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Chapter 1

	Eavesdropping

	 

	 

	The thumping tick of an old analogue clock echoed in my head, drumming away the seconds. I wish I could say I’d been paying some kind of attention to my surroundings, but I can’t. I was too excited.

	It was the last day of school, the last day before summer vacation, and most important of all, it was the end of my childhood.

	Yep! Today is my thirteenth birthday. I’d been waiting for this day since I was old enough to understand the concept of time. The big one-three. I had the whole summer ahead of me. Next year I’d be a wholly new person, teeming with experiences and life lessons unknown to the lowly twelve-year-olds.

	Being the last of my friends to finally reach this milestone, I was excited to have finally caught up. Though one final obstacle remained before me. Before I could properly ring in my birthday with a massive party to dominate all other parties, I had to go visit my grandpa.

	The school’s obnoxious bell sounded from the intercom, jolting me from my daydream.

	“Earth to A-A-Ron!” Raj yelled an inch from my ear.

	“What?” I spun to face him, seeing that mischievous smile permanently etched on his thin brown lips.

	Raj had been my best friend since kindergarten. Back then he couldn’t speak so clear and I guess he had trouble pronouncing my name. I don’t know why he continuously calls me ‘A-A-Ron’, but he’s the only one allowed to do so. I’m not a violent person but anyone else would get a knuckle sandwich.

	“Finally! I’ve only been trying to get your attention for the last five minutes.”

	“You have it now. What do you want?” Raj was notorious for making grand exaggerations. Just last week I made the mistake of being the first to fall asleep when I stayed the night at his house. When he pushed me off the top bunk he swears I floated to the floor, but speaking as the one who woke up on the floor, I’m pretty sure we both know what really happened.

	I grabbed my backpack and began stuffing my books atop several already crumpled pieces of paper that had gathered in the bottom.

	“What time do you want me to come over? Oh, and how many people will be there? My mom is ordering us pizza.”

	We made for the door, joining the ever-growing sea of people filling the halls. The place was packed with kids struggling to escape. Locker doors were abandoned, many of them still open and displaying whatever trash had been left behind. A great deal was scattered about the floor, stomped into submission by hundreds of uncaring students, each one fighting toward the exit. That was one thing I could say about my generation. We weren’t the most courteous of sorts.

	Raj walked beside me. He’d been talking the entire time though truth be told I hadn’t been listening. Out of nowhere his voice reached me across the roar of chatter.

	“Mags says she has a big game planned but she doesn’t want a big group.”

	“What’d I say?” A tall girl with pale skin and freckles fell in beside us. Mags was the first in our class to hit teenager status. She was already fourteen and several inches taller than me. Black streaks interrupted her sea of wavy red hair. She wore torn overalls stained with paint and an oversized flannel shirt over the top like a jacket.

	“Raj was saying you don’t want a large group for tonight’s game.”

	“He’s right. Do you know how many are coming?”

	I shrugged. I’d only invited a handful of people but I had no idea who was planning to show. Raj and Mags were obvious. We’d only been talking about the big event for a month now, pretty much ever since Raj’s birthday. The truth was, I didn’t really like anyone else. The sporty kids were good to get in with if you wanted to be popular, which I didn’t. And the smart kids were bullied by pretty much everyone. Then you had groups like ours. We were neither involved in extracurriculars or considered overly smart, despite fair grades. We simply wanted to get by without too much attention.

	“I’ll plan for five. More than that and I can’t promise a TPK.”

	“Good luck.” Raj challenged. “My rogue maxed on stealth last game. You’ll need a nat-twenty to even find me.”

	I wasn’t sure if it was sunlight hitting us as we passed through the front doors or something else but I saw the fire in Mags’ eyes. A smirk came to my lips.

	“Do you really want to test me?”

	“I—um—no.” Raj lowered his head in defeat. It was an unofficial rule not to challenge the GM. That was a surefire way to get your character killed.

	We reached the bike rack and I quickly twisted the dials on my chain lock and stowed it in the side pocket of my backpack. Straddling the seat, I waited for them to get their bikes free.

	“So what’s the plan?” Raj prompted as if he’d asked several times already.

