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        We still do not know one thousandth of

        one percent of what nature has revealed to us.

        — Albert Einstein

      

      

      

      
        
        Nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed.

        — Francis Bacon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prelude

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE MISSING INVESTIGATORS OF HOFFMAN HOUSE

        BY

        COURT GREENWOOD

        (Compiled from video evidence recovered from the scene by the Cooperdale Police Department, and various newspaper articles and interviews)

      

      

      

      The woods have claimed three more souls.

      Or so it would seem. I have no doubt the trio are dead, but officially they’re listed as missing since no evidence to confirm their demise has surfaced. During the search for the missing paranormal group, the local authorities stumbled across their recording equipment in the woods past Shady Glen State Hospital (the abandoned mental asylum our little town is famous for), protected from the rain in the derelict dairy structures which once held the livestock tended by the patients. Among the items found were your typical devices used by most paranormal investigators—EMF detectors, camcorders, EVP recorders (that’s electronic voice phenomenon to the uninitiated), instruments I’ve implemented during a few of my own investigations in the area. Detective Sergeant Tapper couldn’t identify some of the other recovered items, not having the knowledge and obviously not caring about their purpose.

      According to Tapper, friends and family of the three called in when they hadn’t heard from the investigators in several days. Yes, you read that right: several days. It makes me wonder—with a sense of overwhelming dread, I might add—how long would it take for somebody to find my body, an old codger living out here in the sticks all by his lonesome?

      Regardless, the cold trail offered little for the police, and no evidence of a crime had been unearthed. No blood or bloodstained weapons, no proof of a struggle except for the vocalizations made by one of the victims off-camera, on the footage which I had the opportunity to view; in my humble opinion, these utterances were enough to constitute foul play, but the cops wouldn’t listen. “That’s why we’re the police and you were a firefighter,” had been Tapper’s response when I mentioned it during our meeting. “They were just more city folk that got spooked by the woods at night and wandered off in the wrong direction. Rookie hikers die out in these woods all the time.”

      I’m also of the opinion that the local fuzz are not all that intelligent. Sometimes I get the notion they couldn’t pour water from a boot even with the instructions on the heel. Basically, no bodies were ever found, and in the eyes of the police, that confirmed no murders had been committed. Case closed.

      Murder or not, those three nice people are no longer among the living, on that note I’m completely sure. For townsfolk like myself, living on the edge of these woods, or folks with the knowledge of the morbid history surrounding this site, bodies don’t need to turn up to know those missing three are definitely dead. And for the record, I don’t think they simply wandered off in the wrong direction. These woods took them before they could get far at all.

      The news of their arrival had spread through town like a virus. Nothing much happens here and anyone remotely famous is a big deal. Paranormal Northwest was their moniker, and according to some other townies I interviewed, the trio had an impressive following on all the social media sites and whatever else people of their ilk use to share their findings.

      Yes, I admit, I’m a bit of a luddite, and prefer to do things the old-fashioned way, boots on the ground type of work. However, I did puzzle out how to find them online and after some trial and error, viewed some of their past investigations. My opinion? They were genuinely respectful to the dead, unlike other teams I’ve watched, but they were also full of “you-know-what" most of the time, trying too hard to make something out of nothing to give their footage some suspense. Which is why it didn’t surprise me to hear many of their fans claim their absence to be a publicity stunt at first.

      I’d seen the trio on a couple occasions, even conversed with two of the nice youngsters on their arrival at Hoffman House. They informed me they’d rented the house from its new owner, which was news to me at the time. I hadn’t seen any activity at the house for years. They were unloading plastic crates from a large black SUV, so I decided to cross the street and introduce myself, find out the “four-one-one". Two of them, a young man and woman, a romantic couple I presumed, were loquacious enough, but the third one (third wheel more like it) seemed to want nothing to do with me. A total jerk was my first impression of him. But after watching the video, I felt terrible for the poor guy, not to mention overcome with guilt for having thought him a bad person.

