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Chapter One 
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“This is stupid,” grumbled the irritated twelve-year-old from the back seat. 

Nathan had absolutely had it with this stupid seat, this stupid seat belt, and this stupid footrest that was just a smidge too close for him to stretch out but too far away from him to rest his legs properly. 

“Shhh,” hissed his little brother Trent. 

The cranky red-head glared at his older brother and pressed the headphones closer to his ears to drown out Nathan’s repetitive whining. 

Nathan rolled his dark brown eyes as Trent’s greener replica gave him one last glare before turning back to his side of the dual-screened movie player that was attached to the backs of their parents' seat. He was watching the same cartoon he had seen over and over again during this long trip and, honestly, Nathan was done with it! Yay! The group of friends had found the seven magic balls with stars on them they had been looking for once again! So they could make the same wish over and over again. 

Yeah... Nathan was done! 

To keep what little of his temper he had left under control, Nathan had spent the last, what seemed like forever, staring out the window watching the miles fly by as his parents drove them away from the only home he had ever known.

Mom and Dad, or Raychel and George Coulson as the rest of the world knew them, were a happy, albeit odd couple to anyones standards. George was a slightly balding 50 something year-old fitness/ gym manager that looked and acted much younger than what he was. 

Raychel was a 37 year-old stay at home mom with a penchant for the odd, weird, and abnormal. She made a small living as a writer that never really amounted to much beyond being able to fulfil a life long dream of being able to say she wrote and finished something.

The only thing they could really agree on was this trip to Arizona. They had sworn this was going to be an adventure moving from Oregon to Arizona, but Nathan was coming to realize he and his parents had a very different definition of adventure. The only “adventure”, in his eyes anyway, had been when they’d almost hit a herd of deer that crossed the road between the Oregon and Idaho border. Dad had to slam on the breaks faster than normal and had let out a string of curse words that had caused Nathan to stifle a giggle as he listened to his mom lecture his father about using such language in front of them. 

Mom had this weird thing about Dad cussing in front of her ‘little babies’. As if Mom had never uttered a curse word in front of them, but they weren’t supposed to mention those times to Dad. 

Beyond that little fun ordeal, the whole dumb trip had been a total bust! 

Dad had been offered a job in Arizona that paid a lot more than the one he had in Oregon and Mom, having hated the winters ever since she was a little girl, had jumped at the opportunity to get away from the area. 

Nathan, himself, had been a bit more unwilling to move so far away from his friends and family and hadn’t been shy about telling them that. But with everyone on board with the whole dumb move, he had been out-numbered and no one had listened to his concerns like always. 

“You’ll make new friends! And there are more schools and clubs and sports!” they had said over and over again until Nathan could mimic them PERFECTLY. Oh yeah! Can’t forget what they felt was the cherry on top. “You’ll finally get to meet your older sister!” 

Dad had an older daughter from the marriage before Mom and though, Nathan had never met Natalie, he was kind of excited to see her finally. Yet, it still didn’t make such a huge move worthwhile! A nice visit there, yes! But, not three weeks of packing, sorting, and throwing things away and four long days of traveling to get there because mom had this weird fear of flying on an airplane. Nathan had even looked it up to show them. The car ride down there was much, much more dangerous than a quick flight would be. But, Mom had said no, and once again...no one had listened to him! 

Even the hotels they had stayed at had stunk! Either the pools were shut down or they had got in so late that there was no time to go swimming. And if he had to eat one more crappy flavorless waffle he was going to scream and toss it out the window! 

“Are we there yet?” Nathan asked unable to help himself. 

“Nathan! For goodness sake! It’s only been an hour since you asked last!” Raychel said exasperated. 

He knew that. Nathan could feel every minute tick by in his very bones almost like a bomb about to explode. 

“I knoowww,” he whined a bit. “How much longer until we are there?” 

“Still a while. Do you want the GPS again?” Mom asked trying to placate him. 

He shook his head and let out a deep frustrated sigh. No, he didn’t want to stare at that stupid phone again for hours. It was bad enough he had to sit here and watch the miles fly by without having to see how far they were from their destination. Even more irritated, he flopped back against the tightly cramped seat again. 

“This is stupid,” he repeated under his breath once more. 

“SHUT UP!” Trent snapped again. 

Nathan thought a moment about picking a fight with his brother just to do something to vent his frustration. But, he stayed quiet and looked out the window again. He wondered if it was possible for another herd of deer to run across the road just to break the monotony of the ride. 

