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      “You’re gifted, my dear. The spirits are clamouring to speak with you. Come.”

      The woman stretched her hands towards Mara. They were contorted by rheumatism, their skin papery and spotted from age. Mara didn’t want to touch them, but her mother stood behind her and nudged her forward with one hand.

      Mara turned her head. She didn’t dare speak in anything more than a whisper. “I don’t want to.”

      The clink of jewellery echoed in the small room as Mara’s mother bent to murmur into her ear. Her mother always dressed elaborately for their séances: strings of pendants from deceased relatives, bangles with skulls and occult words notched into them, and the heavy, powerful perfume she wore on significant occasions. Mara hated the perfume. It permeated whatever room they were in, building up in the atmosphere until it turned her stomach and made her dizzy.

      “Be polite.” Mara’s mother kept her voice low and soft. Her breath tickled Mara’s ear. “Miss Horowitz has offered to be your mentor. It’s a huge honour. Take her hands.”

      Mara was struggling to breathe. The dimly lit sitting room, with its mess of antique and arcane objects, unsettled her. The small, round séance table was draped in an off-white crochet cloth. A single candle sat in its centre. Animal skulls, ancient books, jars of dead insects, and a slow, ticking metronome filled the shelves. Complex, ragged ink paintings covered every gap in the walls. The curtains were drawn, but they couldn’t muffle the roar of the storm outside.

      “Take her hands,” Mara’s mother repeated. Her long fingers squeezed Mara’s shoulders. It was offered as a comforting gesture but held a hint of warning.

      Mara tried to swallow, but her throat was too tight. She raised her hands. If Miss Horowitz noticed their shaking, she didn’t show it. The old spirit medium thrust her own hands forward like a praying mantis snatching its victim out of the air, and the fingers pinched Mara’s firmly enough to hurt.

      “Now, my dear, concentrate.” Miss Horowitz pulled closer to her so that they both leaned over the round table and Mara had nowhere to look except the sagging, blotchy face. The candle sent hard shadows dancing through the skin creases and collected gloom around Miss Horowitz’s eyes. “You’ve inherited incredible talents. I can feel your power swelling inside of you. To unlock it, all you need to do is focus. I will channel, and we will see which spirits answer our call tonight.”

      Thunder shook the windowpane. Mara flinched at the noise, and Miss Horowitz’s hands tightened, sending sparks of pain through the girl’s fingers. The jingle of jewellery was warning of her mother’s movements, and Mara glanced towards her out of the corner of her eye. Elaine’s face glowed in the candlelight as she watched her daughter. “Try, darling,” she whispered. There was a deep, hungry need in her voice. “Miss Horowitz says you could be the most powerful medium of your generation. You just need to realise your gift.”

      Thunder cracked again. Mara couldn’t stop shaking as she closed her eyes. Miss Horowitz had said to focus, but she had no idea on what. She didn’t want to imagine the spirits her mother said lived around them. She’d seen them enough in her nightmares: skeletal, neither human nor corpse, they were trapped in a twilight space without reprieve as they watched the mortal realm with angry, coal-black eyes…

      “They’re coming,” Miss Horowitz crowed. Mara dared to inch her eyelids open. The older woman was swaying, her head rolling so violently that Mara was afraid her neck might have broken. The medium’s bloodshot eyes were turned far back in her head, exposing the whites.

      The storm, already severe, seemed to redouble its efforts. The rain’s bellow nearly drowned out Miss Horowitz’s gurgling, croaking voice. “Speak with us, living ones! What messages do you wish to share with your mortal vessels?”

      I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to see any more. Mara tried to pull away but couldn’t free her hands. She turned towards her mother, but Elaine’s eyes were focussed completely on the spirit medium. Reverent trust filled every feature of her face.

      “Come!” Miss Horowitz’s voice rose into a wail above the thunder. “Speak!”

      The table shook, causing the flame to flicker. Mara smothered a scream. She hadn’t been aware of crying, but wet tracks tickled her cheeks.

      “Come!”

      The shaking intensified. Miss Horowitz’s mouth gaped wide to expose heavily worn and irregular teeth in gums that had receded nearly to their roots. She threw her head back and forth, her floating grey hair coming free from its knot to hang about her face in oily strands. A string of saliva dripped over her jaw.

