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Also to Rena, who always has the most excellent ideas.









PART ONE


THE HOUSE
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ONE


Ghosts are memories; we carry them in our blood. And no place taught me this lesson more clearly than Cashore House that summer five years ago, when my sister Layla made her amateur horror movie Vermillion, using Cashore as the set.


Vermillion turned into an underground cult sensation. I was twelve years old, and I became its star. There was no script—fans wrote one later via crowdsourcing. There were no notes to follow. Vermillion was a clever assembly of disturbing footage, bits and pieces stitched together by my sister in post-production. Even though I knew I was safe—while chandeliers swung and chairs smashed into walls as the movie’s chilling final sequence unfolded—I was scared out of my mind. I still am.


My memories from that time may be hazy and disjointed, but one thing I know for sure—it was all pretend. Special effects. Layla explained it all to me. And I believed her, even if her eerily-moving homemade props looked a little too impressive in the moonlit hallways of Cashore House, the place that was our home that fateful summer.


The place that’s haunted my nightmares for years.


Much has been written about my sister and her eerie creation in the years following Vermillion’s release. I used to keep a scrapbook of clippings and printouts, but when the euphoria of “fame” wore off, I threw away my collection. Still, some of the articles written about Layla and Vermillion stuck with me, especially when the writer asked questions that bothered me too. Take this one fanzine review I screenshotted—




The young protagonist’s realistic fright imbues Layla Galich’s macabre creation with verisimilitude, while the titular ghost’s torments are sure to evoke empathy as well as bone-deep terror . . . the director’s resultant fame should come as no surprise to found footage genre fans, sprouting countless amateur investigations into the film’s enigmatic setting and its complicated history.


Were young Sophia Galich’s blood-curdling encounters with the film’s eponymous ghost real? Did Layla Galich capture authentic ghost sightings on camera? And does the dark lore surrounding the film truly extend beyond the original footage, with fans—or V-heads, as they call themselves—claiming to have supernatural experiences after viewing the film, and with clues allegedly showing up in freezeframes and the grainy periphery? This reviewer is certain that the main question every Galich fan out there wants to ask our favorite director is: Will there be a sequel?


—Esme Craig’s review of Vermillion for Basement Ghosts, an online fanzine of indie horror cinema.





Or that other piece that likened Layla’s film to a “monstrous child” of David Lynch, Carmen Maria Machado, and all the found footage horror classics as if Vermillion was some Frankenstein’s monster made of pieces, ideas, and vibes.


Layla rarely did interviews or discussed her vision, with a few exceptions. When cornered by a persistent reporter at the Saturn Awards, she said perhaps her most famous words: Some believe the house was haunted. Who am I to say otherwise? I was just a girl with a camera.


While reviewers and critics highlighted my “realistic fright” and praised my “authentic” reactions, my childhood stardom didn’t hold a candle to Layla’s cult status, which catapulted her into fame before devouring her whole.


And she owed it all to a house on a cliff.


Cashore House.


In the summer of 2017, Mom and Dad’s architectural business was contracted to restore this early twentieth-century seaside estate located in the flourishing Californian town of Livadia. The way my parents worked often required long-term immersion. Layla and I would come with them, and we’d all take up residency on the property.


Not to disrupt our schooling, the work was always scheduled for the summer months, so instead of camping or going to the beach with friends, we’d spend our breaks trapped in some dusty building in some equally dusty town while our parents turned blueprints into reality.


Cashore House was one of their biggest jobs. And unlike my parents’ other projects, we needed to change schools for this one, and then when the daily logistics of getting to school proved too complicated, we switched to online schooling. It was like the house wanted us all to itself. And so, as Mom and Dad worked to transform the building, the building was, in turn, transforming us.


We just didn’t know it at the time.
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TWO


A patina of uncertainty covers my memories of the house. Some things I remember with painful clarity, while some are like remnants of long-ago dreams, the kind that wake you up in the middle of the night, teeth clenched and blood pumping. Strange events out of context, raw emotions, body-shuddering fright.


Our first three nights at Cashore House were so quiet we could have heard a mouse pattering across the mahogany floors if it weren’t for the rumbling sea outside our windows. And when I sat up in my bed at night, distracted by Cashore’s watchful stillness, I would track the lighthouse’s hypnotic beams gliding over obsidian waves. I loved it—in the beginning. The house charmed me with its quiet beauty—it charmed all of us.


Cashore House was built in the 1920s, then ravaged by the 1933 earthquake, after which it stood devoid of life for decades until its acquisition by a mysterious new owner who hired my parents to restore it. We remained in the house for nearly a year, in its undamaged east wing. We remained, and if my sister is to be believed, so did the others who came before us. But I am getting ahead of myself.