“Ohh!” his mom interjected trying to get Nathan’s attention. 

“What?” Dad said playing along. 

Nathan rolled his eyes and ignored them both. Mom had done a ton of annoying research about the area they were moving to so she would randomly pop off with bits of trivia that was meant to make the boys all a bit more excited. Trent, being two whole years younger than Nathan, was of course completely fooled by their mom’s random pieces of facts. Nathan knew his mom was waiting for him to respond, but he was considering staying silent. However, as if she anticipated his desire to ignore her, she called his name again. 

Nathan sighed in exasperation. “Yes?” 

“I found something really interested!” Mom gushed. “I wanted to tell you about it!” 

“Do you have to?” Nathan groaned. 

“Nathan!” Dad snapped. “Your mother is trying to show you something she knows you will find interesting. Be respectful and listen!” 

Nathan ticked off on his fingers. “She said the same thing about the trees, and the bushes, and the cactuses, and the bugs.”

“Cacti,” his mother corrected him. 

“Whatever!” Nathan smarted off back. 

“And all those things were really interesting right?” Dad prompted.

George’s bright blue eyes easily caught Nathan’s gaze in the mirror with a pointed no-nonsense look. 

Nathan groaned. He got the message loud and clear. Just shut up and humor his mom even if he found it dumb and annoying.

“What is it? What’s so interesting?” Nathan responded dutifully with barely concealed sarcasm. 

Dad narrowed his eyes at him once more, telling him in no uncertain terms that he had heard the sarcasm in Nathan’s tone and it was not acceptable. Mom turned slightly towards Nathan and her dark eyes gave him a searching look. Though he was certain that she had seen his bored look, she quickly carried on with her discovery, obviously not wanting to miss out on the opportunity to talk about what she had found. Mom, after all, was far from stupid and knew that Nathan was just trying to pick a fight to get out of having to listen to the ‘interesting fact’. 

“The little town not far from our new house has a lot of really interesting ghost stories,” Mom said slowly her eyes twinkling happily when she saw Nathan perk up at her words. 

Yeah, she had caught his attention and she knew it. 

They all looked over at Trent quickly to see if he was listening. Luckily, he was completely engrossed in his cartoon and not paying attention to anyone but the green alien dude on TV. Trent was easily scared by the paranormal and, though he did have the same interest as the rest of the family, he was not allowed to watch anything about it because he would have nightmares. He really, really, didn’t want to be woken up in the middle of the night again because of some thump or creak that the place made. Nathan was the first person Trent went to in the middle of the night if something happened. Nathan never truly knew why, but he had been taught since the day Trent was born that it was his duty as the older brother to keep his brother safe. And he had always taken his job very seriously. Despite the pain in the backside that Trent was, he was the little brother and Nathan would make sure he was safe. But, he really didn’t want to be woken up in the middle of the night because Trent had overheard Mom’s ghost stories.

“Like what?” Nathan asked quietly after he was certain Trent couldn’t hear him.

“All different kinds of ghost stories! From Civil War soldiers to the Spanish Flu, Tuberculosis victims, and Native Americans!”

Nathan cracked a half-smile. “Can we check them out?”

Mom winked at him ecstatic that she had caught his attention finally. “Maybe! If you’re brave enough!” 

Mom had always believed in spirits and was the first one eager to go check out every story she has ever heard fully ready to believe that it was real.

Bringing her back down to reality, that had always been Dad’s job. Though he had always reassured his fanciful wife that he believed in the paranormal, fantastical, and odd. He always looked at it from a skeptics’ perspective. Growing up, when a sound or something had scared one of the boys, Dad would take them around the room and point out what the sound was. Dad had tried to instill in both his boys to look for a rational explanation first.

“Skeptically open-minded” Dad often called his approach.

“It’s okay to believe in the paranormal because there are things in this world that are inexplicable. However, that doesn’t mean everything you can’t explain, cannot be explained,” he would say. 

Though his tendency to try and rationalize things has caused several arguments over the years between not only Mom and Dad, but also parents and children. However, at the end of the day, Nathan’s mom also spent time explaining to them ways of protecting themselves and the house. She may accept his father's explanations, but she also didn’t take any chances. 