      Then Miss Horowitz snapped forward as though an invisible being had hit the back of her head. She gasped. Her eyelids fluttered, and her hands trembled. Then she said, in a voice deep and guttural and wholly not her own, “Beware the home that craves you, child. Your gift and your curse are the same. Beware the home that craves.”

      The last words were expelled as a bellow that matched the thunder’s crushing volume. Mara’s heart fluttered. Terror had frozen her. She couldn’t draw breath. As Miss Horowitz’s eyes rolled down to fix on Mara, fear and shock and oxygen deprivation swarmed together to grant her reprieve from the séance. She passed out.
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      “Ughhh.” Mara dug her thumbs into the bridge of her nose. The dream was hanging around her like a bad odour. Worse, her neighbour’s television was set far too loud. Its tacky laugh track felt as though it was boring into her brain.

      This is a good day, remember? You’re going to get your own house today—probably, maybe—and you’ll be out of this dump by the end of the month. It’s good. We’re good.

      A child somewhere farther in the apartment complex shrieked, and Mara had to fight the impulse to beat her forehead against the window. Instead, she slumped into the plastic chair. She didn’t own much furniture, and most of it—the chairs, the folding table, and the mattress—were arranged in front of the window. The little square of natural light was her relief from the stark grey-plaster walls and threadbare carpet. It also gave her a good view of the avenue’s entrance. Neil wasn’t due for another ten minutes, but she fervently hoped he would be early. Now that she was so close to escaping the tacky downtown apartment, she couldn’t bear to spend another hour inside it.

      You’re gifted, my dear.

      “Get a grip,” Mara growled. She chewed at her thumb as she watched a crumpled newspaper sheet blow through the alley. It’s been four years since you moved out. You’re in control now. Don’t waste another minute thinking about the crazy bat.

      A glitter of silver caught her eye, and Mara exhaled as Neil’s large car cruised towards her apartment. She snatched her jacket off the back of the chair, stuffed her keys into its pocket, and left her room at a brisk jog. She had to kick the door on the way out to make it lock properly, and one of her neighbours yelled, “Oy—keep it down out there!”

      Mara took the stairs two at a time, passing the room with the wailing child and the seemingly incessant rumble of laundry machines. The apartment door’s hinges squealed as Mara pushed into the sunlight. The weather forecasts had been predicting a sudden slide into a drizzly, cold autumn, but the day was warm and clear enough to still be deep summer.

      Neil’s car idled in the street. In sharp contrast to the grimy stacks of budget apartments, the car was large, clean, and obviously cared for.

      Neil leaned across the seat to pop open the passenger door for Mara. He looked unashamedly delighted to see her, and Mara’s insides gave a little flip. Suddenly, that morning’s dream didn’t seem so important.

      “Good morning.” He pressed a warm kiss to her cheek as she settled into the passenger seat. “How’d you sleep?”

      Horribly. “Can’t complain. You?”

      “Great, thanks.” Neil waited for Mara to buckle herself in before putting the car in gear and pulling away from the curb. He navigated them out of the narrow lane and then reached behind his seat to pull out two paper bags and a thermos. “I’m guessing you skipped breakfast.”

      The scent of something hot and good filled Mara’s nose, and she grabbed the bags and shook them open. “Sweet mercy. This is the sole reason I’m dating you, you know.”

      Neil laughed. “There’s hot chips in that one. And a salad in the other. I thought you might eat some healthy food if I bribed you with something bad.”

      “Fool’s hope,” Mara said through a mouthful of chips. “But thanks anyway. Oh my goodness—you got ginger biscuits.”

      “I figured you’d like that.”

      “You’re a saint.” Mara snuck a glance at Neil as she ate. Approximately the size of an ox and twice as gentle as a kitten, he needed the oversized people mover just to sit comfortably. His fresh-pressed shirt sat well on his broad shoulders, and she thought he might have actually bothered trying to comb his sandy-brown hair that morning, though it seemed incapable of holding any sort of style. He was trying to smother his grin, and a tint of colour around his ears told Mara he was enjoying her reaction to the food.

      The car’s speedometer hovered a fraction below the legal limit as Neil wove out of the downtown streets and into the wider, prettier suburbs with practiced ease. The house they were viewing was near the outskirts of town. It had been put on the market just the day before and ticked all of Mara’s boxes—it was affordable, not a complete dump, and in a good neighbourhood. Mara was prepared to buy it that same day if the real building looked as good as the photos.

