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			Prologue

			One Night in October

			The floorboards creaked as Candace crossed the room.

			Ominous.

			She caught and held her breath, then kept walking slowly, one careful foot at a time. Tentatively. Just like the rest of the house, this room was mostly dark. She worried with every step that something would run across her bare toes. Why had she worn sandals? A muffled red light warmed the far wall near the baseboard. Maybe warmed was the wrong word. The light from the hidden lamp didn’t warm, it bled up the wall from the floor. Nearby, just barely illuminated by the lamp, a woman lay prone, unmoving on a crimson velvet duvet. She wore a frilly white nightgown, which was spotted in dark splats. The reason was obvious.

			Someone had slit the woman’s throat. The murder weapon lay nearby on the floor, the knife’s silver blade coated in dark red. A spray of blood bled down the wall beside her in visual opposition to the light that bled up the wall. It was a study in opposites…the only constant was the color.

			Red.

			She could see it everywhere. Pools on the floor. Spots on the walls. The room was dripping in red.

			Candace shivered. What had happened here?

			The house was disturbing as hell. They’d gotten that part right.

			Something tapped her shoulder. Candace jumped.

			“Boo!” 

			Sara and Briana stood behind her grinning. 

			“What the hell!” Candace said. “Don’t do that.”

			“Isn’t this place awesome?” Sara asked. 

			“There’s so much blood,” Candace whispered.

			“That’s what makes it awesome,” Briana said. “And they got the color right too; it doesn’t just look like red paint.”

			Candace shivered. “It’s horrible,” she said.

			Sara laughed. “Scaredy cat. Don’t you want to reach out and touch someone? Like the witch?” She pointed at the bloody body lying by the door.

			“No,” Candace said. “It looks too real.”

			“Maybe it is real,” Briana said. Her hands gestured dramatically. “You’ve heard the stories. Maybe this really is a slaughterhouse, and the whole haunted house thing is just a cover. Can you guess what’s really going on down those creepy stairs in the basement?”

			“You guys are mean,” Candace said.

			“You think so?” Briana said. A wicked smile stole across her face. “How about if we let you finish the house on your own? That way you’ll get the full effect!”

			“No,” Candace said. Her voice took on a note of panic. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

			Sara grabbed Briana’s hand and pulled her past the dead body and through the door into whatever horrors the next room held. “Sure, we would,” her voice echoed.

			Candace raced after, but they were already gone from the next room when she passed through the threshold…and she didn’t know which way they’d gone. This room offered two choices of exit. A sign rested crookedly on the wall with an arrow pointing at the stairs leading down and out of sight. ‘Don’t Go In The Basement,’ it read. The words looked as if they’d been painted freehand, in blood, with a very wet brush. A figure dressed in a black cape and holding a long scythe detached itself from the wall near the basement stairs and began moving toward her.

			A second staircase was on the other side of the room, but this set of steps led up. It too was flanked by a sign with drippy red letters, this one reading simply ‘Exit’.

			Candace debated between the two. But only for a moment, as the reaper was between her and the stairs leading down. She began climbing the stairs leading up. ‘Exit’ was exactly what she wanted at this point.

			The room at the top was strangely bare. The first thing she saw was the raw plank ceiling, with the beam crossing the room to form the center of the peak’s A frame. The next thing she saw was the rope tied to that beam. It ended in a hangman’s noose just a few feet from the floor. The loop at the end was swaying slightly.

			Candace shivered. At least there wasn’t a body hanging from it. But why was it moving?

			Something creaked to her left. The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Candace turned to look, but saw nothing. There was an old bureau there, with an oval mirror attached above it. The mirror was cracked. And it blocked her view of whatever was in the narrow end of the room beyond. Probably someone in costume waiting to jump out at her. In a rare moment of bravery, Candace decided to beat the haunted house people at their own game. She stepped around the dresser, prepared to confront someone in a gory ghoul mask.

			There was nobody there. 