Tonight Nathan sat up excitedly for the first time in almost four days and began to quietly make plans to go ghost hunting with his mom. Making the plans and discussing different areas they all wanted to go see took up the rest of the, surprisingly short, few hours left before they reached their new home. Night had fallen completely and the heat of the day gave way to the cool night air leaving a slight mist covering the ground. Nathan's heart sped up a bit as soon as they pulled up to the large two-story home. He could see by the excessively chipped paint and slightly rotted porch railings that the place was way more than a few years old. It was much too dark to make out the color, but it held four perfectly square windows. Two on either side of the porch roof and two just below them. He could just make out the blinds inside each of the windows. Or rather the ragged scraps of what looked like they could have passed for curtains in a previous life. 

A shiver went down Nathan’s spine and he could have sworn he saw someone move in one of the top windows like they had been looking down at the family as they pulled up. Whoever it was watching them was definitely not happy to see that their peace was being disturbed. Nathan squinted his eyes trying to peer in the windows waiting to see if something moved in the pitch darkness of the house. 

“I thought you said they’d have the power on by the time we got here,” Mom commented to their dad. 

His mom’s voice hitched a bit as if the idea of walking in the house with it being so dark was as scary to her as it was to Nathan. 

Nathan jumped slightly when he felt a hand on his arm. Trent had pulled his headphones off and was looking over at the fog that was still laying low over the ground on both sides of the car drifting towards the house purposefully. 

“Nathan,” Trent whispered fearfully his voice trembling. 

“Relax. It’s just fog,” Nathan replied trying to sound calm as he listened to the conversation between his parents. 

Their dad rubbed his face hard and grumbled, “they said they would make sure to have the power on by the tenth.”

“Oh! Good!” Mom replied happily. “So they’ll have the power on by tomorrow.”

Dad spun his head to look at Mom his eyes wide. “What?” 

“Today’s the ninth, honey,” Mom pointed out showing him the phone. 

Nathan could tell that she was biting her lip trying to keep the laughter in as the realization that she was right swept up Dad’s face. He whispered a word that made Mom give him a sharp disapproving look and would have made the situation funny had they not been so tired. 

“Well, now what?” Dad fumed. 

“Do you know where the flashlights are?” Mom responded. 

“No,” Dad grumbled out. 

“Then I think we should find the nearest hotel and get a room for a night,” Mom suggested. 

Nathan couldn’t even pretend to be disappointed that they weren’t staying in the house. If he was honest with himself he was mostly relieved and maybe, just maybe, the pool would be open this time.
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Nathan's legs were burning and aching, he wasn’t sure how long he could keep going. 

But, he couldn’t stop, couldn’t slow down. 

It was right behind him. he could feel its burning hot breath on the back of his neck and he knew if he dared to look behind him the creature’s bright, blood-red eyes would be right there. 

“Nathan!” he could hear his brother scream. 

Trent’s voice was bathed in fear and Nathan knew he was in trouble. Nathan had to get to him; had to save him.

Now!

Nathan ran hard and faster but could not get any closer. He screamed his brother’s name in panic, but no matter what he did or how fast he ran his brother’s voice faded further and further away. 

A mist rose up, much like the one he’d seen outside the new house. In the dense fog, he could see figures darting back and forth beside him and hands reaching for him that he had to dodge. 

One had grabbed for his legs, tripping him and forcing him to slam hard into the ground. It flipped him over and brought him face to face with the thing that had been chasing him. 

The beast rose over him, shrouded in darkness and mist. All Nathan saw was the blood-red eyes right before it’s twisted claw reached down for his heart. 

––––––––
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“NATHAN!” MOM’S VOICE shattered the dreams as she shook him frantically awake. 

Nathan shouted and threw his arms over his chest to protect that sensitive organ. 

“Oh, my god! Nathan!’” 

He blinked quickly and brought his mother’s eyes into clear focus. Raychel’s eyes softened and her mouth twisted as she stared down at him. 

“Are you okay, sweetie?” she pressed gently. 

Nathan panted a bit still trying to clear his mind of the nightmare. Sitting up slightly, he looked around the brightly colored room as if he was afraid the darkness or fog would start rolling out of the orange wallpaper or even the cheap generic pictures that hung on the walls. They were still in the hotel room on the outskirts of Flagstaff. 

He looked over at the tiny table next to the balcony doors to see his brother happily munching away on a big bowl of cereal. 

Only then did he let out the breath he was holding. 

Everyone was okay, everything was fine. 

He nodded to his mom and sat up on the hard bed realizing that the pain he had felt in his dream was real. He suddenly remembered that they had spent hours swimming in the pool and that  was the reason his legs were as sore as heck.