      Neil was coming with her as moral support and to give his opinion of the building. He worked as a carpenter and had offered to keep an eye out for symptoms of termites or shoddy building.

      She sometimes wondered how she’d ended up with Neil. In Mara’s eyes, he was nearly—not quite, but nearly—perfect. But Neil was religious. And the concept of religion grated against every fibre of Mara’s being.

      They were mirrors of each other in many ways. They’d both been raised in spiritually focussed homes. But Neil had embraced his family’s beliefs as he’d become an adult whereas Mara had left home the day she’d turned eighteen.

      I suppose our situations aren’t quite identical. He never had to sit through all-day séances or listen to a drugged-up medium tell his mother she was Cleopatra reincarnated.

      “What’s up?” Neil had pulled up to a set of lights and was watching Mara out of the corner of his eye.

      She realised she’d been frowning and cleared her face. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      Neil smiled at her, but he let the silence stretch.

      Mara sighed and leaned back in the chair. “I had the dream about the séance again.”

      “Damn.” Neil’s hand found hers and squeezed. Mara felt a flutter of pleasure at the sensation of the large fingers wrapped around hers. Neil was steady. Neil was safe. He respected her and her beliefs. That was more than she could have hoped for in a partner.

      “It’s fine.” She squeezed back as Neil rubbed his thumb over the backs of her knuckles. “I’m over it. Today’s going to be a good day. This house could be the one. I mean, it probably has a woodlice infestation for the price they’re asking, but…”

      “Ha!” The lights turned green, but Neil let his hand linger on hers for a second before moving it back to the steering wheel. “I’ll just be glad to see you out of that apartment, woodlice or no.”

      Mara wrinkled her nose. “It’s not a bad apartment.”

      “Sweetheart, you live next to a meth addict, and the police detained your landlord three times in the last month.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. It’s a terrible apartment.” Mara leaned against the window to watch the large elms rush past. She didn’t want to say it out loud, but she desperately, crushingly hoped that the building they were viewing could be hers. Deadlines were squeezing in all directions, and she needed to find a place to live quickly.

      She’d been working as a packer in a warehouse, but the company had recently laid off half of its staff, Mara amongst them. On the downside, she was jobless. On the upside, when coupled with four years of scrupulous saving, her severance package was enough to pay for a small house. That was all Mara had ever wanted: a place to call her own, where she wouldn’t be curtailed by an irate landlord’s whims or forced to move if she didn’t want to. And the rental agreement for her current apartment was up at the end of that month. If she renewed, she’d be tied to the tiny, shabby building for another three years. She didn’t think she could survive it.

      Neil had already asked if she’d like to stay in his house, but Mara had shot that idea down before he’d finished speaking. When she’d left her parents’ home, she’d promised herself she would never again sleep in a building tainted by spiritualism, astrology, clairvoyance, or religion. And Neil’s childhood home stank of religion. A cross on one wall, church music mixed into playlists, religious books stacked amongst the thrillers—they were all things Neil barely noticed after living around them his entire life, but they made Mara’s skin crawl.

      Despite that, Neil and his mother, Pam, were genuinely nice people. Neil was a relaxed Christian. Mara knew he attended church and had like-minded friends, but his faith didn’t saturate his life.

      The topic hadn’t even come up until their third date. Mara had nearly walked out of the restaurant when he’d told her he was a Christian. But by that point, she was too attracted to him for an easy break, so she’d cautiously given him a chance. She was glad she had. He’d sympathised with her feelings about growing up in a spiritualist household and understood why she didn’t ever want to repeat the experience.

      Neil’s phone started blasting a bright pop song. He pulled onto the dirt strip beside the road and pressed the speaker button on his mobile. “Neil here.”

      “Oh, good; I caught you.” The voice on the other end was breathless. Mara recognised it instantly. Jenny, their real-estate agent, seemed to live in a perpetual state of oxygen deprivation. Neil either didn’t notice or pretended he didn’t, but Mara found it fascinating. She liked to think of their agent as Breathless Jenny. “I’m so sorry about this, honey, but the apartment’s gone.”

      “What?” Mara dropped an uneaten chip back into the bag. “But it was only listed last night!”

      “Oh, hello, Mara.” Jenny’s apologetic voice took on a note of anxiety. “I wish I had better news for you. But it was a really good deal, honey. A couple viewed it this morning and gave us their deposit on the spot. I’m so sorry to disappoint you.”