			The hair on the back of her neck began to tingle. The small space behind the dresser was a dead zone. A shuttered window marked the wall, but otherwise…the space was empty. 

			Candace walked to the window, and lifted the wooden shutter slats by an inch. The window looked out on the cemetery. Even in the dark, she could see the tombstones of Bachelor’s Grove in silent rows below.

			Something creaked again.

			She dropped the shutter and started to turn.

			But someone grabbed her shoulders and gripped them tight. She struggled, but couldn’t turn.

			“Wha—?” she began to cry.

			And then a hand covered her mouth and yanked her whole body backward.

			Candace slapped and punched at her captor, but her hands couldn’t make contact. The arms only tightened around her and dragged her off her feet. 

			Her upper body suddenly lowered. Her feet thumped down a few inches, and then her head was below the level of her toes. 

			She stopped struggling then and finally understood what was going on. There was a hole in the floor. 

			Or rather…a trapdoor.

			That had been the creaking sound she’d heard. Someone coming up and through the door.

			She had figured out one piece of this puzzle, but it was too late to matter.

			Candace tried to scream as her head dropped down another stair below the level of the floor. A moment later, her feet dragged afterward, cracking painfully down the steps to follow her. 

			Her heels bounced off wood at least eight or ten times, and then the thumping stopped, and she was dragged across a floor.

			She should not have walked around the bureau. Because now she had literally disappeared behind it. Maybe forever. This couldn’t be part of the haunted house attraction gimmick.

			Something cold touched her wrist, and then clicked. The hands abandoned her for a moment, and Candace twisted her body until she could see the chain that now locked her to an old steel bedframe. A few feet away, she heard the creaking sound again.

			The trapdoor had lowered once again.

			Nobody above would have any idea where she’d gone. If Briana and Sara came back to look for her, they wouldn’t find a clue. 

			Candace opened her mouth to scream, but almost as soon as she made a sound, a hand closed solidly over her lips. The hand was cool and firm. 

			Her captor whispered softly.

			“Shhhhhhhh.” 

		

	
		
			Part One

			The House

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			June 23rd

			“But the place is already haunted,” Mike Kostner said. He shook his head and gave Perry the eye. “You want to haunt a haunted house?” 

			“That’s the beauty of it,” Perry said. “Half the work has already been done. We just need you to go in and put down some planks. Shore up some walls. Make sure nobody’s going to fall through the floor.” 

			Mike lifted a pint and downed a couple gulps. Stalling. Then he looked at Perry. “You don’t really believe that, do you? That place hasn’t had anyone living in it for fifty years. Probably more. You’d be better off knocking it down and building a new place from scratch. Actually, you’d be better off renting the space of the old Dominick’s grocery store on Cicero and just setting up your haunted house there.” 

			Perry shook his head. “We don’t want to be like the Jaycees! A dead Dominick’s ain’t no Bachelor’s Grove. You know that. C’mon. We’ve got access to an old cemetery in the woods, with an old spooky house behind it. And stories…lots of stories. Everyone in Cook County knows the place is supposedly haunted. Hell, everyone in Illinois who has ever heard of the place knows it. That’s the beauty of this – most of the marketing is already done. People have heard ghost stories about Bachelor’s Grove since they were kids. When word gets out that we’re letting people into that old locked-up shack hidden back in those woods? That the police have kept under guard with chains? People will flock to this on Halloween! The place has been under lock-and-key for decades.”

			Mike nodded. “There’s a reason for that.”

			“Rumors,” Perry said.

			Mike shook his head. “People died there. People are buried there. It’s next to a cemetery!”

			Perry shrugged. “People are buried everywhere. They don’t come back. I don’t care what the ghost stories say. They’ve had chains on that place because of a bunch of drug-smoking Satan worshippers who vandalized the place. That’s all.”