      Det. Sgt. Nick Tapper provided me with the footage. Oh, don’t get the wrong impression of Nick. He didn’t simply hand it over, or do it in the hopes justice for the victims would be served. The man was always in it for the money, plain and simple.

      He’d been my go-to guy for acquiring information to fill my files of local lore and outright weirdness of Cooperdale and the surrounding towns. I forked out a hundred bucks for that thumb drive (highway robbery), not to mention two pitchers of Rainier for his troubles. Tapper came in handy for information on local happenings and such, but the man had all the scruples of big city paparazzi.

      On one such secret powwow I had with the man, I wasn’t at all surprised to see Nick badly bruised and beaten, his jaw wired shut, annoyingly sucking spit through his teeth and grunting the entire meeting. I didn’t ask who’d tuned him up, and he didn’t offer any particulars. The man obviously dealt with some shady people.

      I use the past tense when speaking of ole Nick because the man wrapped his red Corvette snuggly around the massive ancient cedar (the one us locals call Big Chief) on the shoulder of highway 9 roughly a week after I met him at The Dugout (our local sports bar/watering hole) to purchase the footage, his blood alcohol level upward of 0.20%—sloppy drunk, in other words. Don’t worry, the tree is fine.

      By the time I finally figured out how to load the drive onto my laptop, I was fuming. I suddenly didn’t care about seeing the footage, and wanted to stomp on the stupid computer, but when the clip finally began, I changed my tune.

      Even after watching it dozens of times I have no idea what happened to that poor man, but the fear on his face was palpable, and I knew whatever stalks these woods had been the last thing he’d seen. As the footage rolled, I recognized the location immediately, having been there several times with my late wife, Claire, but never at night—the old dairy buildings back in the woods, part of the farming structures for the mental hospital.

      The man, Devin Donner was his name, set up his camera, focusing on a solitary chair within the cattle barn. He sat down, staring into the lens a few feet away, his eyes appearing black in the green tint of the camera’s night vision mode. I’ve carefully transcribed the recording to ensure everything the man said is put down here without mistakes.

      Devin: “This is Devin Donner in the old dairy buildings, lone vigil investigation night three. It’s currently (here he looks at his wrist which does not have a watch) around midnight. Before setting up the camera I heard movement in the woods but nothing was detected on the infra-red. Probably a small animal. I’m hoping to connect with some of the many souls that have died in the asylum or possibly out here while tending to the farms and livestock.”

      Devin lifts up a small black device, and speaks to the encroaching woods. “If there’s anyone here that would like to make contact, just speak into this device I’m holding in my hand. It will pick up sounds I can’t hear.” Here he holds out the recorder for several seconds, and then precedes to ask questions when no response is detected.

      “Did you die out here?”

      Silence.

      “Did you die in the asylum?”

      Silence.

      Devin stops the recorder and listens back to hear if he’d picked up any phenomenon. Shaking his head, he readies the device and continues…

      “Were you mistreated in any way?”

      Crisp taps are picked up by the camera, intensifying with each passing second. Devin swivels his head, searching for the source, before focusing on the lens again. “It’s starting to rain pretty good. Sorry folks, but that’s the Pacific Northwest for ya. The audio will be compromised. I’ll review the recorder again later with headphones for any possible EVP hits I couldn’t hear. Time to pack up and join Viv and Kevin in the hospital to see if they’ve had any⁠—”

      Devin freezes in the chair, staring at a point to the left of the camera, his mouth stuck open, eyes squinting.

      Over the taps of rain on the barn’s old metal roof, a crinkling shuffle is picked up by the camera’s mic.

      “Hello?” Devin asks the night, his black eyes and green-tinged face focusing on something out of view. “Somebody there?” He fumbles with the recorder, apparently turning it back on. “I heard you. What is your name?”

      No response over the sounds of rain is picked up by the camera, but a response must have come nonetheless. Devin’s face pales perceptively, noticeable even with the night-vision. His jaw drops open even more, the recorder in his grip falling to his lap.