      “It’s okay,” Neil said.

      Mara seethed. “It is not okay—”

      Neil grabbed a biscuit out of the bag and pressed it into Mara’s mouth to silence her. “It is okay, Jenny. Do you have any other places we could see today? We’re in the car right now.”

      Mara glared daggers at Neil as she chewed through the biscuit. He gave her a contrite smile in response.

      “Well… well…” A sound of rustling paper came through the speaker, and Mara could imagine Breathless Jenny’s desk, cluttered and chaotic, just as it had been when they’d first met her. “Ah… I’m sure… no, the Westbrook house is already bought, isn’t it…?”

      “Take your time,” Neil said gently.

      “Okay… there’s a really nice place in Reddington, but it’s a bit outside your budget.”

      Mara swallowed the biscuit. “How much?”

      “Well… it’s nearly double…”

      “Nope.” Mara was frustrated almost to the point of tears. The loss of the apartment stung. If she didn’t find a home within the next few days, she’d be forced to either renew her lease or find a short-term alternative—and both of those options would leech her savings. She snatched the thermos out of the cup holder to give her hands something to do. Neil had made her chamomile tea. She suspected it was the expensive, organic, loose-leaf stuff his mother kept for special occasions. The thought warmed her slightly but not enough to cut through the disappointment.

      Neil pressed a hand over the phone to muffle his voice. “Mara, I could lend you—”

      “I’m not looking for handouts,” Mara barked. Neil blinked then gave a slow nod and removed his hand from the phone. She squeezed her eyes shut. Crap, did I hurt him?

      “W-well.” Jenny was clearly feeling the pressure. “There are empty plots of land—or, uh—”

      She broke off, and the rustling stopped. The silence stretched out for so long that Mara began to worry the call had been disconnected.

      “There is one place,” Jenny said at last. Her voice held a strange, cautious tone. “It’s been on the market for ages. It’s a little bigger than you were looking for but under your budget.”

      “What’s wrong with it?” Mara asked automatically. She kept her eyes focussed on the thermos lid so that she wouldn’t have to see Neil’s face. Why’d I have to snap at him? He was only trying to help.

      “I’m going to be up-front with you, honey. It’ll need a bit of work. And… and it doesn’t have a very nice history.” Mara waited impatiently for Jenny to collect herself. The paper noise was back, but this time, Mara thought their agent might be fanning herself with a stack of loose sheets. “Are you familiar with Robert Kant?”

      Neil inhaled sharply, but the name was new to Mara. “No. Should I be?”

      “He—uh—he wasn’t a good man, honey.”

      “He was a serial killer in the early 1900s,” Neil murmured to Mara before turning back to the phone. “Jenny, are you saying the house is connected to him?”

      “I’m afraid so. He spent the last four years of his life living there before he… well… hung himself.”

      “Shoot,” Neil said.

      “No, hung,” Jenny corrected patiently.

      Mara, intrigued, chewed at her thumb. People could be squeamish about living in a building that had once housed a killer, as if the very walls had somehow been tainted. Her parents, especially, had been big on the concepts of spiritual residues and bad energies. But to Mara, a house was nothing more than a collection of bricks and wood. Simply being in proximity to an unpleasant human shouldn’t materially reduce the building’s worth. And if no one else wanted it…

      “Where is it?” she asked.

      Jenny sounded surprised. “Well, if it doesn’t bother you… it’s called Blackwood House, and it’s a half-hour drive from town. We could meet there now, if you like…? Let me give you the directions.”

      Mara snuck a glance at Neil as he typed the address into his navigation. His face was placid, but a faint tightness around his lips told her he wasn’t entirely happy. She returned her gaze to the thermos.

      “Okay,” Breathless Jenny said. “I’ll be there as quick as I can, honey. Have a safe drive, now.”

      The call ended, and Neil pulled the car back onto the road. Mara struggled to find the best way to phrase her thoughts, but Neil broke the silence first.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t get the house you wanted. I know you’re disappointed, but even if this new place isn’t a good fit, we’ll figure something out.”

      Mara finally raised her eyes. Neil’s face held none of the distance or hostility she’d been dreading. Instead, he looked anxious. He kept shooting her glances as he did a three-point turn. She felt her throat tighten and muttered, before she lost her courage, “I’m sorry I snapped. You were being really generous, but—”

      “I know.” His warm smile was back. He took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. “Independence is important to you. I get that. In fact, I kinda like it.”