Shortly after settling in, Mom and Dad disappeared into their work, leaving Layla and me to our own devices. There was nothing new about this. Then, I thought Layla was the most interesting, beautiful, and intelligent person I’d ever known. I used to copy everything she did, from how she styled her hair and combined torn jeans with oversized blazers to imitating her considered speech. Every word was worth its weight in gold. I besieged her private spaces, the little spying brat that I was, looking for her secrets in the depths of her messy closet or between the pages of her diary. I marveled at her fast-growing occult collection, played with the crystals, and leafed through the pages of books with titles that sent ripples over my skin. And I loved it all, the thrill of it. No lock could keep me out, and no hiding place would remain hidden for long.


And yet Layla always remained one step ahead, unknowable, unreachable.


Long before Cashore, I became fixated on knowing my sister’s whereabouts. My bloodhound sense served me better than any tracking app or GPS feature. I followed her—everywhere. Night after night, I went after Layla, climbing out of windows, retracing her steps. But I’d always lose her as if she could vanish into the shadows, become one with the dark. She knew what I was doing, of course.


One night when I went after her, she was waiting for me just off our suburban street, in the uneven shadow cast by the carefully-trimmed bushes. She was irritated—I could tell from the way she tapped her fingers against her side—but there was something else about her too. Something I couldn’t decipher. A curious look in her dark eyes. Was she impressed by my tracking skills? Flattered by my single-minded devotion? I was, after all, her biggest fan—long before Vermillion, before all the V-heads joined the Layla admiration club.


“If I tell you where I’m going, will you please go back to the house and stay in your room?” she asked me that night.


We struck a deal. I’d remain behind, letting my sister live her mysterious life. In return, Layla would feed me stories of her night-time exploits. I lived for those stories. The boys and girls she kissed. Underground clubs she danced in. Bars she frequented—courtesy of a fake ID that allowed my sister, barely sixteen at the time, into places I could only imagine. Our parents didn’t know. Layla was good at playing the role of a well-behaved, dutiful daughter around them. But I knew the real her. At least, I thought I did. And so I kept her secrets.


This equilibrium lasted until we moved to Cashore.


With this house, we’d soon break all the rules. My sister’s life and mine became so intimately intertwined that I no longer knew where Layla ended and I began.


It was only natural that when Layla got interested in the history of Cashore House, I did too.


Between wandering Livadia’s sunbaked streets and feasting on iced coffee and white chocolate muffins, we spent our days riffling through the town’s dust-infested archives and chatting up locals. As a kid, I didn’t really question why, so soon after we moved in, Layla was already in the middle of an intense research project. Maybe our parents asked her to, and perhaps they wanted her to locate Cashore’s original architectural plans. But, as it turned out, architectural plans were not what Layla was after. I didn’t know that my sister was looking for something specific—she was looking for a ghost. A real ghost. And then she found one. At least, that’s what fans of her movie believe.


We learned that the house was designed and built for Baron Pyotr von Hahn—a disgraced dark magician. A charlatan of Russian heritage, the Baron claimed to be Madame Blavatsky’s long-lost brother. In addition to horror movies, Layla was seriously into the occult. Crystals, candles, incantations, all of it. So, when it came to Cashore’s history, nothing held Layla’s interest more than a dark magician.


Von Hahn modeled Cashore House after his family’s estate—the Swallow’s Nest—in Yalta. With Livadia’s neck-breaking cliffs, this place was perfect to pay homage to Cashore’s predecessor. Some claimed the name of the estate was a dedication to the Baron’s doomed lover, the celebrated émigré ballerina Adrianna Kashoroff. Her brief but turbulent life ended during the earthquake of 1933 when the cliff foundation of the house developed a sudden crack. It threw a sunbathing Adrianna into the sea along with a large chunk of the outer patio.


Her body was never recovered.


There were other stories, too, that Cashore was the anglicized name of a demonic entity summoned by von Hahn in some Faustian pact. The demon, who coveted a human body and favored the color red, tricked the Baron and refused to be sent back. It inhabited the house instead.


Only after Layla started capturing our life there on film did I truly begin understanding the place we called home. Had I been more aware when I was younger, I might have realized that Layla knew exactly what she was looking for. But I was too infatuated with my sister to see anything suspicious in her actions, or understand she was involving me in something dangerous.


Early in our stay, I lived as if I was breathing through a wall of fog. I remember having this constant bad feeling, dizzying vertigo, tightness in my chest, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. When I told my parents about it, they dismissed it as nerves, or dust, or my getting my first period (which did come that summer, but only later).


It wasn’t until our fourth night in Cashore House that strange things started to happen. That night I remember with a raw clarity that many of my later Cashore memories lack.


With Mom being in bed when the lights flickered and then went out, it fell on Dad to go searching for the switchboard. From the darkness of my room, I listened to his retreating steps. And then Layla came in, aiming a flashlight at my face.


“Time to get up and explore, Queen Sophia-the-Wise,” she said, making a theatrical bow. “The night is ours. The house’s secrets await.” (She started calling me that, Sophia-the-Wise, when I was about six, as a joke. I wasn’t particularly wise, at least I didn’t think I was, but I had the appearance of a learned owl from some cartoon, with bushy eyebrows over huge, round eyes. That, and my name literally means wisdom.)