	“I guess be at my house around five. I should be home by then. I have to go see my grandpa before I can do anything.”

	“That sucks.” Raj added.

	“Whatever! I wish I could still go see my grandpa.” Mags retorted. “I’ll see you guys in a few hours.”

	I watched her ride away, disappearing in the mass of students headed for the car line.

	“When are you gonna tell her?” Raj asked, failing to hide his smile.

	“Tell her what?”

	“Duh. That you like her.”

	“Who says I do? She’s cool but we’re just friends.”

	“So says you. I know you have a crush on her. You always smile when she’s around. And you never give her crap like you do me.”

	“Maybe that’s because she doesn’t pull stupid pranks on me all the time.” It sounded harsher than I’d meant but Raj proved my point almost immediately.

	I tried to place my feet on the pedals only to have them snag. I tripped and nearly fell over, catching my bike on the way down.

	Raucous laugher bellowed from Raj as if he’d just witnessed the funniest thing ever.

	I glared at him and looked down, finding my shoelaces tied together. I have no clue how he’d managed it but that’s the thing about Raj; he’s always doing stuff like that.

	“Maybe if you paid a little more attention I wouldn’t be able to get so much over on you.” His laughter slowly faded away, as if every memory brough it back in a slightly weaker form. Finally, he sighed and turned to watch the busses leave.

	“You just wait. One of these days I’m going to pay you back for all the pranks you’ve played on me.” I fixed my shoes and repositioned the seat.

	I wish I’d been quick-witted enough to prank him before he returned to his senses. As it were, I wasn’t. I didn’t even know how I’d get him back. He lived for pranks. On more than one occasion he’d reminded me that a good rogue was prepared for anything. I couldn’t fault him there but I failed to see how expired fireworks or a sock full of dryer lint would come in handy during daily life. Sadly, those were just a few examples of the items occupying his backpack.

	“It’ll be a cold day before you get one over on me!” Raj taunted, jerking the string of a party popper he’d somehow materialized.

	Confetti exploded in my face and his laughter returned, though less genuine than before.

	Shaking my head, I mounted my bike a second time and started down the sidewalk that ran the length of the school.

	Raj caught up and we rode together for the first several blocks. It was a familiar path; down the alley, around the back side of the football field, and into the new subdivision just behind the school. In no time we were off school property.

	Raj left me once we reached the other side and headed toward his home a few blocks away.

	I continued forward, across the undeveloped field. It was a bit of a rough ride. The ground was uneven and waist high grass swayed in the afternoon breeze. I followed the narrow trail I’d ridden so many times before. I’m not sure what created it but it had been here as long as I could remember.

	I pedaled my way toward the thick patch of trees at the center of the field. Some might have called it a small forest but I wouldn’t know. Not yet anyway. Today of all days was the day I planned to change that.

	The sun was on the descent, making that orange haze it often cast in late summer, but it was still plenty bright.

	I rode hard, my front tire aimed for the narrow path through the trees. I was just about to cross the threshold into the unknown when I slammed on my brakes and slid to a stop, the same as I’d done every week for as long as I can recall. At that moment I was fairly certain, unless something drastic happened between now and then, I’d do it again next week.

	I wish I could explain my fear of the forest. Logically, there was no reason to be afraid. I could see straight through to the other side. The path was fairly straight and nothing looked out of the ordinary. Despite all that, I’d never been able to bring myself to step inside. A foreboding dread set in every time I even got near it.

	I stared headlong into the shadows of the forest path cut through the scariest patch of woods in the world. I couldn’t move. 

	Drawing a deep breath, trying to calm the beating in my chest, I wiped the sweat from my forehead and watched it soak into my shirt sleeve. It was one of those weird times of year where it was cold in the morning and hot in the afternoon. Strange for the time of year but the weather patterns seemed to be off by about three months ever since the ice storm when I was a kid. How else do you explain snow storms in May or 90-degree temperatures in November?

	I couldn’t help but recall the haiku my mom had made a habit of saying, especially when commenting on my clothing choices. She’d say I could add as many layers as I wanted but I could only remove so many. I’d learned it was sometimes easier to simply agree with her and be on my way.