      Mara leaned over the seats’ divider to rest her head against his shoulder. She could feel his muscles shift when he turned the steering wheel, and he smelt like herbs and sawdust. She never would have expected that combination to smell as good as it did on him. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Neil took the opportunity to kiss the top of Mara’s head. Then he added, in a breathless tone, “Honey.”

      Mara broke into uncontrollable laughter. “Oh my gosh. I swear, if she calls me honey one more time—”
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      “Language,” Neil said gently.

      “Oh. Excuse me. Holy crap. Is that better?”

      Neil chuckled. They’d parked in what was supposedly Blackwood House’s driveway, but Mara was struggling to believe it was real. Her savings would have been enough for a decent-sized apartment or a one-bedroom house with a tiny yard if she was lucky. But Blackwood was huge. She counted ten windows on its two floors, plus it seemed to have an attic. It was almost large enough to be a modest hotel. Jenny must have made a mistake. There’s no way this is within my budget, no matter how many serial killers you put in it.

      The real estate agent hadn’t been exaggerating when she said it would need some work, though. The house looked as though it might not have seen human habitation in decades. The dark-grey wood was sagging in places, and the roof was missing patches of shingles.

      The house sat at the end of a very long lane. They hadn’t passed any other buildings in the last ten minutes of the drive, which Mara found surprising. It wasn’t far enough from the town to be a serious impediment, but the environment made her feel entirely isolated.

      The area was heavily wooded with thin, tall trees. Mara glimpsed a tight, curved treeline at the edge of the backyard. The trunks were all a deep slate grey, which she guessed might have been the inspiration for the house’s name.

      “So,” Mara said. “How about we do some exploring?”

      “You don’t think we should wait for Jenny?”

      “Nah.” Mara gave Neil a grin. He grinned back and opened his door. Together, they followed the narrow pebble path towards the building’s front door. Half-dead weeds grew high on either side and pushed through the small white rocks below their feet. Tiny insects flicked away with every step. Mara was thankful she’d worn her long jeans instead of her shorts.

      The building looked increasingly grim as they moved closer. A medley of desiccated, torn cobwebs hung about the awning. Half of the windows had cracked panes, and the other half were entirely broken. Lichen and moss grew across the house’s wooden front and clung to the closest trees.

      Mara jogged up the stairs to the porch and peered through one of the windows. The room beyond was dim and murky thanks to the dirty glass, but she could see the outline of a large armchair. “I think this place is furnished.”

      “It can’t be in good condition,” Neil said, looking through the window next to her. “But there might be some salvageable stuff.”

      Mara followed the porch to the door. She expected it to be locked, but to her surprise, the handle turned with a painful screech. The door drifted inwards, and Mara had the impression that she’d broken a seal. The air that came through the opening smelt heavy and musty and cold.

      The windows had built up too much grime to let much natural sunlight in, making the inside seem washed out. Mara stepped over the threshold and found herself in a large entry room. A staircase ran up the back wall, and archways stood to her left and right, opening into a dining room and sitting room respectively. There didn’t seem to be any light switches.

      Mara moved into the sitting room. She’d been right; it was furnished though the viability of the pieces was dubious. Two moth-eaten, mildewy armchairs sat beside the empty fireplace. A rocking chair rested under the window. Mara nudged it with her foot, and it creaked painfully as it rolled back on its struts. A badly decayed cross-stitch piece hung on one wall, blue-and-pink flowers surrounding the words “Home is Where the Heart Is.” Mara wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

      She walked into the dining room and found Neil standing at the table. His lips were set in an unhappy firmness, and she moved forward to see what had disturbed him.

      The dining table had five sets of plates laid out, and three serving trays sat in its centre. Some of the cutlery was propped on the plates’ edges as though the occupants had been interrupted in the middle of a meal. The setting was covered in dust, and there were dark stains—dried sauces or decayed vegetables, Mara thought—next to the shrivelled, leathered lumps that were barely identifiable as meat. One of the glasses had shattered, and its shards were scattered across the off-white tablecloth.

      “Wow,” Mara whispered, leaning closer to inspect the dehydrated food. “It’s like their meal was disturbed and they never came back.”

      Neil made a vaguely unhappy noise in the back of his throat, and when Mara reached forward to poke one of the dried lumps, he grabbed her hand. “Don’t touch it!”