      Devin shakes his head, slowly at first, gaining speed as he slumps down into the chair. The recorder tumbles from his lap, hitting the dirt with an audible thud. He grips the arms of the chair, twisting in his seat, forcing his spine into the chair’s back, all the while the shaking of his head intensifying until the denial and fear on his face is so tangible, ice flooded my veins as I watched the footage.

      After a moment, Devin spoke, his voice trembling with terror. “No. I didn’t know. It’s not my fault. They shouldn’t have put me in charge.”

      The sobs started then, Devin’s torso hitching. “I was just a kid too. It’s not my fault. I’m so sorry.”

      Here the camera tilts as if pushed over from behind, the image of the terrified Devin sliding from view before the camera bounces on the ground with a deep thump, the lens now focusing on the old cattle barn’s rafters.

      Warbling cries of denial from Devin can be heard off-camera before his voice stops abruptly and a choking gurgle rings out, accompanied by muffled struggles. Then all is silent for several seconds.

      The patter of rain seems to intensify in the background before another sound is heard. Footsteps, shuffling past the camera. The head and shoulders of a man appear briefly before receding out of view. There’s no mistaking the man as Devin Donner, the logo for the paranormal group clearly visible on the back of his hoodie.

      The image of the old wood rafters and rusted metal roofing, along with the sounds of hammering rain, dominate the feed for several minutes before the camera is righted and the other two investigators come into view, soaked from the downpour, breathing heavily, panic and shock warping their features.

      The woman (Viv) shouts Devin’s name several times, her voice cracking with emotion. Kevin looks around, head whipping about frantically, before righting the chair and adding to the calls for their friend. After a minute of this, the duo hunch together, hugging.

      Viv: “Where is he? What the fuck happened?”

      Kevin shakes his head, swiveling it around some more, glancing about with obvious fear. “We need to find him and get out of here.”

      In the distance, a tormented shriek can be heard. The couple’s heads whirl in the direction of the shout.

      Viv screams her friend’s name again and runs off in the direction of the call. A second later, Kevin follows the woman and they both disappear from view, never to be seen again. The camera rolls, recording the empty chair and the soothing music of rain on tin for several minutes, before finally stopping, the battery run dry.

      

      It’s been three weeks since I first watched and transcribed the footage, and I’m writing this addendum after some disturbing current events.

      After doing some research on the three, I discovered Devin Donner had a little sister. She’d been killed by a car, a hit and run, right at the foot of the family home’s driveway, dead at the age of eight. Devin had been the one placed in charge to watch over her while their parents were out enjoying a night on the town. Devin had been ten-years-old.

      They shouldn’t have put me in charge. This phrase, spoken by the terrified man as something approached him, was what stood out to me and bounced around my mind as I read the article. Was this what he’d been referring to? Was that who he was speaking to off camera? Did Devin Donner see the specter of his dead baby sister?

      My notion of Devin Donner being visited by his dead sister melted away eventually. Not because I don’t believe in the supernatural, quite the opposite is true in fact. I simply felt the spirit of a young girl would not want to do her big brother any harm. And also, why would her ghost be in these woods, hours away from where her tragic end took place?

      But the notion returned this morning with a vengeance. I’m now certain Devin saw his dead sister out there in these woods. Absolutely sure of it.

      Because I saw Claire today.

      She’s been dead for four years.

      But I saw her as plain as day, exiting the house across the street, the farmhouse known locally as Hoffman House. I followed her into the woods, into the old abandoned asylum.

      As I sit here adding these lines, sipping on bourbon to calm my frayed nerves, I now realize I’m lucky to be alive. Lucky to not be listed as missing by the police.

      I don’t have the nerve yet to completely describe my encounter, much less have an understanding of what the hell actually happened out there. But I do know one thing’s for sure, can feel it in my rain-soaked bones.

      I’ll be seeing my dead wife again.
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      Ray Arthur steered his SUV and its hitched moving trailer onto the long gravel drive of his new home, purchased sight unseen—at least unseen in person. His agent had provided copious videos of the interior of the house and its spacious grounds, and the inspection of the property deemed the old structure sound, though not without a long list of deferred maintenance which a prospective buyer should be aware of.