	The extra layers clinging to my skin felt constricting. I wanted out of them almost as much as I wanted away from the forest path that had tormented me for so long.

	All my life I’d been made to visit my grandfather. When I was a kid my parents would bring me in the car. It was a longer distance but didn’t take near as much time. Then, when I was ten, I started walking home from school. My mom decided if I was old enough to walk home, I was old enough to visit my grandpa by myself. It wasn’t long after that when I got my bike and was expected to visit him every week— every week for the rest of my life.

	The weekly trip had been cramping my style for quite some time now. It’s not that I don’t like my grandpa. In fact, as far as grandpas go, he’s probably pretty average, though I have no basis for comparison. It’s simply that visiting him cuts into the time that I could be doing other more important stuff. And if I’m being honest, I’ve always found him a bit strange; like he’s testing me for something I’m supposed to know but never do. For instance, the ability to be on time by crossing the forest path, which I constantly fail.

	Honestly, I don’t know what the problem is. The forest just feels wrong. The tree limbs reach out like wispy fingers, waiting to grab me. Strange noises echo in the shadows. Movement passes out the corner of my eye but when I look nothing’s there. I can’t put it into words but it makes me feel uneasy. I start to sweat, even if I’m cold. My heart starts to race. My brain tells me to run far away and never return.

	And yet, each week I return trying to work up the courage to race through and cut my time in half.

	I glanced at my watch and silently cursed myself. I’d already lost fifteen minutes to this attempt and hadn’t managed to take a single step forward.

	Lowering my head in defeat, I lifted my bike and turned left to begin the long ride of shame around the forest’s edge. It was still shorter than taking the road but not by much.

	The early afternoon sun was nearly blinding by the time I returned to the world of paved roads and concrete sidewalks. A few minutes after that I reached my destination.

	The large parking lot always seemed empty save for a few cars that changed places on occasion. The sign out front read Shad E Acres Retirement Home.

	I always found the name strange, like a typo to what should have been a common enough name. Everyone called it Shady Acres anyway.

	Truth be told, I’d never been able to understand why my grandpa chose to stayed in such a place. It was boring. There were several bricked buildings, all single story with the exception of an old clock tower along the far back row.

	Not much else could be seen beyond the stone wall that wrapped the property. It felt like an impenetrable barrier, only accessible through the single gate at the head of the parking lot.

	I’d been here enough to know everything even without seeing it. There were several concrete walkways that led everywhere. Perfect grass filled the areas between walkways and courts. It remained green year-round despite weather. My father claimed it was fake but I didn’t understand why anyone would bother with fake grass.

	Beyond the wall reminded me of the playground at school; that is if the playground was much larger and had more than one basketball court and a few benches. This place had a swimming pool with two diving boards and numerous courts for just about every game I knew about. It even had a small golf course that people sometimes played.

	I was slightly disgruntled that I’d never been allowed to drive the carts.

	Even when people were out the place always felt empty, like they were there for show and nothing else. None of the people had ever talked to me or even looked my direction. If not for my ability to see them they may as well have not existed at all.

	In fact, the only people who ever paid me any attention were the staff and my grandpa. It made me wonder what it would be like to live here, but I was fairly certain I didn’t want to find out.

	I approached the guard shack and slipped the front wheel of my bike into the rack. Pressing the black button on the front of the metal box, a static voice echoed from the speaker.

	“Welcome back to Shady Acres. Come on in Aaron.”

	I was always surprised when the disembodied voice knew my name. I should have been used to it by now. They always knew who I was and I didn’t have the slightest clue who they were.

	The metal gate buzzed and began to open of its own accord. I carefully stepped through and started down the walkway. The echo of my shoes on concrete was interrupted by the clank of the gate behind me.

	In no time I was at the front entrance, a set of gray painted doors that eerily reminded me of the doors at school. 

	Inside I was greeted by the familiar plain white walls of the lobby. I suppose there’s only so much you can do with painted cinderblock. It made decoration difficult beyond that of an elementary school classroom.