      “Why? I’m pretty sure they’re not going to finish it.”

      “Mara,” Neil hissed, trying to choke back his anxious laughter.

      “Okay, okay. Let’s check out the rest of the place. I can’t believe the house’s owners just… left stuff like this, though. No wonder they can’t sell the building.”

      Neil hadn’t released his hold on Mara’s hand, and she didn’t try to pull free. She liked the way his fingers felt. They were rough and calloused from woodworking and delightfully strong. The juxtaposition between Neil’s intimidating physical attributes and his kitten-sweet personality always gave her a thrill.

      She led him towards the stairs at the back of the entry room. The wood groaned under their feet, and Mara paused after the fourth step. “This isn’t going to collapse, is it?”

      Neil bounced on the step experimentally. “It shouldn’t. There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with the structure; it’s just old wood.”

      “Good.” Mara kept climbing, pausing again at the halfway point to clear a cobweb out of their path. The top of the stairs opened onto a long hallway with multiple doors opening in each direction. Mara tried the first and found a fully decorated bedroom. She scrunched her nose at the sight of a multitude of dead moths littering the floor. “How long since anyone’s lived here?”

      “It would have to be a while.” Neil let go of her hand to open the wardrobe door. A half-dozen moths fluttered out, and he waved them away. “I’d say at least a decade.”

      Mara went to the window. It overlooked the backyard—or what was left of it. The forest behind the house was gradually taking it over. Weeds grew so high that she thought they would reach her waist. Small trees poked through the lawn, and shrubs clustered around what might have once been a stone bench. The clearing was a decent size, though. Large enough to hold vegetable gardens and a patio.

      “Any idea how far those woods go?” Mara asked.

      “Probably a fair way.” Neil sounded distracted, and Mara turned. He stood facing the door. His fingers drifted over a cluster of marks on the wood, then he withdrew his hand as though he’d been burnt. He stepped away from the door, his nostrils flaring and a tight scowl on his forehead. “There’s blood in these scores.”

      “Huh?” She nudged him out of the way and bent close to the door. There were long scratches in the wood. The white paint had clearly been cleaned, but tiny flecks of something dark remained in the notches.

      She turned back to Neil, who was running his thumbs over his short fingernails. His lips were set in a tight line.

      “What? You think someone was locked in this room and tried to claw their way out?”

      He didn’t answer, so Mara took his hand to stop the anxious motion. “Come on. It’s a weird house, and it’s making you nervous. These marks were probably made by a dog, and the black flecks are dirt they couldn’t scrub out.”

      “Probably.” Neil nudged the door open with his foot, and Mara had a sneaking suspicion he didn’t trust her theory. “Did you want to see more of the house?”

      “Hell yes.” Mara followed the hallway and looked into each room she passed. Some were bare, and others were fully furnished. One had an antique, rusted crib below the window, with a dead-eyed doll propped in its corner.

      This is really a magnificent building. Why’s it been empty for so long? A killer called it home for four years, but there’s got to be more wrong than just that, surely.

      Mara turned and found Neil waiting for her in the doorway. “Hey, Neil, what do you know about the guy who lived here?”

      “Robert Kant? Not much. In the early 1900s, there was a spate of disappearances—mostly children—in this area that was eventually attributed to Kant. He’s a bit of a local legend.”

      “Jenny said he lived here for the last four years of his life. Do you think he killed anyone in this house?”

      Neil’s smile looked forced. “Probably. Maybe. I think I heard that one of his intended victims escaped and gave away his location to the police. That could have been this house.”

      “Huh.” Mara turned back to the cot.

      “Darling, sweetheart, light of my life—why the questions?”

      “I just want to know why no one’s bought the place. I can imagine it being empty for a few years. But this long? What’s wrong with it?” Mara bent to pick the doll up, but a screech of tyres interrupted her. She peered through the window and saw Breathless Jenny climbing out of her hot-pink car.

      “C’mon,” Mara said. “We’d better go meet Jenny before she breaks her neck. I can’t believe she’s wearing high heels to visit a house like this.”
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      They made it to the front door as Jenny neared the end of the pathway. As Mara had predicted, the plump, middle-aged woman was fighting a losing battle to keep her shoes stable on the white stones. For once, she had an excuse to be breathless when she greeted them. “Oh, there you are, honey. And you, uh, found a way into the house.”