      This didn’t deter Ray in the slightest. His house in Seattle had been even older than this one, and his knowledge of home renovation has ballooned during his years living there. That house belonged to his wife now—ex-wife, he reminded himself, still getting accustomed to the fact.

      He killed the engine, and with a relieved sigh, exited the vehicle, groaning as he stretched the kinks from his taut muscles. Along the journey, the unyielding cityscapes had morphed into tedious urban sprawl, which eventually succumbed to twisting tree-shaded backroads stabbing northward into farmland, with sentinel mountainscapes standing guard over a verdant valley, homes and buildings few and far between.

      Sun had bathed the vehicle for most of the trip, the cool autumn temperature and blazing fall colors lifting his spirits and alleviating his anxiety over the move. Upon his arrival, the weather had shifted, ominous sooty clouds scrabbling down the mountain slopes toward the valley and his new home, threatening rain. The patches of cerulean sky which had been trying so hard to shine through were now overtaken by a blanket of leaden clouds the shade of a Saturday morning hangover.

      Ray offered the cloud cover a dismissive shrug. Rain was simply a part of life out here, especially in the months to come. He thought of the obligatory saying he used whenever someone complained about the wet climate, “If you don’t like the weather, just wait five minutes,” and how well the adage suited the capricious Pacific Northwest.

      The beautiful lush spring and summer months were the reward for suffering through the wet, dark, melancholy winters. But by far, autumn was his favorite time of year. He inspected the dense woods surrounding his new home, breathing deeply of the clean crisp air, shut the car door, and faced his new residence.

      The farmhouse rested before him, charming in its old-fashioned way, even welcoming he had to admit. The soft yellow paint on the old cedar shake siding was peeling in several spots, something he wished the seller had taken care of during his renovations, but the boards beneath appeared unmarred from the elements, resilient the way old growth cedar tends to be.

      Beyond the home, the once red barn—now a rusty bloodstained hue—at the rear of the property jutted from a blanket of blackberry vines. The barn’s roof was shedding its wood shingles, the skeletal purlins peeking through in patches like the ribs of rotting roadkill. The cupola on top slanted and dipped ever so slightly along with the building’s sagging ridge, but Ray didn’t mind. He felt it added to the charm of the place, and made the home seem even more inviting. He had no use for the old barn anyway, and would most likely scrap it in the coming years.

      He surveyed his surroundings, muscles slackening as he took in the lush woodland. An autumn breeze rustled the trees, loosening russet and golden leaves, sending them seesawing and cartwheeling to the grass. Across the road, a little further down from his drive, another driveway with a canted, rusted mailbox at its entrance stood out, snaking away into the cedars and firs. He squinted to read the painted name on the mailbox but was unable.

      Ray whirled toward the crunching of tires over gravel. A sedan backed onto his drive, tucking in behind the moving trailer. A woman hopped out with a friendly grin and welcoming wave. Ray returned the wave, mouth agape. Her agent photo didn’t do her justice, the caked-on makeup she’d applied for the picture absent now, her beauty shining through. Her long raven-black hair framed perky cheeks, a slender aquiline nose, full lips, and large green eyes that exuded compassion.

      “Ray?”

      He finally closed his mouth and stepped to the woman with hand extended. “Hello, Joyce. Nice to finally meet you in person.”

      She gave his hand a firm shake. “You as well. You made it here in good time. Well, what do you think of the place?”

      He regarded his new domicile and spun back to the woman with a shrug. “So far it’s amazing.”

      She nodded and stabbed her thumb over her shoulder to the trailer. “Is that everything?”

      Ray returned her nod. “Yep. I don’t have much. The wife got most of the furniture to go along with the house and my apartment didn’t hold much.” He noticed the dip of her smile, and waved his comment away. “It’s fine. This allows me to make the place my own. This is a new beginning for me. A mulligan.”