	The room was wide and narrow with a single wooden door to the right. There were blue cushioned chairs against the wall to the left of the entrance, and across the way a large glass window showed another smaller room with a door on its back wall.

	The receptionist offered a smile through the glass. He looked slightly older than my dad and wore a strange white shirt that looked more like a bath robe by design. I guessed it was the uniform here. I’d seen the same shirt in different colors on every employee I’d met.

	His voice reached me through the circular hole in the glass. It felt warm and welcoming. “Good afternoon, Aaron. Giles is on his way down. Feel free to wait in the lounge.”

	“Thank you.” It felt weird hearing him called Giles. He was Grandpa. He had no other names.

	I turned and pulled open the wooden door. It led into a hallway that continued left, along the outside of the receptionist office. Instead of following the hall I went straight across and through another wooden door, this one with a small rectangular window above the knob.

	The lounge was a large room that was twice as long as it was wide. An old wooden table sat in the center with four wooden chairs tucked along both long sides and one at each end. The backrests were ancient and extravagant and a plump needle-worked cushion rested in each seat, offering support from the wooden frame.

	According to my grandpa, both the table and chairs were handmade by the residence but I couldn’t imagine how anyone could build such a thing without machinery.

	The far narrow wall had an old box style TV surrounded by empty leather recliners. It was playing some old black and white western where the gunshots were nothing but excessive smoke and people rolled when they were hit but never actually died.

	A smaller round table sat in front of a pair of windows to my right. It had four plastic folding chairs tucked around it with a partially completed puzzle scattered across the top.

	Shelves of old board games and magazines and books rested here and there and a tack board hung on the wall between the two entry doors that had an Arts and Crafts Winner announcement but it didn’t give any information as far as I could tell.

	Despite the signs of activity, I wasn’t surprised the room was vacant. It was always like this. In fact, I can’t remember ever seeing anyone other than Grandpa during my numerous visits.

	Turning my attention to the long banquet table that ran the back wall, I was starting to feel hungry. It had been a few hours since my last meal and the various treats, snack platters, and candy were tempting me.

	I approached the table and helped myself to a few bite sized candy bars and a small paper plate of trail mix, crackers, cheese, and salami.

	Without another thought, I made my way to the central table and took my usual seat. I’d narrowly finished my first mini sandwich when I heard the door open. I glanced up to find my grandpa walking toward me.

	He looked the same as always with his long gray hair and wrinkled skin. He was slightly more plump than most people his age, though truth be told I wasn’t sure how old he was. He’d pretty much always looked this way, wearing his crescent shaped glasses and red suspenders over a perfectly pressed shirt that was habitually tucked in. He also always wore either beige or gray pants and brown leather shoes.

	If not for the alternating colors between pants and shirts I would have imagined him wearing the same clothes every day his entire life. There was only one detail that shattered his otherwise perfect old man persona. He wore golden earrings that were shaped like some kind of bird.

	“I hear someone has a birthday coming up.” Grandpa said, approaching the table. 

	“Yeah. Today actually.”

	Grandpa pulled the chair on the end and plopped down with a grunt. “I’ll tell ya, kiddo, these old bones aren’t what they once were.” He rubbed his knee briefly before staring up at me with a smile. “So, tell me about it. Big plans? Your mother tells me it’s the big one-three.”

	“I have a few friends coming over. It’s no big deal.” I lied. It was in fact a huge deal. I just didn’t want to tell him that. He might want to show up or something and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for my friends to meet the weird old man I was forced to spend time with every week. Fearing my true intentions were showing, I stuffed a cracker sandwich into my mouth and began to chew.

	“I remember my thirteenth. It was a night I’ll never forget. That reminds me. I got you a birthday present.”

	I’m not entirely sure how the wrapped box ended up on the table in front of him. He hadn’t had it when he walked in. I’m certain I would have seen it. Yet here it was, resting between us. The gold foil paper and hand wrapped bow made all kinds of a spectacle in the reflected overhead lights.

	“Your celebration of birth isn’t official for another few hours but I trust you can keep this between us? Your mother would kill me if she knew I gave it to you early.”