      “Door was unlocked.” Mara extended her hand to shake Jenny’s then moved aside so Neil could do the same. She couldn’t help but notice that Neil received a far warmer smile.

      “Well, that’s… it’s meant to be locked… well. You got a head start on the inspection. That’s good.”

      Jenny looked as though she would dearly like to sit down but was going to great pains to avoid touching the cobwebbed wood. She tugged on the front of her blouse to fan the fabric as she fixed a plastic smile to her face. “Bit muggy today, huh? All right. So, this is the Blackwood house. It was built in the late eighteen hundreds by a woodcutter. As you can see, it’s held up remarkably well for its age.”

      A lone shingle, unable to cling to its precarious perch any longer, slid off the edge of the roof and crashed onto the driveway behind them. Jenny pretended not to notice.

      “I know you’re eager to settle on a house quickly, honey. I’m told the plumbing still works—the last owners redid it—but there’s no electricity, I’m afraid. Though you have a magnificent fireplace to keep you warm at night, and of course, it has excellent insulation.”

      Mara glanced upward at the multiple gaping holes in the roof. It took a great deal of self-control to bite her tongue.

      “And I know being plugged in is important for you young folks. You’ll be happy to know that Blackwood House has excellent compatibility with the Internets.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Mara murmured just loud enough that Neil could hear her. He smothered a smile as he squeezed her hand.

      Breathless Jenny had fished her phone out of her pocket to demonstrate and frowned at the lack of service bars. “Ah—that is—it’s usually compatible. The Internets are probably having some power issues today.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Mara repeated. Neil squeezed her hand harder.

      Jenny put her phone away with a nervous chuckle. “It was working last time I was here. Though that was a while ago. But I’m sure you can find someone to install some extra Internets if you need them.”

      Mara was speechless. Neil cleared his throat to keep Jenny from noticing the incredulous, enthralled look on Mara’s face. “You said the last owners redid the plumbing. How long ago was that?”

      “Well, let’s see now… I suppose it would be a little over twenty years ago.”

      Neil whistled. “It’s been empty a while.”

      “Yes, well, honey…” Jenny’s eyes darted towards the house, and Mara caught a flicker of anxiety in them. “The… the deaths, you know? It’s not… that is…” She collected herself and continued in a bright voice. “But it’s perfect for a young couple like yourselves. There’s plenty of room for a nice big family.”

      “So, Robert Kant did kill people here,” Mara said.

      Jenny’s smile faltered. “E-excuse me?”

      “You said there were deaths here. How many?”

      “Oh, well.” Jenny fished a crumpled contract out of her pocket and used it to fan herself. “Awfully muggy today, isn’t it? And I, uh, believe there were six victims. Plus one who got away.”

      “Were they all children?” Mara took a half step closer, and Jenny impulsively stepped backwards.

      “W-well, I’m sure we could look up the d-details for you, if you’re really—”

      Jenny trailed off, and Mara let the silence extend until it was uncomfortable.

      “Not all,” Jenny said at last, fanning herself so quickly that the contract flapped uselessly. “The first was the house’s original owner. Then… Kant killed three boys and two girls. All under fifteen. The last… intended victim managed to escape and notify police.”

      “Six victims in four years,” Mara mused, glancing back at the house. “And you said Robert Kant was hung?”

      Neil took mercy on their sweating realtor. “He hung himself before the police reached him,” he murmured. “Sweetheart, this is a tiny bit morbid. We can look up the details later if you like.”

      “No, that’s okay. Just to clarify, after he killed the house’s original owner, Kant moved into the house? And no one knew?”

      Jenny looked nauseous, but she nodded.

      “Wow. It was a really different time back then, huh?” Mara’s brain was buzzing. She crossed her arms as she regarded the building. Six murders, plus the killer’s own demise, would explain the house’s low price. She’d still have to hire an inspector to check for further issues, but it was no longer impossible to imagine why no one would buy the building.

      That’s nothing to deter me, though. It’s just bricks and wood. Yes, people died here—and yes, children died here—but people have expired in almost every old house in the country. A building’s history doesn’t damage its future potential as a home.

      “How much?” she asked.

      Jenny, caught off guard, stopped fanning herself. “Pardon, honey?”

      “How much is the house?”

      “You—uh, well, the asking price is significantly less than your budget. And the owner is open to negotiations, too.”

      Mara gestured towards the lawn in front of them. “And what land comes with the property?”