      Her grin returned, but Ray sensed it seemed forced. “Well, here’s the keys,” she said. “At least all the keys the seller gave me. The barn doesn’t have a lock, but there is a small outbuilding covered in brambles on the edge of the property that’s pad-locked tight and I never did get a key for it.”

      He accepted the keyring. “No worries. I’ll break into it. Might find some treasures in there, who knows.”

      “Sounds good. And although crime out here is almost non-existent, I always tell my clients to remember to change the locks.”

      Ray nodded. “Oh yeah, I got a guy coming to do that tomorrow.”

      After a few more pleasantries, Joyce congratulated her client on his purchase and left Ray to admire his new home, informing him she had another property to show (an outright lie). She jumped behind the wheel of her sedan, the smile she’d been forcing melting away, a relieved expression replacing it. She checked the rearview, spied Ray unlocking the trailer, and drove off, glad to officially be done with the house.
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      Joyce Herbert loved her job. Selling homes wasn’t easy, not by a longshot, and the amount of time she had to put into each prospective sale compared to the ones she actually sold would make most people consider another line of work.

      Still, she enjoyed finding a property to match her client’s needs, feeling as if she was performing a good deed by assisting them in making the most important transaction of their lives. A good deed that often paid quite well when all was said and done.

      Staging vacant homes was the most enjoyable part of the gig, however. Even though she despised the grunt work of lugging furniture into an unoccupied home, she enjoyed the end result immensely, the chic listing photos provided filling her with pride. And recently she’d hired a father-and-son team to do the heavy lifting, which has made it much easier.

      But these past few months have proved difficult. Inflated prices and interest rates had stymied the market, and her income had followed suit. She could no longer afford to pay the father-and-son team to help her. Debt crept upon her like a pack of hungry wolves sensing a weakened prey. She needed to sell this place, despite what she’d experienced there.

      She’d found the home for Ray Arthur on a lark. Running late for a showing, she’d chosen the alternate, quicker route offered up by her phone, something she rarely did after once being led down a one-lane backcountry dirt road which had conjured images of mutant rednecks flinging a spike strip in front of her car with drunken hoots and hollers filling her ears as she drove over it. In the end the terrifying route had only saved her three minutes, not worth the stress of the journey. But the male Australian voice she’d chosen for her GPS app had seemed so certain this time. She often envisioned Chris Hemsworth, sitting in the backseat (shirtless, of course) smiling and offering directions in a sexy Aussie tone, and would inevitably think to herself, Jeez, girl, you need a boyfriend.

      The home wasn’t listed, but while taking the shortcut (which actually saved her time on this occasion. Thanks, Chris) she’d spied the FOR SALE BY OWNER sign on the front lawn of the old farmhouse and immediately called the owner and then her new client.

      The owner, a middle-aged gentlemen from Canada who’d bought the place three years ago, lived over an hour away, but had agreed to meet her at the house so she could record her well-practiced walkthrough on her phone for Ray, and to be there when the home inspector arrived. When the owner appeared, Joyce hadn’t registered the strange look the man gave the residence since she didn’t know this man from Adam. But when he held out the keys to her, rattling with his trembling hand, and told her to leave them under the front doormat when she was done, she should’ve gotten the hint that the man wanted nothing to do with the place.

      Too excited about the prospect of selling the home, she’d agreed and went about her routine on her own with some time to kill before the inspector arrived. She started the video with a brief survey of the land, and then began the interior tour in the converted attic space, rustically re-modeled into a functioning office with a panoramic view of the snow-tipped Cascade Mountains to the east.

      She panned the phone’s camera over the space. “Hello, Ray. I’m in the upstairs office. Check out that view. And from the opposite window you’ll get some amazing sunsets. There’s enough room for a desk right here at this window, but the view might keep you from getting any work done.” She trained the phone on the new carpet and then the metal grate in the floor. “There’s no heat up here at the moment but that vent will bring plenty of heat up from your pellet stove just fine. And sorry about the background noise. That’s the rain hitting your metal roof. New metal roof, I should say. It’s blowing down pretty hard today, but if I do say so myself, it’s pretty relaxing.”