	I have to admit I was curious. I’d had my eye on a new gaming console for a while now and the box was about the perfect size. If my guess was right my grandpa might have just climbed from the lamest to the coolest in one shot.

	Hiding my excitement, I pulled the gift toward me and sized it up. It was heavy. That was a good sign, though it felt more solid than I would have imagined. Swallowing hard, I managed to speak through the last bits of cracker and cheese clinging to the roof of my mouth. “Can I open it now?”

	“I’ll make you a deal. If you can beat me in a game of chess, I’ll let you open it. If not, you’ll have to wait until tonight.”

	I couldn’t stop the sigh from escaping. There was no way I was going to beat him. Even if I understood the game beyond how each piece moved there was no hope. Ever since I was little he’d used the game as a means of settling disputes. Who does the dishes? A game of chess. Who mows the lawn? A game of chess. He even challenged me once about who was going to throw his smelly socks in the hamper. Needless to say, it was a lost cause. Still, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to escape without seeing it to the end.

	He had the board set up and ready before I’d even had a chance to answer. And within the first four rounds it was over. I’m not sure how it happened but I found myself in check before I could hope to form a strategy. He usually gave the illusion I was doing good but this time he beat me ruthlessly without an ounce of reserve.

	“Well played, Grandpa.” I scooted my chair and got to my feet. “I need to get going. Mom wants me to do the dishes and take out the trash before she gets home from work.”

	Grandpa nodded and slid the present closer toward the edge of the table. “A deal’s a deal. You can open it before you leave.”

	“Um—You won fair and square.” I corrected, surprised by his gesture.

	“You sure?” He asked, his gaze locked firmly on me. The hint of a smile peeked around the edges.

	“Pretty sur—” I paused, staring at the board once again. He’d never announced checkmate or even check for that matter but I couldn’t see any way out of the position he’d left me in. My king was thoroughly trapped with a straight line to his queen and nowhere to run, much less block. It was then I realized it was my turn and I had him in the exact trap he’d used on me. “Wha—how? Um—Checkmate?” I moved my queen one square to the left, shielding my king and placing his in imminent danger. What was better, his own pieces had him pinned with nowhere to go and nothing capable of blocking. It was my first ever victory and I wouldn’t have known if he hadn’t pointed it out.

	I heaved the present and gave it a firm shake, listening for loose parts. I didn’t hear any.

	“Go on then, open it.”

	I started to inspect the paper for a seam when the door opened and I found myself staring at a rather tall man with dark skin and curly gray hair.

	He wore a deep red cardigan and thick glasses over his bloodshot eyes. Considering this was the visitor’s lounge I shouldn’t have been surprised but this was the first time I’d seen anyone except Grandpa in here. A part of me believed he was the only resident.

	“I’m not interrupting anything am I?” The old man asked, seemingly as surprised to find us as I was him.

	“Not at all, Grigori. I’d like you to meet my grandson, Aaron.” Grandpa gestured the old man over.

	I hadn’t noticed how frail he looked at a distance yet there was a strength in his eyes I hadn’t seen elsewhere.

	“Nice to meet ya, son.” Grigori scanned the chessboard and looked up in surprise. “Did you do this?”

	“Ye—Yes, sir.”

	“I’ll be. I’ve never seen anyone beat this old coot. You’re somethin’ special, kid.”

	I was beginning to get embarrassed. I wasn’t much for praise of any kind. What was weird though, there was something about the old man I didn’t trust. I wanted to open my present but something told me it was a mistake to do so with this stranger present. Something about him didn’t feel right. “Thanks. Anyway, I’ve got to run. I’ll see you next week, Grandpa.”

	Grabbing my backpack from beneath the table I stuffed the foil wrapped box inside. I was surprised it fit. I figured I’d have to leave it unzipped during the ride home but it seemed as if the two were made for each other.

	“Aaron, hold on a moment. I’ll be—”

	I was off and out the door before Grandpa could finished his sentence.

	I’m not entirely sure if I paused before or after I’d heard my name but I found myself in the hall pressed against the door listening to their conversation.

	“So that’s the kid, huh? Does he know?”

	“It is. And not yet.” Grandpa responded.