With Layla beckoning me to follow, our established roles changed—I no longer chased after her as she set off to have her fun and adventures. But I wasn’t her equal in this particular adventure either. Now, I suspect Layla was already planning the film, complete with my role in it. If I had any suspicion of her motives then, I must’ve ignored it. I feared being alone in the dark, so I trekked after her, her lone flashlight guiding our progress.


That night we found a secret room filled with stage costumes and props. Wigs, curling Poirot-esque mustaches, lacquered masks with cracks for wrinkles. Vintage fans made of swan feathers. Facial prosthetics. Hands, ears, noses. Under the flashlight’s scrutiny, the room and its contents looked sinister. It didn’t require a giant leap of imagination to see the props as body parts, or discarded skins worn during some unholy ritual.


White sheets covered each of the room’s walls. Layla screamed after pulling down the nearest one. A pale ghoul seemed to jump at her from the wall. But then Layla stepped back, and the ghoul imitated her movement. A mirror. We both laughed off her fright.


The remaining sheets came off, a mirror behind each one. Particles of dust floated in the air. We sneezed and sneezed.


We didn’t notice it straight away, but there was a fifth mirror in that room. Mounted into the ceiling. In that mirror, Cashore House was turned inside out.


Layla picked up a pair of old-fashioned spectacles from the props lineup. The octagon-shaped glasses had one lens missing, and the other cracked. Layla put them on and aimed the steady flashlight beam at her face. Then she danced in the dark, twirling and making silly faces.


Later, she’d recreate this moment in Vermillion, in the scene known as “The Discovery of Baron von Hahn’s Preparation Room.” Layla would be off-screen, holding her digital camcorder, while I danced around in those glasses, the flashlight in my hand making a pale specter of my face.


One would think that since Layla named her feature after the color so beloved by von Hahn’s alleged demon that there’d be rivers of blood flowing from the ceiling or something equally gory, but it wasn’t anything like that. My sister’s creation wasn’t a slasher film, it was something else entirely.
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THREE


My sister’s movie, and our family’s time in Cashore House, may be in the past, but the events of five years ago continue to influence my life, shaping my actions.


Two years ago, my sister disappeared.


The last time I heard from her was the night she vanished.


I’m doing this for you. I love you, and I’m sorry.


That’s what her last text message said. The words implied I’d know exactly what she was referring to, but I had no idea then, and I still don’t know. In my book, the only thing Layla should have been apologizing for was using me in her movie. As for the rest of it, your guess is as good as mine.


In my initial attempts to reconstruct the events of Layla’s disappearance, I came across a 911 transcript from that night. A resident in Layla’s dorm placed the call, citing the stench of acrid smoke coming from my sister’s single room. As I read that account, it was as if I was on the spot, inhaling the fumes. But it wasn’t a raging fire that the first responders found upon arrival. No. Blood-painted walls greeted them, as well as the remnants of a black salt circle marring the carpet—and no Layla.


That led the police to believe, at first, that a fan obsessed with Vermillion took my sister. But then, new evidence came to light. Campus surveillance cameras captured Layla leaving her dorm not long before the 911 call. She walked to the nearby parking lot, got into a car, and vanished into the night. Though the car’s license plate was an indecipherable smudge, cops theorized it could’ve been a rideshare, even if there was no record of the transaction on Layla’s credit card or anywhere else.


My sister carried no bags or personal belongings, aside from what might have been in her pockets. Her digital path became patchy as the mysterious car traveled along Route 101 toward the ocean, until it . . . wasn’t. It seemingly blinked out of existence—there one moment, gone the next—just like the titular entity in Layla’s movie. But unlike Vermillion’s ghostly lead that always reappears in the film, the car never returned, and neither did my sister.


Cameras glitch. Digital records become corrupted. That was what the police told my parents. Aside from Layla’s initial trajectory, nothing tangible linked my sister’s path to Livadia, to Cashore.


But I know that’s exactly where Layla was going.


What I don’t know is why. Was someone making her do this? Was she being threatened by a fan?


Nearly a year following Layla’s vanishing, a shocking new piece of evidence emerged. But because it only existed for a short time, the authorities didn’t take me seriously when I called them with this information. They didn’t see what I saw: a photograph of Layla, looking the way she did when she left her dorm that night. Entering Cashore House.


The photograph vanished so quickly from the web, it was almost as if it briefly came into existence to be seen by me and me alone.


The site hosting the photo was CrimsonDreadNet, a closed online community that treats Layla’s creative lore like a lived experience, not some pop culture construct. No one knows exactly how CrimsonDreadNet started or who’s behind it. The first time I’d heard about the site was soon after Vermillion was picked up for a wider release after starting its life as a YouTube freebie. A review mentioned the fast-growing forum, where fans flocked to share their unsettling “encounters” after seeing Layla’s film. Talk about haunted art . . . or, in this case, a haunted screen.