      Shaking her head at the cheesiness of her words, Joyce worked her way down the steep, creaking attic steps, nearly taking a tumble, releasing a yelp followed by a laugh as she caught herself. She considered refilming but decided the moment provided some comic relief for her client and kept it in. After sweeping the main floor with the phone—pointing out the views again, the new pellet stove, and the new appliances in the kitchen—she made her way to the basement door.

      She stood in front of the old door and decided to stop the recording, not wanting to test fate with another stairway. She opened the door and stared down the steps into the darkness below. A musty odor wafted into her face, causing her nose to twitch. She flipped the light switch next to the door. The stairwell’s naked bulb illuminated the steps down to the bottom landing. The remaining few steps to the basement slab disappeared into darkness.

      She crept down the stairs, searching for another switch to light the basement below. Making it to the landing, she stopped and searched the blackness, grabbed her phone and fired up the flashlight app. Sweeping the basement with the light, she spied the large water heater tucked into the corner, a worktable with some shelves, and finally, the bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling, its chain dangling below it. With a sigh she descended the remaining steps, shuffling toward the chain.

      With a tug she turned on the light, sighing with relief as it flared on. She turned her phone light off and started a new video.

      “Okay, Ray. We’re in the basement now. Well, partial basement I guess you’d call it. Half of it is the crawlspace under the house. But there’s plenty of room for woodworking or other hobbies,” she paused as the camera centered on the concrete steps and bulkhead doors to the exterior, “and there’s access to the outside too. It’ll be much easier to bring things in this way rather than dealing with the inside stairway.” She stepped up and tried the door. “Must be locked from the outside. A little bit of rain is coming in but that should be easy to seal.”

      She turned away from the door, scouring the space with the camera. “There’s your water heater, looks newer, the updated electrical panel wired for a generator, that’s a plus, the workspace, and the …”

      She paused when a sound reached her. She whirled, squinting into the shadows of the crawlspace beneath the home. The space receded into blackness, narrowing, following the pitched contour of the property, the far end of the crawlspace utterly lost in shadow. The noise returned, a faint squeak, coming from somewhere deep beneath the house.

      Sounded like a rat, was her first thought. But when the noise reached her again, she quickly changed her opinion.

      A child sobbing?

      This second thought passed through her mind like a bullet. Shaking her head at the ridiculous notion, she stopped the video, tapping the flashlight icon again. She held the phone before her, stepping toward the chest-high foundation wall which separated the utility basement from the cramped post and beam crawlspace.

      She swept the tight space with the light, back and forth, searching for the source of the sound, readying herself for the sudden movement of a rodent. Spider webs hung from the floor joists, the silky threads swaying in the glare. Thankfully, nothing else moved within the field of light, and the noise didn’t return, at least nothing audible above the pouring rain outside. However, on her last sweep, something caught her attention—two small points of reflected light, at the far reaches of the crawlspace. She stared, squinting her eyes at the tiny unmoving orbs. When the twin lights vanished simultaneously and then returned a second later, she gasped, backpedaling away from the wall.

      Her feet tangled, toppling her backward, her rear smacking painfully to the concrete slab.

      She sat there gasping for a moment, then released a laugh. “You big baby. It’s just a rat. Little bastard was staring right at me. Looks like we’ll need to get pest-control out here. You hear that, rat? You better skedaddle before you get your hairy ass poisoned.”

      Glad I didn’t film that. My client would think me insane. Talking to myself and a rat like a loon.

      She stood, killed the phone’s light, brushed off her backside, and still giggling softly, began her ascent up the stairs.

      The sound returned.

      She spun, instantly seeing the rat’s eyes again, glowing of their own accord now, radiating a jaundiced yellow. They were closer, bigger, too big to be just a rat, and the sound that floated to her this time was most definitely not the squeak of a rodent.

      “Joycie?”