			“It just seems wrong, man,” Mike said. He picked up his beer, and moved the level down another inch. When he set it down, he looked at Perry. The other man had been his friend for more than ten years, since they’d met at Mike’s ex-wife’s sister’s wedding. But Perry wore a suit, while, at his best, Mike wore jeans and a t-shirt. Even now, sitting at a sticky black round table at The Edge, a shithole shot-and-a-beer bar frequented by Zeppelin and Journey cover bands on the weekends, Perry was wearing a white shirt and tie. And Perry talked to Mia, Mike’s ex, a lot more than Mike did.

			“It’s not wrong,” Perry said. “It’s business.” The other man ran a hand across his balding dome, reminding Mike that when they’d first met, Perry had had a full head of blond hair. Now…he had a dome and a paunch. Things change. Kind of like Mike’s marriage. Mike had kept building houses, and while he did, Mia had kept checking out other houses. In particular, the beds in those houses. That had been the sticking point for Mike.

			“Look,” Mike said, “I don’t know what you did to bankroll this, but it just seems like a bad idea. I mean…Bachelor’s Grove…they’ve talked about that place since I was a kid. People see ghosts out on the boulevard. I just don’t think—”

			Perry held up his hand. “Mike, seriously. When was the last time you had a gig? Three weeks? Four?”

			Mike shook his head. “I had a roofing job last week.”

			“For a day?”

			Mike shrugged. “Two.”

			Perry leveled two iron-gray eyebrows. “And what do you have lined up for this week?”

			“It’s Thursday.”

			“Okay, next week?”

			Mike deflated. He said nothing. What could he say? He was a carpenter in prime season, and he’d only worked a handful of days in the past three weeks. His bank account was currently looking a lot smaller than the rent on his apartment.

			Perry nodded. “That’s what I’m talking about.” He put his hand over the opening at the top of Mike’s pint just as Mike was about to lift it. 

			“Look,” Perry said. “You’ve had some bad luck. I get it. But not everybody does. You do this, and things could turn around. This is a good gig. We sold the county on a sweet deal here. They spend thousands every year trying to keep people out of that cemetery in October. Now instead of bleeding money, they can make a profit on the place. We’ll fix it up, open it as a haunted house, and they get a percentage of the ticket price. If you’re a part of this…there are a lot of jobs that the county could reference you on. This could put you back on the five days a week circuit instead of five days a month. I’m telling you.”

			Mike pulled his glass out from under Perry’s hand. “I don’t know,” he said. 

			“All we need you to do is reinforce the floors and the staircases,” Perry explained. “Some of it needs to be torn out, but we’ve already had it inspected and I think we can save a lot of the surface stuff that looks old and creepy. You’ll be building a lot of new support underneath. Redo the entry, and probably build a couple room dividers once the decorators have a traffic plan.”

			“It’s going to be a black hole,” Mike said. “That place is probably ready to sink into the earth just like the coffins around it.”

			“What else do you have lined up this month?” Perry countered.

			A tall lanky guy got up on stage at that moment and plugged in his guitar. A moment later his fingers were walking across the strings and the half-empty bar filled with steel arpeggios. The guy wasn’t bad. But he was clearly a wannabe Eddie Van Halen. 

			Mike could sympathize. He felt like a wannabe carpenter lately.

			Perry was looking at him expectantly. Mike shrugged. Noncommittal.

			“This is your ticket back,” Perry said. He grabbed Mike’s shoulder and squeezed. “You do this, and the county makes money this fall…and you will be working again. All the time. I promise you.”

			Mike rolled his eyes.

			“Again, what else do you have lined up this month?”

			“When would I start?” Mike asked. 

			“Monday,” Perry said. “We need the structural work done by the end of August so there’s time for the artists to come in and decorate the place.”

			“Decorate how?”

			The guitar player behind them held one note – and the guitar – high in the air. Mike put one hand over his left ear.

			“Like a haunted house?” Perry said. He reached across the table and cuffed Mike. “What do you think?”

			“Why don’t they just leave it exactly the way it is?” Mike said. “Like you say, it’s creepy and haunted now. You don’t need me to do anything.”