      Jenny’s mascara was starting to bleed as sweat ran into her eyes, but she managed to maintain a staunch smile. “I can get the exact survey records for you at the office, but it’s a bit over four acres. It extends down the driveway and a little into the woods behind the house.”

      “Great, thanks. Can we have another look around?”

      “Absolutely, honey.” Jenny jiggled the doorknob, but it wouldn’t turn. She blinked at it. “Did you lock the door behind yourself?”

      Mara and Neil glanced at each other and shook their heads.

      “Oh… how odd. Well, it was supposed to be locked anyway. Hang on a second, honey.” Jenny fished a rusted metal key out of her pocket and fit it into the handle. The lock scraped open, and Jenny pushed the door inwards then stepped back so Mara and Neil could go ahead of her.

      Mara caught a glimpse of Jenny’s trembling, manicured fingers. She really hates this house, huh? “It really is quite muggy,” she said as she passed Jenny. “Would you like to stay outside, where there’s a breeze? Neil and I can have a look around ourselves.”

      This time the smile was genuine. “Oh, sure thing, honey. Take as much time as you like.”

      The door creaked closed behind them, sealing out the quiet hum of insects and the rustling trees. Mara took a deep breath and swivelled to face Neil. “Well, what do you think?”

      His eyebrows rose. “You’re actually considering this place?”

      “You’re not?” She laughed. “This is halfway to a mansion for the price of a condo. Four acres! It’s surrounded by trees, too. You’re always saying I should be healthier. Trees are healthy.”

      “You really don’t mind the building? The history doesn’t bother you?”

      “Not at all.” Mara shrugged. “You know I’m not superstitious. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance, Neil. I know it’s miles bigger than I actually need, but am I really going to turn it down in favour of some poky two-room apartment?”

      Neil shook his head, but a broad smile had grown over his face. “You’re remarkable, Mara. Okay, let me have a look around and make sure this place isn’t about to collapse on us.”

      Mara spent the following half hour drifting from room to room as Neil kicked the walls and opened cupboards. Every few minutes, he made a stifled noise of revulsion as his search turned up dead mice and cockroaches.

      The more she saw of the building, the more enthralled Mara found herself. It had an almost magnetic charm. Even the flaws—the warping wood, the crooked cupboard doors, and the old-fashioned furniture—added to its appeal. She could feel her pulse jumping as she rubbed her fingers over the dusty bannister. My house. Yes, that feels right, somehow… this is my house.

      Neil, coated in dust, came through the dining room entrance. He brushed his hands on his pants. “Okay. The basic structure seems solid. There’s some wood rot, but really, it’s far better than I would have expected. Can’t find any sign of termites, but you’ll probably want an expert to check anyway. I haven’t looked at the roof. Based on what we saw outside, I’m guessing it would need a fair bit of work. But I can’t find any major deal breakers.”

      Mara’s heart thundered. A giddy, foolish smile bubbled up inside of her until she couldn’t contain it any longer. “Neil, I think I’m going to buy this house.”

      “You’re going to buy this house?”

      “I’m going to buy this house!” She threw herself at Neil. He caught her up and twirled her around as though she weighed nothing. She was breathing too hard to return his kiss properly, and pretty soon they were both laughing.

      “Congratulations, sweetheart.” Neil gave her a final, firm hug then placed her back on the floor. “It’ll need a lot of work to be liveable, but we can fix it up over the next few months.”

      “We?” Mara echoed.

      Neil snorted and brushed loose strands of hair off her forehead. “I’m not about to leave you to deal with this mess yourself. Joel won’t mind if I cut back my hours a bit, and I can bring tools from work for when we need them.”

      Mara hesitated. “Are you sure? It’s a big job, and I can’t pay you—”

      “Nepotism makes the world go around, sweetheart. Let me do this for you. If it makes you feel better, you can call it your birthday present.” When Mara hesitated, Neil stooped to her level and smiled into her eyes. “Besides, it’ll give me an excuse to spend some more time with you. And that’s all I really want.”

      “Fine, fine, all right.” Mara pulled Neil close to kiss him. His lips were warm and pliant, and she felt him relax against her as she tangled her hands in his hair. It was a delicious sensation. She pulled back reluctantly. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.” Neil was grinning. “Want to go break the news to our poor realtor?”

      “Hah, yeah. This place really freaks her out. She deserves the commission.”
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