      The strength fled her legs and she flopped down, sitting on the bottom landing. A shaky moan exited her mouth as she leaned against the wooden basement steps, watching the eyes sway from side-to-side and grow in size as they neared, scuttling scrapes announcing its approach.

      Frozen, unable to suck in a breath, unable to turn away, Joyce witnessed a small blackened hand creep forth from the murky gloom beneath the home. The hand of a child. The flesh crackled and flaked away as the burnt hand gripped the top of the wall, thin lines of black smoke lifting from the charred tissue. A metal friendship bracelet dangled on the thin wrist, gleaming in the light. The bracelet Joyce had given her best friend for her twelfth birthday over twenty years ago.

      “Joycie? It hurts. It hurts so bad. Take my hand and make it go away.”

      Finding her breath, Joyce screamed. She spun from the impossible thing before her, stumbling up the stairs. Behind her came the smack of something hitting the basement floor, followed by shuffling, raspy steps.

      Joyce did not turn around this time. She didn’t need to. The image of her burnt childhood friend shambling to the basement steps in pursuit, flakes of charred skin fluttering to the floor, was clear enough in her mind. Her feet betrayed her again, her toe catching a tread, sending her to her stomach. The phone slipped from her grip, tumbling through an open riser in the steps, vanishing into the shadows below.

      Panting, staring into the black void which had swallowed her phone, Joyce realized she hadn’t heard the expected impact of it hitting the concrete floor. The orbs reappeared, glowing in the darkness below. A childish giggle followed, floating up to her.

      Terror invading her being, Joyce righted herself and continued her panicked ascent. Reaching for the door handle, she sensed the impossible presence below her, fearing it would reach through the riser and latch onto her ankles, the grip scorching her flesh.

      Joyce flung the door open and lunged into the home, running straight into the thing waiting for her. She cried out, slapping at the beast. It latched onto her wrists, roaring into her face.

      “Whoa! Whoa! Take it easy!”

      The normalness of the voice registered with Joyce and she looked up into the face of her captor.

      The stranger stared down at her, a shocked expression on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      Joyce whirled from the man, staring at the open basement door, then back to his alarmed face.

      He released the hold on her wrists. “You okay? Someone down there?”

      Joyce shook her head several times before offering. “No. No. God, I’m so sorry.” She managed a nervous giggle. “No, I just saw … I saw a rat. I don’t like rats. God, I’m so embarrassed. You must be the home inspector.”

      “Yeah. You sure you’re all right. I could hear you scream all the way from the driveway. And you’re shaking like a leaf.”

      She calmed her heaving breath. “I’m fine. Like I said, I don’t like rats. Thanks.”

      The inspector gave her a nod. “Okay. Um, I’m Brad, by the way. I guess I’ll get started?”

      Joyce stole one last glance to the open basement door, before training it on the young man. “Thank you. I’m Joyce …

      (Joycie)

      She shook her head to dislodge the familiar voice. “Um, could you do me a big favor? I dropped my phone through the stairs. Could you get it for me?”

      “Sure. Wait here.”

      “No,” she said, a little too loud. She took a breath to calm herself. “No, thank you. You can give it to me when you’re done. I’ll leave you be and sit out in my car if that’s okay, I don’t want to interrupt your routine.”

      The inspector nodded, a confused and concerned look pinching his features. “Yeah. No problem.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Now, driving away from the home, watching Ray Arthur in the rearview, Joyce clutched the steering wheel, her knuckles bleached white. She met her eyes in the mirror and slowed the car. With a trembling sigh, she pulled to the side of the road.

      Looking to the mirror again, she was surprised at how pale the face that stared back appeared. “It was just from all the stress, had to be. It wasn’t real.”

      The inspector didn’t find anything when he investigated down there. Nothing but rat poop that is. She wasn’t there. Lydia wasn’t there.

      She glanced over her shoulder through the rear window. Ray had paused his unloading and was watching her. He offered a confused wave. She returned his wave and pulled the car back onto the road, driving away, her guilt increasing with each spin of the wheels.
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