			“One word: lawsuits.” Perry shook his head. “You go in there and make sure people don’t fall through the rotten floors. I’ll make sure this thing becomes the best haunted house attraction in the state this fall. It will all be good.”

			“Two words back atcha,” Mike said. “Haunted house. As in…already!”

			Perry shrugged. “Two more words: Ticket sales.” He paused, and looked hard at Mike. “And you pay your rent.”

			Mike bowed his head and stared at the half-empty glass. 

			“What time on Monday?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Monday morning came fast. And when it did…Mike wasn’t ready. He wanted to be. He’d tried to be. He’d loaded the truck over the weekend, putting anything onboard he could think that he might need. But the reality was, until he got into the place and really scoped it out…who could say? 

			Plus, Sunday had run wrong…lonely. And consequently, he’d had one too many beers again. The truth was, his head hurt, his lower back ached, and he really didn’t want to be here. 

			The sun was still low in the sky and there was a fuzzy haze along the top of the grass when he followed the gravel path that led from Midlothian Turnpike down and into the cemetery grounds. His shoulders shivered slightly with the chill in the morning fog as he walked past the stand of silent gravestones. There honestly weren’t many at this point…the place had only been a small community cemetery from the last century, after all, and some of the stones had fallen over, while others had been vandalized or removed. There was a reason the police had put chains up across the forest preserve fencing to protect what remained of this place.

			It was somewhat hidden. And largely abandoned. A sad place.

			And thus…ripe for abuse. Mike had heard that Satan worshippers had been run out of here on more than one occasion. There were all sorts of stories about black masses and witchcraft.

			Whatever had happened before, on this particular July morning, it was just an empty and kind of forlorn clearing that he saw on an otherwise quiet morning. Behind him the echo of cars whizzed by on the asphalt. But step by step as he approached the old house…that sound receded. Ahead, there were wisps of fog rolling off the ground. And as he rounded a bend in the path, the roof of the old, abandoned cemetery farmhouse edged into view.

			His summer project.

			Mike walked until the full face of the old place was visible. And then he sighed. The arch of the roof lifted halfway into the tree line, and the black of the shingles was almost completely obscured in green moss. The place was sided in what was probably cedar, but whatever rustic allure it had once had, today it just looked gray, rotted and warped. There were obvious dark holes in the wood, and one of the window frames hung down in a twisted L in front of the dirty glass. 

			He didn’t want to look inside. 

			But not only was he going to look inside…over the next few weeks he was going to gut the place. 

			His head hurt at the thought. 

			The porch sank, its wood spongy, as he walked up its two steps, and he mentally made a note of it. Replace porch. Probably the easiest repair he’d be doing here over the next couple months. He turned the key in the padlock that held the warped door closed, and took a deep breath as it creaked open ahead of him. 

			The sun didn’t want to enter there.

			He didn’t want to either.

			“I never wanted it to come to this,” Mike said, as he stood in the door of the old house. 

			Thankfully, nobody answered. For a heartbeat, he’d worried someone might. But then he took a breath and stepped inside. 

			The front foyer was half-covered in yellowed linoleum. But there was a hole in the middle of it, where some animal had gnawed its way through the floor. Whether it had been digging into the basement below or digging its way out, he couldn’t tell. 

			Either way, it was just one of many repairs he’d have to add to his list. First thing, was to make the list. 

			Perry had said that structurally the place was solid, and just needed a month or so of touch-up work, but Mike wasn’t going to be responsible for people falling through the floor. Or a floor collapsing. He had his list from Perry of things their structural engineer had noted, but Mike was going to do his own assessment. And the first way to begin was ‘the stomp test’.

			Mike walked past the hole in the linoleum and stamped his foot down on the dusty, colorless wood that he assumed was probably maple or oak. It was impossible to tell with the grime, but that would have made sense in this area. That’s what grew in the forest; that’s what people had worked with a hundred years ago when the first settlement had populated this area and started to bury their dead around the small pond now known as Bachelor’s Grove.