I first looked up CrimsonDreadNet out of curiosity. I was promptly turned away, denied access. The site isn’t like other online fandom spaces. Joining isn’t as easy as signing up for an account or paying a membership fee. Actually, there is a fee to pay, but its currency is stories—authentic narratives of experiencing that which can’t be explained, all to do with my sister’s film.


There are forum threads for all things Vermillion and Layla, no matter how far-fetched—from necromancy and summoning manuals to fashion and makeup. One massive thread alone is dedicated to comparing the shades of red lipstick to the color of the dress the film’s eponymous entity wears. Another thread called __CanDeadDance? offers step-by-step reconstructions of the twisted ballet moves I perform in some of the film’s most horrifying scenes. And then there is a whole below-the-surface section of the site dedicated to The Path, outlining a series of mysterious signs associated with the film. I was never able to gain access to The Path section of the site; it’s like a citadel, or a temple’s inner sanctuary, where only the priests, or the initiated, are allowed to enter.


And then there is __LaylaGalichIsAlive, which fans created to report the alleged sightings of my sister. The thread popped up shortly after Layla’s disappearance, and I have been haunting it ever since I’d managed to obtain my login credentials via a shady online business that offered complete anonymity and didn’t shy away from dealing with minors. For a while, the thread proved useless, but then something happened I couldn’t explain—the photo of my sister entering Cashore House.


As far as I could tell, it wasn’t a manipulated image or something stolen from Layla’s social media, and it wasn’t a photo of me edited to look like Layla. It was Layla, her face bathed in moonlight as she reached for Cashore’s front door. Her expression, terribly sad, but also desperate, even frantic, stuck with me. I’ve seen my sister look like this only once before, when filming Vermillion got out of hand, and I nearly died.


Seeing the photo, this proof of Layla’s last known location, was a brief, bleary-eyed moment of heart-pounding panic. It was as if Cashore itself reached out to me across space and time, its clawed hand wrapping around my wrist and pulling me in. It was as if the house was calling me home.


I sat frozen in my room, and stared at the image until my eyes started playing tricks on me. Did my sister’s head turn in the grainy photo? Did her lips move, saying my name?


CrimsonDreadNet doesn’t allow screenshots or downloads—I didn’t know it then. As I hit my laptop’s PRINT SCREEN button again and again, the website reloaded, then locked me out. By the time I found my way back, the photo was gone.


My parents didn’t believe me. The police didn’t take me seriously. They said I saw things I wanted to see. Or worse—that I was crying out for attention.


The police searched Cashore eventually, albeit reluctantly. They found nothing but cobwebs and decay. Since my parents’ reconstructive work, the house remained empty, shunned by the living. I wonder what happened to Cashore’s most recent owner, why they abandoned whatever plans they had for that house.


As for my sister, I know Layla didn’t run away. She didn’t hurt herself. Someone took her—perhaps the same someone who had snapped a photo of her entering that house. But no one who witnessed my sister’s movements that night—from the mystery driver to the photographer watching from a distance—stepped forward with information.


The truth about what happened to Layla is still out there, and it’s linked to Cashore, and, I believe, to Vermillion’s fandom. To find my sister, I must think like a fan.


That’s why I’m coming back to where it all began and where Layla was last seen.


I’m returning to Livadia where, perched atop an eroding cliff, Cashore House sleeps fitfully. Instead of settling into a rustic lake cabin with my friends for a glorious month of summer sun, I’m spending hours in a bumpy van with a tight-lipped camera-woman and a nervous producer who never stops typing on her phone. But in just a few hours, it’s all going to be worth it. I’m going to meet the man who made my return to Livadia possible. He’s waiting for me in Cashore House, along with the secrets my sister left behind.


I’ve spent a year setting this up in secret from Mom and Dad. My parents’ anger if—when—they learn of my real plans for this unsupervised summer is the price I’m willing to pay for the answers I’m looking for. I hope that my carefully constructed alibi holds, that my friends keep my secret. I’m too far gone not to see this through.


I must know what happened to Layla.
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FOUR


I don’t believe in ghosts, never did—at least not in ghosts as a tangible presence, felt or seen. Even living in an allegedly haunted house and starring in my sister’s horror movie didn’t change my mind. I’ve seen what Layla could do, what unsettling props she could devise to manipulate the world to induce a reaction from me. She was always nearby, her camcorder ready, to capture my fright.


But I do believe in the power memory holds over us; I believe in ghosts as remnants of powerful emotions we have experienced. Over the years, I’ve learned that—for the most part—our ghosts stay silent. But there are times when our busy world quiets just enough for the ghosts to emerge. I’ve been hearing the ghosts of that summer for years and I’ve tuned them out. But I’m not a twelve-year-old child anymore. I’m seventeen, the same age Layla was when she made her film. I’m finally ready to hear what Cashore’s ghosts have been trying to say.