Jeeze, he hadn’t realized he would be so sore this morning. 

“What happened?” Mom asked him as she sat on the bed next to him. 

He shook his head in a baffled manner his mind still a million miles away. “Bad dreams.” 

“Do ya wanna talk about it?” she offered and rubbed his arms soothingly. “Oftentimes talking about a bad dream will ensure it never comes back.” 

Nathan considered telling her about the nightmare, but the longer he was awake the more the dream seemed to slip away until all he was left with was a sense of apprehension. Without the overwhelming fear, he found himself starved and shook his head to remove the last of the cobwebs that the dream then scooted out of the bed to join his brother at the table. Nathan half-listened to Trent as he chatted on and on about a video game that had been advertised on the small flat screen that furnished the small hotel room. Trent's constant chattering was good background noise as Nathan tried to brush off the anxiety and jittery feelings, the last remnants of his dream. 

Trent’s favorite thing to do was watch videos on the internet. More specifically, he enjoyed watching other people play video games. So did Nathan, mostly, but he and his brother had two different versions of games they enjoyed. However, as long as he concentrated on Trent’s babbling, he slowly began to relax and didn’t feel so tense.

Mom sat down beside them and squeezed his hand as if to try and relax him further. 

“Alrighty! Dad has gone to make sure they’ve turned the electricity on and then we’ll head over and get to unpacking!” Mom informed them excitedly.

Nathan stayed silent and ate letting Trent ask the questions. 

“Why wasn’t the electricity on?” Trent asked. 

“’Cause your dad told them the wrong day,” Mom explained making a silly face and causing Trent to giggle. 

“What happens if they don’t turn it on?” 

“No worries! They will! And if for some reason there’s an issue we’ll just unpack in the daylight and camp out! Remember the last time we went camping?” Mom asked. 

Trent launched into a long-winded reciting of the camping trip Mom had been talking about. Not forgetting a single detail of every s’more he ate and every conversation that was had. 

Squinting his eyes, Nathan tried to recall the trip that his brother was babbling on and on about. The only prominent memory that came to mind was all the horrible mosquitos and how itchy and uncomfortable he felt after he survived their bites. Tons and tons of mosquitos. Nathan did not look forward to that experience again and made an awful face into his cereal bowl as he realized it was a very real prospect. 

“Hey,” his mom whispered to get his attention. 

Nathan looked up at her not even bothering to hide how miserable he was with the possibility that they were going to camp out.

“Yeah?” he whined out slightly.

“You okay?” his mom asked concerned. 

She was obviously still attributing his grumpiness to the dream he had. Nathan knew he should correct her assumption but he didn’t feel like getting a lecture about his ‘complaining’ again. 

“Yeah,” he replied instead and returned his attention back to his cereal. 

She still eyed him however she, thankfully, let it go. 
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Nathan looked up at the house for the second time in twenty-four hours. The eyes that seemed to have been looking down at him from the window were more easily dismissible as a combination of exhaustion and a dark, old house now that it was daylight. 

The house actually was very old; so old that every floorboard creaked as they walked from room to room and every room seemed to have its own unique sound to it. It was an enormous two-story house that was empty of anything besides dust and bugs.

The front porch had a high crackling that introduced the eerie creak of the screen door. The little entryway, or mudroom, his dad called it was positioned right between the kitchen and living room, the kitchen on the left with the living room to the right. The mudroom gave way to the large stairwell that led to the upstairs. The living room had an old yellowed wallpaper with blue roses on it. There were several brownish splotches on different areas of the walls that made it clear the wallpaper had gone past its expiration date if the ancient sad roses hadn’t made that clear enough. The brown carpet was thread bared and stained even more than the walls. 

Nathan curled his nose up at it almost as if he could smell the dirty, musty, moldy fabric. He turned and went into the kitchen already disappointed with this ‘new home’. The kitchen wasn’t awful per se. The walls were yellow here as well, but at least this time it seemed deliberate since the floor was white with golden accents on each of the squares. The wall facing the front was a giant curved bay window with discolored glass and filthy screens. The cupboards and drawers were painted plain white but the color had long since faded to a dull off white. 

He passed his mother as she made her way to the kitchen. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a single bouncy ponytail that fit the excited mood she was in. The bright floral tank top and striped shorts she wore already had a few spots of dirt on them from the boxes she couldn’t wait to bring in, well at least onto the porch, before she came in to check out the house. She gave him a bright smile and stepped into the kitchen methodically going through every cupboard and drawer as if hoping to find buried treasure. 