			He stepped around the hole in the foyer and walked slowly into the front room. It was quiet here…eerily quiet, with the occasional hum of the road and the buzz of insects suddenly blotted out. The morning sun fought through dirty windows layered by years and years of spiderwebs and bug carcasses. He was in a different space here. 

			A sacred space, his mind suggested.

			“A dusty place,” he whispered aloud. As he walked, the dirt moved from the floor to the air in lazy currents of filth. 

			Mike walked around the corner. Once there had probably been a formal table and chairs in the shadowed space beyond. He could still see the dark shadows and holes where sconces had been mounted to the walls. But now…all that remained were holes…. And yellowed, faded wallpaper that had curled back from the seams at some points.

			The dark plank floors might once have been varnished and shiny. Now…they were simply dark. And stained. Any beauty they once held lost in dust and neglect.

			Mike retraced his steps to the hallway. The wood had creaked beneath his weight, but had not sagged. Surprising, but good. 

			Then he stepped through the door across the hall and into the kitchen.

			“Oh shit,” he said. 

			The wood floor suddenly turned to tile, and the tile, stained and yellowed…eventually gave way to a ragged hole in the middle of the room. There was a dark trail from the cabinets near the sink to a low spot in the center of the room that had apparently rotted through. He guessed that the water lines had been left on long after the last occupants had moved away. Or been buried out back.

			“Well,” Mike said. “There’s one week.”

			He knelt down at the edge of the rotten wood and looked through the floor into the basement below. 

			“And there’s another,” he said.

			The basement was a mud pit, with furrows and troughs in the bare earth where puddles of stagnant water gathered. The thick smell of rot and mildew rose up through the hole.

			“Remember, you don’t need to make it livable,” Perry had said. “Just give us some floors, shore up the staircases and reinforce the beams in the basement. We want to make that into a crypt.”

			Mike stood up and shook his head. The crypt part was going to be easy.

			“Well…first things first,” he said. “We need to air this place out. It reeks.”

			He walked over to the window above the sink and after mopping away six inches of gray web with the back of his work glove, tried to lift it. A dozen spiders scurried out of the heavily webbed upper corners as the old wood creaked. But the window didn’t budge upward. 

			“That figures,” he murmured. He tried the front room window, which looked out on the porch. It shifted up a few centimeters at his push, and then stuck fast. 

			“No, sorry, that’s not acceptable,” Mike said, and reached into his portable tool bag for a small crowbar. “I’m not working in this stink all day.”

			The wood at the base splintered…but a minute later the window slid up the warped track and the morning air rushed over the sill. 

			“Better,” he pronounced.

			He walked around the rest of the main floor, and jimmied a handful of other windows open. The stale, mildewed stench of the house began to give way to the scent of the summer breeze.

			Then he put his foot on the first step of the stairwell leading upstairs. Perry had mentioned that there was an attic suite that they had plans to use. Mike was apprehensive that the flooring would be dry-rotted…if not wet-rotted from holes in the roof. But he’d seen no signs on the first floor of black spots on the ceilings, so maybe the roof had somehow maintained integrity. 

			He put his weight down on the first dark-stained step, and when it didn’t give, he gave it a good stomp. When nothing bad happened, he did the same to the next. And the next. There were 13 in all. When he stomped past the last one, he let out a sigh of relief. Then he looked around.

			The attic room was long – it was a single open space that extended across the whole length of the house. The sun shone in through one dirty window at the far end, and dust motes swam in the murky light that filtered through. The ceiling wasn’t finished; instead, when you looked up you saw the support beams and the actual upside-down V arch of the roof itself.

			The room still held the remnants of its last occupant; a yellowed mattress rotted atop a bedspring to his right. Gray chunks of the bed’s stuffing lay in clumps all around the bed frame, hanging from holes in the side of the mattress fabric; obviously humans hadn’t been the last creatures to sleep in this bed. A night table with an old wooden lamp on top flanked the bed. On the other side, a stack of old brown boxes leaned away from the wall; the topmost box had long ago given way and toppled to the floor; its contents – a mix of books and papers – lay spread across the wood plank floor.