There’s a split in my head, a demarcation line drawn between my year with Layla at Cashore and everything that came after. I know this is an obsession, but I don’t want to fight it. I fear the moment this fuel inside me burns out. But perhaps what I fear more is the moment when I get what I’m looking for. The moment I find Layla. What’ll drive me then? Who am I beyond this preoccupation with the ghosts of my past?
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My fingers twitch with impatience; I want to grab my phone and navigate to CrimsonDreadNet. Losing hours at a time to scrolling, studying V-heads’ creepy posts, has become a habit ever since that photo of Layla. I’m scared of missing something, another photo, another clue.


But I know better than logging in to the site now. I’m not alone and, worse, there’s a camera on me, recording my every move. This is the price I’m willing to pay to gain temporary access to the house that devoured my sister. I have to partake in a documentary being made to commemorate Vermillion’s fifth anniversary of release. My parents don’t know what I’m up to, and I hope to keep up this charade for as long as possible. The documentary’s mastermind, Erasmus Sawyer, managed to secure Cashore House for a few weeks of filming. As this place attracts V-heads like moths to a flame, I can only hope the low-key production will remain secret, at least until the filming is over.


We’re running late, which means money’s being wasted. I overheard Petra, the producer, say so during our last stop about an hour after we left Fresno. The van’s driver has barely let go of the gas pedal since then. Layla would be green in the face from motion sickness, but my sister isn’t here. I am.


By the time we reach Livadia, the sun is setting.


Part of me is grateful we’re rushing; the van’s frantic tempo gives me little chance to dwell on the things I see. Another part of me is secretly scared stiff.


On the surface, the manicured seaside paradise doesn’t seem to have changed in the past five years. Picture-perfect townhouses, overshadowed by their luxuriously landscaped gardens, still stand blissfully unaware of the terror that lurks in Cashore House. White cobblestone fairy tale streets still curl in on themselves.


My phone pings.


I ignore it, despite the chill that rushes through my body at the sound. The van’s air-conditioning is arctic, but that’s not it.


My phone stays in my pocket where it belongs. It’s likely just another message from a friend anyway. Another selfie by the lake. I don’t have a lot of friends, but the few I do have are loyal, their trust hard-earned. They are my alibi during the documentary.


What I try not to dwell on is that, every time I hear the familiar ping, I think about my sister. Even if I stopped hoping for a text from Layla a long time ago.


“One last bit of commentary before we get there?” Petra snaps me out of my thoughts. I glance outside, seeking inspiration.


The camera glides over me. Miriam, the camerawoman, is efficient and a little bit mysterious—she may be quiet, but her presence is magnetic. I wonder how she sees the world through her camera, how she sees me. Fleetingly, I see myself reflected in her aviators. I look away.


“That’s the famous DeVore ice cream parlor—over there.” Ignoring the camera in my face, I point at the blur of hot pink awning that’s already too far behind us to be captured on film. “Best mint chocolate chip in the county,” I add. Nobody needs to know that I barely remember eating any. There are gaps in my memory of that summer, but it’s no one’s concern but my own.


As we approach our destination, it grows unnaturally quiet inside the van. Miriam never stops filming, not even when I turn away and rest my head against the window, pretending like everything’s fine and I’m not about to face all my childhood ghosts.


There’s a security checkpoint at the foot of the cliff. That’s definitely new. The van makes a quick stop, while a friendly guard verifies our identity. It seems Erasmus Sawyer doesn’t want unauthorized visits from Layla’s fans.


Cashore House stares down at Livadia like a sovereign overlooking its domain. The more of it I see, revealed anew with each turn of the serpentine road, the less I believe I once called this place home.


A few more minutes, another turn of the road, and we arrive.


Petra gets out first, followed by Miriam, who proceeds to film me as I scramble out of the van. The crash of the ocean absorbs the sound of my feet hitting the ground.


Wispy fog clouds Cashore House, congregating around the building’s turrets. Layla’s fans often refer to Cashore as a castle. Perhaps they’re right. Compact and reinforced with steel and thickened glass, it does look like something out of a fairy tale. Time and distance haven’t erased any of the building’s charm. It still takes my breath away.


From where I’m standing, I can’t see the house’s ocean-facing observation deck. But I know what it looks like when viewed from the beach below the cliff.


Whenever Layla would head down to the beach to scout for cinematic angles or to film external footage, I’d shadow her, our bare feet soaked in sea water and encrusted with fine grains of sand. As Layla trained her camcorder at Cashore, we’d move along the beach until we reached the tide pools at the cliff’s base. When I stood by the pools, Cashore House’s shadow blocking out the sun, a strange chill would spread through me, beginning in the tips of my toes and climbing up until my eyelids grew heavy.


Layla was drawn to those pools, but they made me uncomfortable. The pools stank—of stale water and decay. Of drowned flesh. When I said so to Layla, she dismissed it. “The pools aren’t stagnant,” she’d say, meaning whatever had died in there would eventually be dragged out to sea.


But the smell remained.