Nathan left his mother to her search and headed up the stairwell. He jumped and missed a step when his mother let out a scream and curse that usually was reserved for his father to say. Nathan went racing back downstairs to find his mother sitting on the counter as his father laughed in glee at his mother’s reaction to the “baby tarantula” she had unknowingly disturbed by opening the pantry door.

He was slightly scared as well when he saw the huge, hairy, brown and black, scuttle out of the room heading towards the front door aided by his father. The fear left when he heard his little brother let out a frightened squeal from the front porch and Nathan laughed out loud forgetting that he, himself, had been just as scared as his brother had been, not that Nathan would show it or admit it.

Leaving his father to calm his mom and Trent down, Nathan climbed up the stairs slowly while a slow feeling of apprehension began to grow. The odd squeaking continued as he went up and up the stairs. 

“It is really, really going to get annoying listening to the entire house squeak every time someone’s walking around,” Nathan grumbled to himself. 

He tried different places on the stepped but failed to find a spot that didn’t make a sound. Finally, at the top, Nathan felt around the wall at the entry to the long, narrow, dark hallway unable to see the end of it with all the upstairs doors closed. The eerie darkness did nothing to dispel the anxiety he felt staring into the hallway. He quickly found the switch and flipped it up. 

Nothing happened. 

Unwilling to believe it was failing, he flipped it a few more times before accepting it wasn’t working. 

“The bulb must be burned out,” he growled softly to himself. 

Nathan sighed audibly and summing his courage, Nathan pressed his hand against the wall to navigate his way down the hallway to the first door he could find. Nathan’s eyes were having an impossible time adjusting to the insane lack of light. It was as if the darkness was more of a black cloud rather than the fact that no light was on. It was... shadow... the absence of light entirely. In a house this old even the underside of the doors should have shined through the cracks.

There had to be cracks.

The squeaking of the floorboards continued as he crept down the hallway like a burglar trying not to be caught. His hands ran along the wall peeling pieces of wallpaper as he went along. A sense of apprehension boiled in the pit of his stomach as he walked, feeling his whole body tense silently screaming at him to get out and run away. Nathan shoved the gnawing fear down and kept walking slowly. 

It’s just a dark hallway. A dark creepy hallway. He kept telling himself over and over again to keep calm. 

His heart was pounding so loudly, he could hear the rushing beat in his ears. It was so loud it drowned out the squeaking of the floorboards, but not the whispering that grew out of nowhere. 

He couldn’t make out what they were saying, but he could tell that the voice was male. He also couldn’t figure out why his dad and brother were whispering and how he had not heard them come up the stairs. Nathan turned in irritation to see what they were whispering about. He stilled and tried to peer through the inky blackness to make out his father or his brother’s familiar figure. Yet even as he looked in the direction he was sure he had heard their voices from, the voices moved to be behind him. He turned once more but they moved again.

What kind of crappy joke was this?! Nathan wondered irritated. No matter how quick he was, he never spotted anyone; there was no one. Yet, the whispering was still there and it seemed to be coming from every direction with no source beyond the darkness. 

“D-dad,” Nathan whispered almost afraid to raise his voice. 

The whispering grew louder and louder until he could almost make out two words.

“Get out!” 

In his panic, Nathan’s hand slapped against the wall frantically trying to find some way to escape the whispers. His trembling hand made contact with the doorknob that jiggled loudly causing him to jump out of his skin. He frantically twisted, jerked, and slammed his slender frame into the door trying desperately to get the warped wooden door open.

Fear dulled his gaze, but as he looked back he swore he saw the shadow move and grow out of the corner of his eyes. But, just before he could tell what it was, the door broke free and swung open allowing the blazing, desert mid-afternoon light to pour in and chase away all the shadows leaving him with just a dusty, creaky normal hallway. 

“Ahhh!” 

Out of nowhere, Trent jumped at him screaming like a banshee. Nathan shouted and stumbled back, falling to the ground hard. Panting, he let out one of his father’s favorite curses when he saw who was screaming at him. 

Trent’s eyes widen in shock. “Ohhh! I’m telling mom and dad!” 

“You scared the hell out of me!” Nathan shouted back defensively. 

“You know you’re not supposed to be saying those bad words! Mom’s gonna ground you for a month!” Trent warned him as if Nathan’s cursing was ten times worse than the near heart attack his brother had tried to give him. 
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