			A tall bureau stood to Mike’s left, blocking part of the light from one of the attic’s two windows. But the light from that window was still enough to expose how long it had been since anyone had lived in this room. The dust on top of the dresser was so thick that if he hadn’t been able to see the side, he couldn’t have told the color of the wood. 

			Mike looked up at the wood arch of the ceiling and followed the beams to the edges. There were some dark areas in spots near the edges, especially in the northeast corner, but otherwise, the roof appeared sound. Hard to believe, but that would explain why the rest of the place hadn’t rotted into the dirt. He walked back and forth across the planks, testing the give. While there were some creaks, nothing felt soft. He shrugged. Maybe Perry and his engineer were right after all. If he just had to shore up the main floor, add support to the basement beams and drop some planks across the mud down there…that would be all right with him.

			Speaking of which…while he’d seen the basement through the hole in the kitchen floor, he realized he hadn’t actually seen the stairs to get down there. Mike walked back down the stairs and circled the walkway on the main floor. He poked his head into two empty bedrooms there, and a bath between them with a yellowed tub and black and white granny-tile floor that looked like a power wash with bleach was in order. He opened two hallway doors and found a couple musty closets, but did not find the stairway down.

			What the hell?

			Mike walked outside. Maybe the only entry to the basement was exterior? Odd, but this was a really old house. 

			The sun had risen higher since he’d first stepped inside the place, and the fog had already burned away from the clearing. It was going to be hot today; the air smelled fresh, but pregnant with summer humidity. Great. He had a headache, he was going to be working in a stinking wreck of a rot-heap, and it was going to be 90 degrees. And he couldn’t find the damn basement.

			This week was starting out great.

			He took a walk around the perimeter of the place. Once you passed the old rotten wood of the porch and turned the corner, the lower five feet of the house was obscured by scrub bushes and grass. He waded through the tall grass, sticking as close to the stone base of the old house as possible. When he hit the back, the grass began to thin as the tree cover took over. The entire rear section of the house was shaded by the tree line of the forest. He saw the entry he was looking for almost immediately. Stone steps that led down below the ground. 

			Mike stepped down the old stairway half hidden by a thick cover of leaves.

			“The door is not going to open,” he said aloud. But he reached a hand out to the old rusty knob anyway.

			And damned if the thing didn’t turn.

			“How about that?” Mike said, and pushed the thing open. It gave a stubborn creak as it dragged along the sandy earth floor. 

			Inside, the place smelled dank and dead. The ceiling was barely above the top of his head, and Mike ducked beneath beams that dropped lower to support pipes from above. Everything in front of him was black as night, no windows. He pulled a flashlight from his pocket and shone it around. 

			The earth dipped in places where water obviously sat sometimes after a storm. And as he moved inside, he could see the one spot of light on the mud, streaming in where the floor had given way above in the kitchen. 

			“All right…so there’s a bearing,” he said, orienting himself. 

			Mike scoped the whole basement out. Perry said he wanted to put down a plank floor and lead people through here…but if they were going to do that, Mike needed to drop a stairway down; it had to be part of the walk through the house – you couldn’t send people outside to find the basement!

			But then, in the far corner, he finally saw it.

			A set of plank stairs leading up. He walked over and stepped on the first stair.

			And with a spongy snap, the stair broke in half.

			The second one sagged when he put weight on it, and he stepped back down before it gave way. There was a wooden doorway perched at the top of the graying, rotting steps. 

			“Okay,” he said to himself. “These go up somewhere…but where?”

			He used the pipes beneath the kitchen and bathroom as a guide, and tried to figure out where the stairs had to open, based on his brief survey of the house above. 

			He shook his head. It seemed like the door should come out right where the den had been. 