While Cashore House’s outer patio had been completely restored by my parents, as a kid it never occurred to me to wonder whether certain segments of the old structure, the one that had collapsed, could still be found at the bottom of those pools. Then, I entertained the morbid idea that Adrianna Kashoroff’s bones were there, half buried in the sand and muck, her algaefied crevices providing shelter for scuttling crabs. But I know now that logically it makes no sense. Surely, they searched for Adrianna’s remains in the pools, and those bones would be nothing but rot by now.


I stare at Cashore for so long my eyes begin tearing up.


“I can only imagine how much you miss Layla,” Petra says. “I think she’s with us in spirit.” But she’s misinterpreted my tears.


I know when people say in spirit, they don’t mean it literally, but I sincerely hope Petra’s wrong about the spirit thing. One tormented ghost is enough. I’m not sure that I, or Cashore House, can handle two.
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FIVE


The camera follows me as I proceed up the brick driveway toward Cashore House’s front door. I stop there, staring at the elaborate door handle shaped like a swan. This swan appears in Vermillion’s opening sequence: The handle turns slowly, as if of its own volition, and the door opens. If the viewer pauses the footage at just the right moment, they can catch a sliver of my shadow. I was the one operating the handle from inside the house.


The swan’s polished bronze hasn’t lost its gleam. I think of Layla’s hand gripping it, turning it, the metal creaking. I stand where my sister stood the night she vanished.


“In your sister’s cinematic oeuvre, the image of a swan symbolizes an invitation, a mystery to be solved,” Petra’s off-camera voice prompts. I know she wants me to say something meaningful.


But I’m at a loss.


Amid all the information Layla dug up about the house, she never found anything that unequivocally explained the abundance of swan designs. A local history buff she befriended told her that Cashore House is believed to contain ninety-three cygnus objects and images scattered throughout its rooms. But no matter how many expeditions we launched, we only ever found eighty-five. The Baron’s swan obsession was likely a decorative choice, which only acquired a sinister connotation thanks to Layla.


I doubt that’s what Petra wants to hear.


“Layla had this idea. . . .” I gather my scattered thoughts and turn toward the camera. “Baron von Hanh’s mother came from the Lebedev dynasty, and ‘lébed’ means swan. Perhaps the bird is a reminder of the Baron’s heritage.”


“And what about you, Sophia?” Petra asks. “What do you think?”


I sigh, then compose my face into what I hope is a wistful expression. “I always thought the swan had something to do with Adrianna Kashoroff. She was a ballerina, educated by a celebrated Russian émigré ballettmeister. Her stage presence was often likened to that of a willowy swan.”


I reach for the handle. Its textured surface imprints against the sensitive skin of my palm. A faint shudder goes through me. I half expect the phone in my pocket to emit another one of its pings, but it stays silent. I open the door.


Dragging my suitcase behind me, I enter the spacious lobby of the house where I’m immediately bombarded by extravagant luxury. It’s not at all how I remember this place. When my parents were completing their restoration work on the house’s partially-collapsed patio, most of Cashore was covered in plastic and roped off with safety tape. While filming Vermillion, Layla had to carefully move things around without our parents noticing, to clear out space for me to have my staged encounters with the ghost. But what I’m seeing now is an expansive space, filled with natural light and beautiful things. Embroidered silk wallpaper. Brocaded curtains shot through with golden thread. Art deco furniture—well-preserved originals or lavish imitations. The comparison may be off by a decade, but it reminds me of the Titanic’s opulent interior. All that’s missing is a doomed string octet in the corner, playing “Nearer, My God, to Thee.”


Once upon a time, the Baron and his beloved Adrianna would greet their guests right in this glittering lobby. Writers, academics, politicians, and an assortment of émigré intellectuals were rumored to socialize right here under von Hahn’s glamorous roof. They held séances, played risqué sex games, and discussed politics. The Baron’s scandalous soirées would last through the night. And in the morning, mostly sobered up, exhausted but fulfilled, the hosts and their guests would proceed down the rocky stairs cut into the cliff to the pristine sandy beach, just in time to catch the sunrise.


Now, Cashore House teems with a different type of crowd. The documentary crew is already here, installing lighting and motion activated cameras, all of which appear to have their lenses instantly trained on me. Five years ago, I could never shed this feeling of being constantly watched while in this house, and I don’t mean Layla’s ever-present camcorder. It really felt like the house itself was watching me. At last, that feeling is justified now it’s not just my imagination—I’m indeed being watched, but at least it’s by technology, and not the ghosts that Layla created.


I’m really here. I’m back.


The thought is like a punch to the gut: What have I gotten myself into?


Why do I feel like I want to turn around, run away, and never look back?


I look up and meet the gaze of Erasmus Sawyer, the director. He descends the spiral staircase from the second floor and moves across the room toward me. I’ve only ever seen him on screen and in photographs; his mesmeric eyes stay trained on me long after I’ve averted my gaze. We’ve chatted on the phone, on Zoom, and exchanged emails, but seeing him in the flesh now, tall, broad-shouldered, adorned with a majestic black beard, he’s much more imposing in person.