	“He’s close. I can feel it.”

	“Let him be a kid. He deserves that much.”

	“Can’t change what’s already set in motion. You aren’t doing him any favors by waiting. The more he knows the better off he’ll be.”

	“I know. I just can’t help but feel like it’s too soon.”

	“None of us had a choice. It’s going to happen one way or another. Coddling will only hurt him in the long run.”

	Hearing footsteps down the hall, I spun and pressed my way through the other door into the lobby. I was outside and running to my bike before I knew what was happening. All I could think about was their conversation. I wasn’t sure what they were talking about but whatever it was I didn’t like the sound of it.

	 


Chapter 2

	An Unexpected Surprise

	 

	 

	When I made it back to my bike I may as well have been in a different world.

	On the surface nothing had changed. The retirement home’s parking lot was still just as empty as ever. The sun had only fallen marginally since I’d gone inside.

	Truth be told, I don’t know why it felt so different but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being followed. Every hair on my body stood on end. I could almost see the steam from my breath but it wasn’t cold enough for that. Even the fading sunlight, despite its orange glow that stretched across everything, cast ominous heavy shadows.

	My heart pounded in my chest as anxiety grew. A quick glance at the clock tower on the far side of the grounds told me I had about thirty minutes to get home. My gut told me I had less than that.

	In near panic I ripped my bike from the rack and jumped on at a run. I felt like I was in one of those movies where the people are running for safety down a long hallway and the lights are systematically going dark overhead. I was at the edge of illumination, peddling as hard and as fast as I could with shadows quickly gaining on me.

	I couldn’t risk looking behind. I knew if I did whatever was there would get me. All I could do was keep moving forward—keep fleeing as fast as possible.

	In no time I was in desperate need of air. I raced across the street, toward the familiar and intimidating patch of trees. I couldn’t go in. Whatever was in there was worse than whatever was behind me.

	My tires tore through the grass and dirt as I slid and hooked the bike around to shoot down the narrow path on the outskirts.

	Some might say I was just being paranoid. Or maybe that I was that kid afraid of his own shadow. I don’t think the description accurately applies. I wasn’t always like this. In fact, these kinds of things only started happening recently.

	Over the last few months I’d started seeing things that weren’t there. I’d see shadows in places where none existed. I’d feel the icy breath of death upon my neck. Things moved at the edge of my vision, disappearing when I turned to look. What had me most worried was how frequent it was becoming.

	It’d gone from maybe once a week to nearly every day, until days like today where it was happening almost constant.

	I’d considered maybe the events of our game was playing tricks on my mind but there was nothing logical about such an assumption.

	When Mags took over as game master she decided to do a horror storyline. Last week we’d stumbled upon an old crypt.

	Raj had failed his detect traps roll and inadvertently awoken a nightmare creature. We barely escaped with our lives.

	I’d used every resource I had at my disposal and still only made it out with four hit points to spare.

	Poor Raj had had to make three constitution rolls before he finally stabilized.

	I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline of the game blending into real life or something more sinister but I was starting to think I was haunted.

	Whatever was following me now felt more malicious than a simple haunting. I don’t know how to explain it but I could feel that whatever it was, it was big and it was dangerous.

	I also felt it was somehow tied to the conversation I’d overheard minutes before. I couldn’t shake the feeling everyone knew something I did not.

	My legs felt as if they might fall off. Finally, I reached the far side of the field. I darted through the subdivision where I’d left Raj maybe an hour earlier and hopped the curb into the park that rested just outside my subdivision.

	As if I’d passed through some kind of protective barrier, I immediately felt better. I felt safe, like whatever had been chasing me was suddenly gone.

	I came to a gradual stop and turned to look, hoping for some assurance I wasn’t simply going crazy, not that the sight of some monster would help with that diagnosis.

	I was both relieved and a little disappointed that nothing was there. I was alone at the edge of a park with the fading sun and the distant houses to comfort me.

	Taking a moment to catch my breath and let my heart calm, I dismounted my bike and started walking across the park. For all I knew the chase would resume when I reached the far side. I wanted to be ready if that was the case.
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