			Mike made his way back out of the dark pit that was the basement, and breathed an unconscious sigh of relief when he made it back up the steps outside. 

			He stood at the top of the stairwell, studying the century-old stone and wood facade that stretched up and away into the tree-hidden sky.

			Something tapped him on the shoulder.

			“So, what do you think?” a voice asked from behind him.

			Mike nearly jumped out of his skin.

			“Perry?” he said, turning to face his friend. “Don’t ever fuckin’ do that to me again!” 

			Perry stood there in the grass, incongruous in his standard gray suit and blue-striped tie, grinning from ear to ear.

			“Scared of an old haunted house?” Perry asked. “We ain’t even decorated it yet!”

			“Bastard,” Mike said, and shook his head. 

			“Listen, I can’t stay,” Perry said, still grinning. “But I wanted to stop by and see what you thought of the place.”

			“It’s a pit,” Mike said. 

			“But you can fix it?”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, enough for what you want, sure. I don’t think anyone’s going to want to live here again, though.”

			Perry nodded. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Let me know if you need anything. Besides wood.” Perry laughed.

			Mike rolled his eyes. “I’ll need plenty of that.”

			“I thought you had plenty of that,” his friend said. “That’s what you always tell me when you’re drunk.”

			“Go to work, Perry,” Mike said. 

			“Not before we talk through the job,” Perry said. He pointed at the front of the old house. “Take a walk with me?”

			Mike nodded, and a minute later, they were inside, stepping through the debris as Perry pointed out the repairs he wanted to make sure Mike made. His head swam as Perry pointed out walls to be re-drywalled, and floors to be re-surfaced. At the end of the day, his friend/boss really wanted him to re-face the whole place. The Halloween decorators would be making it look creepy, not the naturally decrepit vibe of the old, aging materials that were here. Mike would really be building a ‘pathway’ through the decay. A frame amid the ruin to hold their pretend decay.

			After Perry had finished going on about how amazing this place was going to be and returned to his car, Mike walked back inside the old place. 

			He’d almost forgotten his foray into the basement until he stepped into the den at the back of the house. And then…he walked the perimeter of the empty room. Where the hell was that stairway door? It had to be here somewhere. Perry had talked so fast and furious, he’d never even brought up the question of the ‘crypt’.

			Mike returned to the hallway and tried the closet doors there, following it back to the family room.

			He shook his head. Nope. The stairway just did not exist. Never mind that he’d seen it, along with a door…but still, it didn’t exist. 

			“All an illusion,” he murmured.

			But he’d seen the evidence. And it all pointed… 

			Mike walked back into the den and looked harder. The room was empty, sure, but that was empty of furniture. It was not, however, simply four blank walls and a floor. There was a closet and chair rail trim and a fireplace built into one wall. He walked across the long room and opened the creaking closet door…that led to nowhere. And then turned and looked at the old wooden bookcases built into the walls next to the fireplace.

			With his fist he knocked on the back wall of one of the bookcases. The echo that came back was empty, and Mike nodded.

			The case might look solid, but it wasn’t a permanent part of the wall. 

			With his hands, he began to take down the old shelves to search for the creases he knew had to be there. He was going to have to find a way to pull at least one of these cases away from the wall they guarded.

			The basement was hidden from the main part of the house…and the entry had to be hidden here. He was convinced. 

			He traced the outline of the bookcase carefully, finding both loose shelves and solid, immovable ones. When the second shelf on the far right segment shifted at his touch, Mike didn’t hesitate to lift it. 

			That’s when things got interesting.

			The back wood of the case suddenly moved away from his hand with a creak. The shelf was actually a latch, and the back of the bookcase was really a hidden door, which now hung open. 

			“Seriously?” he whispered. “The fucking haunted house has a hidden door?”

			He punched the thing open and lifted the lower shelf so he could step through into the small hidden room beyond. He still had his flashlight from walking the basement, and he flicked it on. The space was windowless and small, and the décor didn’t help make it feel any more expansive. The walls were all painted jet black, and the harsh white of what looked like bones littered the dark floor.