“Sophia, a pleasure,” Erasmus says as we shake hands. His skin is dry and scaly against mine, weird to the touch. “Thank you for joining me here, and for trusting me to tell this story. I know it can’t be easy for you.”


“Thanks for making this happen,” I reply, diplomatically refraining from speaking what’s really on my mind. I’m here because Erasmus is my ticket back to Cashore House, my access to Layla’s last known whereabouts.


When Erasmus first reached out to me over a year ago to pitch the idea of a documentary that would celebrate my sister’s legacy, I wanted nothing to do with it. Even his impressive reputation wasn’t enough to convince me. I’ve been burned by Vermillion’s toxic fandom too many times. Whenever I hear “I’m your sister’s biggest fan,” my first impulse is to stay far, far away.


But that damn photo of Layla entering Cashore changed everything. It beckoned me, its siren song thrumming in my veins.


I wanted—needed—to return here, desperately. It didn’t take long to become completely obsessed with the idea of making my way back to Cashore House, to search its holes and its shadows, looking for any signs of Layla’s presence.


Layla’s fans say Vermillion is a puzzle, and the film is intimately connected to this house, to its history, with ghostly clues woven into the footage. If I were to solve this puzzle, could I bring my sister back?


I wrote to Erasmus and said yes. If cooperating with him was the only way for me to return to Cashore, so be it.


Come to think of it now, his idea for a movie celebrating Vermillion’s fifth anniversary was nothing short of serendipitous. It was like the universe heard my call and provided me with a solution exactly in my time of need. There’s a suspicious part of me that wonders why Erasmus is interested in Layla and her film, but if I question the director and don’t like the answer, my time at Cashore might be over before it even begins. Without Erasmus and his project, I’d have to resort to V-head tactics of breaking and entering, likely to be caught by security within minutes of making my way past the door. At least, I assume that’s what would happen. The police said Cashore was alarm wired, and yet somehow my sister evaded getting caught that night. As if she simply walked through the door and then immediately vanished into the shadows of the house.


Now that I’m here, and Erasmus expects me to actually act in his movie, I feel my toes curling at the thought. The way I understand it, his project is part documentary, part reenactment. He’s claiming nothing quite like it exists, and the whole thing depends on my participation. But I’m not the kid I was five years ago, with innocent eyes full of earnest dread. Plus, I’ve done nothing resembling acting since Vermillion. And I wonder what his take is on Layla’s story—Erasmus must have an angle, right? Is my sister a teen genius? One-hit wonder? Strange, disturbed girl with a twisted view of the world?


Surprisingly little is known about Erasmus Sawyer aside from a few personal details he mentioned in interviews. I remember reading somewhere that he married his high school sweetheart, but is now a widower, and that’s about it. He’s not a scandalous celebrity; he’s not on social media. He doesn’t even talk about his movies to the reporters that much. Erasmus is practically embodying the whole “death of the author” thing. In that way, he’s like my sister. Brilliant, aloof, mysterious.


This mystery extends to Erasmus’s current project. It hasn’t been officially announced, only hinted at.


I was so desperate to find a way back here, for Erasmus’s people to negotiate access to Cashore House, that we never really talked details, just big picture stuff.


“I look forward to getting started,” I say. “Officially, I mean. Miriam must’ve filmed every single moment of our drive here.”


“Your old room has been prepared for you,” Erasmus tells me, his features soft.


My old room.


The room where I used to fear every corner, every shadow.


I conceal my mounting anxiety behind a smile, then discreetly scan the lobby.


“My son will help you with your things . . . Arthur, come here, meet Sophia,” Erasmus calls out.


“I don’t need help . . .” I start to say as a much younger version of Erasmus Sawyer, sans beard, comes over. He—Arthur, apparently—takes my suitcase.


I didn’t know Erasmus had any children, let alone that his teenage son was going to be on set. He never mentioned that. I study Arthur in short glances as I follow him up the stairs. He’s about my age. Tall like his dad, but lanky rather than imposing. Torn black jeans; t-shirt endorsing some Scandinavian band I’ve never heard of; dark reddish-brown hair that frames his face in unruly, soft waves. His gaze is elusive, but I do catch a hint of tiredness nestled around his hazel eyes that are slightly red-rimmed. I wonder how many nights he’s already spent here, helping his father prepare the set for filming. I wonder what he thinks about this house. Does he see the shadows move the way I did when I lived here as a kid?


We proceed up the wrought iron staircase, and I try not to think about a certain infamous sequence in Vermillion involving these stairs. One of the earliest scenes Layla filmed took place right here, and landed us in hot water with our parents, nearly ending the entire Vermillion endeavor before it began. But in the end, Layla persevered. She always did.


As we move up the stairs, Miriam trails behind, while another cameraperson films our ascent from the second floor at an angle that must conceal him from Miriam’s lens. This multiple camera business is going to take some getting used to.


