Tristan and Daniel checked out the front yard.

They returned inside and took pictures of the house before locking the front door. Daniel went home while Tristan met up with the woman to return the keys. Later that evening, Elena Bennett and Jasmine Sterling were introduced to the house—through the pictures.

“Would you check out that window?” Jasmine said as she pointed out the attic’s stained glass window. It was framed in a dark line that was as black as her dyed hair, which made her silky skin appear whiter than it was. “And the rest of the windows in the house perfectly bring out an artistic freedom that I adore. I bet there was a lot of natural light in the house, wasn’t there?”

Daniel smiled. “Yes, I suppose there was. It was a little bright.” He turned toward Elena. Her opinion always mattered. “What do you think?”

“It’s so different.” She pulled a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I don’t see anything in the house that resembles the house I lived in with Alex.” Her face reddened when she said his name.

Daniel put his hand on her shoulder. “Calm down before you give yourself a headache, El. He isn’t worth it.”

“That’s right—he’s not. Thank you, Daniel... Hey, did you notice this?” Elena held the picture closer. “This house has one of those built-in vacuums! And look—dumbwaiters! I’m in love. Do you know how much that would help with cleaning? That gives me more time to spend on grading papers, and creating more joy for my students to discover. Oh, the joy of learning!”

“So, we’re in agreement? This is the house we want?” Ben asked.

“Yes, for sure!” Jasmine squealed.

“Okay, I run a background check on this house and if it checks out, Tristan can set up the details for the purchase.”

“Are you serious, Ben?” Tristan asked.

“Of course. But let me check everything out first. This is a huge commitment for all of us. We need to make sure this doesn’t break us.”

“All right. Let me know what you find out.” Tristan grinned.

Daniel could tell he was already planning his parties.

•   
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Chapter 2
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No matter where Ben looked, he couldn’t find anything wrong with the house. He spoke to Sylvia and got her story. The woman was thin, her hair stringy, and her eyes appeared sunk-in. He remembered how Tristan described the woman and knew this couldn’t be the same woman. Sylvia looked as though she was old, maybe older than his parents. She appeared sick and was nearing her end of days. He tried not to stare at Sylvia, keeping his opinions to himself.

As she spoke, her hands trembled just enough to reveal her stress, but her voice and expression stayed flat, almost rehearsed.

Ben took notes. 

“My parents bought the house a while back. It was too much for them, but mother insisted it was perfect.” She paused, sighed, and looked down. “When they won the lottery, they put everything into fixing up the house. Then their health just... collapsed.” She turned and hid her face. “Two years ago. First my father, then my mother. Both heart attacks, within months of each other." She paused as if to collect herself again. “I pleaded with them to move in with me, but they both rejected my idea. I wish they would’ve listened to me.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he told her as he placed one hand over hers. He fought the urge to pull back when he noticed how cold her skin was. The knuckles were hard as stone as if there was no skin or mass connected to those bones.

The lawyer in him didn’t want to assume it was that simple. As his hand remained on hers, he forced a smile. “I’m sorry to ask this, but was there an autopsy?”

Sylvia pulled her hand away and straightened her back. “The doctor said there didn’t need to be one... Listen, I just want to be done with this.” She looked away.

“I can understand that. My friends are eager to take it off your hands. I can notify Tristan—he’ll handle everything from here since he’s the expert.”

“That’s wonderful. Thank you, so much!”

A week later, the five friends were moving in. Ben hated that Tristan handled the closing. The whole process felt dangerously fast. He brought it up. "Tristan, a closing in five days? It screams legal loophole." 

Tristan just waved him off. "Chill out, lawyer boy. Low price, private sale, cash offer. It's normal in this situation." Ben dropped it, but his gut clenched.

Ben carried Elena’s box of mugs and saw Daniel watching the attic window, completely still. Daniel wasn't just looking; he was staring, his eyes fixed on the stained glass as if he were waiting for it to speak. “Anything interesting?”

Daniel flashed sideways, startled by Ben's voice.

“Naw, I thought I saw something move in the stained glass,” Daniel whispered, his voice thin. He rubbed his eyes quickly. The vibrant colors in the glass had seemed to flash bright red and blue for just a split second, like a violent, distorted kaleidoscope. As he shook his head, he twisted back toward the van. He mumbled something about the police station as he approached the van, already dismissing the strange vision.

After the van was emptied, Tristan began planning the first party. The boxes hadn’t been unpacked yet.

“Ben, what do you think of the signature drink being called ‘Unboxed’?” Tristan asked as he held a clipboard in his hand.

“Sounds all right to me. Before you go naming more cocktail drinks for some upcoming party, why don’t you unpack everything so I can get this house in order. You know I can’t stand an unorganized house.”

“Yeah, yeah. Elena, what do you think?” Tristan asked as he pulled out a mug.

Elena ran across the kitchen and snatched the mug from Tristan’s fingers. “Don’t you dare drink from this mug! That one is off-limits.”

“It’s just a mug, El,” Ben said, confused. He’d never seen her react that way before. 

She turned and flashed a dirty look toward Ben. “This is not just a mug. It was my first gift from my students.” The white plain mug had one small crack on the handle, and that was all Ben could see.

Ben shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “I apologize, El. We won’t drink from that mug.”

“Thank you.” Elena pulled the mug to her chest and held it between both hands. “I think Ben is right, Tristan. Let’s focus on unpacking. Then you may plan your party.”

“Fine, but we should hurry before these great ideas escape my mind.”

Ben and Elena laughed in unison. As their laughter echoed, the walls seemed to sigh. Something inside the house creaked, loud and long. It wasn't the small sound of wood cooling; it was a deep, resonant thump that seemed to come from the basement, like a giant stomach contracting. They looked at each other and laughed again. "Gotta love a settling house," Ben said, but his voice felt hollow, overwhelmed by the sound.
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