“So, what do your friends call you? Sophie? Soph?” Arthur turns his head to look at me as we near the top of the narrow staircase.


“It’s Sophia, actually.” Better to nip it in the bud, this nickname business.


My phone chooses this exact moment to ping again.


“Sophia it is,” he says, a playful expression on his face. My phone pings again, then again.


“Boyfriend? Girlfriend? Significant other?” Arthur teases, looking at me like we’re friends. I catch a long glimpse of his eyes before looking away and frowning.


“I’m really tired,” I say, for some reason burning with embarrassment at this exchange being recorded. “Can we just get to my room?”


“Sure thing, Sophia-the-Wise.”


Layla’s label of endearment coming out of his mouth grips me with foreboding. I want to warn him to never call me that ever again, but I don’t want that to be caught on camera. I seethe silently.


Arthur carries my luggage toward the familiar door at the end of the corridor. I’m glad he can’t see my expression. I have no choice but to put up with Erasmus. But Arthur is . . . I don’t quite know what to think of him, how to behave around him. He’s an unknown. I don’t like unknowns.


“‘Sleep you will, gentle spirit, night itself cradling you on its feathered wing,’” he recites, eyes latched on to me.


“You’re a fan, then?” I ask. As if his quoting verbatim from Vermillion’s dreamy voice-over doesn’t speak for itself. “Midnight screenings? Tracking the Seven Signs?” I keep my voice flat, already annoyed at myself for taking the bait. Was Arthur coached to do what he could to get me talking? Or is the situation worse than I thought and he actually is a fan, a V-head?


His face turns serious, thoughtful even. “I guess you can call me a fan,” he admits. “Can you really blame me? Your sister managed to create something unprecedented—something that still resonates with so many people.”


“And now she’s gone.” I don’t bother to hide the bitterness in my voice.


He’s not wrong about Layla’s art resonating, but what if there’s a tragic catch here, what if her creation has resonated with a certain person, or certain people, a bit too much. And now she’s gone. Homicide detectives assigned to Layla’s case eventually hit a dead-end. My sister was gone. Missing. Vanished. Vague, passive words that don’t hint at a culprit or issue blame. But someone took that ghostly photo of my sister. Someone was there to capture the moment of her entering Cashore, never to be seen again.


I never stopped believing that Layla may still be alive. But what if she is being kept against her will? After all, V-heads have always been obsessed with her, with our family.


“I’m sorry,” Arthur says, and he sounds like he means it.


But sincerity can be faked, and I’ve been fooled before. You’d be surprised at the lengths Layla’s fans have gone just to get close to her, close enough to touch something she touched. Danger-creeps that went through our trash and stole our mail. A man once tried to lure Layla into his car as she crossed a road near campus. Another time someone broke into her dorm room and stole dirty clothes from her hamper.


I’ve gotten my own share of unwanted attention. I’ve been catfished more times than I can remember, approached for “opinion pieces” and college essays; I was even offered a creative arts scholarship, subject to lengthy interviews on the subject of Layla and her damn film. Whatever friendships I do have, I had to earn, and it took years to build trust. I have only been on a handful of dates, and the last time I kissed someone, the guy turned out to be (surprise!) a V-head. Shortly following our second “date,” I got a news alert for a blog post outlining my date’s experience of getting “close and personal” with “little Sophia Galich, all grown up now.”


I can still taste the bile of disgust at the memory.


When I look at Arthur Sawyer, my dangercreep radar doesn’t tingle. But I can’t really trust myself, not fully.


“I really hope you’re not one of those mega-fans who used to run surveillance on our house,” I deadpan, watching his face for signs of deception.


“Is that what you think of me?” He chuckles softly, but his eyes are sad. “Some first impression I’ve made.”


He looks like he wants to say something else, but then a pleasant mask slides over his features and he steps out of the way, leaving the honor of opening the bedroom door to me—and the cameras that follow my every move.


“All right, mega-fan,” I tease darkly. “Try not to faint now.”


I feel it the moment I open the door, before I even enter my old bedroom. The unnatural weight of her eyes lands on me before I even see her up there, spread out against the wall.


Her presence knocks the air out of my lungs.


It’s Vermillion.


She’s been waiting patiently all these years for my return.


Hell.


I didn’t sign up for this.


Vermillion wasn’t real, my sister created her. But . . .


Wait. Wait.


I blink and realize it’s only a painting.


As air flows back into my lungs, I’m relieved that Miriam didn’t get to film my face a moment ago when it was contorted in mortal panic.


I think the cameras here can only see my back. I hope.


I brave another look.


I definitely don’t remember a life-sized portrait of Adrianna Kashoroff over my bed.


Her ancient blue eyes follow me as I enter the room.


It takes me a second to notice the motion activated camera trained directly on my face. I was set up. They totally saw my face. They knew I’d react this way. They were ready and waiting to film my fright. And suddenly, a different feeling surges through me: white-hot rage.
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