			He reached down and picked one up. There were three teeth sticking out of it. A jawbone! He dropped it back to the floor.

			“Holy shit,” he whispered.

			In the center of the floor was a symbol he recognized from horror movies. A circle painted in white on the dark wood…a five-point star traced in the middle. More white bones were stacked in the dead center of the circle. Dark smears of something old and previously wet marred the floor.

			Blood. 

			And bones. In the middle of….

			A witch’s sign. 

			What kind of demonic rituals had gone on here?

			“Damnit,” Mike whispered. “I asked him, why haunt a place that’s already haunted? Seriously.”

			He walked across the circle, and found the thing he’d been looking for on the other side.

			A wooden frame.

			A door. He turned the handle, and confirmed his suspicion almost instantly. It opened onto the rotted stairs that led down to the basement. 

			But why was this room hidden from the interior by a bookcase?

			And who had been performing rituals there in the witch’s circle?

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Bong-Soon Mon walked up the broken sidewalk in front of Jeanie’s house lost in thought. The day had not gone quite as planned; he’d been working overtime all week to try to finish a coding project and he’d hoped to have it completed by the weekend. But now he was going to be spending the next two days wondering why the Quality Assurance test failed. On any other night, he would have stayed until he’d figured a way to address the critiques, whether it took ’til eight p.m. or two a.m. But tonight, he and Jeanie had a date.

			He rang the yellowed doorbell next to her beat-up old screen door and waited. She had told him in the past to just walk right in if the door was open, but he still felt funny about barging into someone else’s place. So, he waited. And then rang the bell again. He knew that she was in there or the inner wooden door wouldn’t be open. 

			Something crashed inside. It sounded like glass breaking.

			“Jeanie?” he called through the screen.

			He was answered a second later by a blood-curdling scream.

			Bong no longer worried about being invited to enter. He threw the screen door open and charged inside. “Jeanie?” he called once more as he crossed the rug in the foyer.

			The scream came again, and this time he knew for sure that the anguished sound came from his girlfriend. But before he could do anything, a second later she appeared, running around the corner from the hallway to the back bedrooms. Her face was covered in blood – she looked badly cut – as if someone had slashed her with a knife. A slab of her cheek dangled away from her head near her chin. The whole right side of her face was glistening and wet, and he could see the white of her teeth through the hole where there had been perfectly smooth flesh when he’d seen her last night.

			“Bong!” she shrieked, and ran to his arms.

			“Oh my God,” he cried as she grabbed him. “What happened? Who did this to you? Is there someone else here?” He had a vision of a knife-wielding maniac turning the corner and coming at them any second now.

			She sobbed in his arms and he hugged her tighter. Her back hitched up and down frantically and he wasn’t sure if he should get her out of the house or call 911 first. Was somebody here? He needed to know what had happened.

			“Jeanie,” he said. “Please. Try to tell me what happened.”

			He could feel her sobs changing. Her back was vibrating faster, in fast panicked hitches and he gently pushed her away from his chest to see…

			…that she wasn’t sobbing at all. 

			“Gotcha,” Jeanie cried. She threw her head back and let out a spurt of laughter that stopped her from speaking for a minute. When she finally regained control, she said, “Who did this to me? I did!” She fingered the flesh hanging from her face and with both hands pulled on it. It stretched like taffy.

			“What do you think?” she said. “Pretty sick, huh?”

			Bong pushed her away. “You are pretty sick,” he said. “I can’t believe you did that to me.” His voice rose louder than he ever spoke. His words trembled with emotion. “I thought you were really hurt. You had me scared to death for a second.”

			“Then it worked,” Jeanie said. “That’s the best thing anyone has ever said to me!”

			“That was mean,” Bong said, shaking his head. He could feel his legs still trembling. “Really uncool.”

			Jeanie took his hand and pulled him closer to her again. “Oh, c’mon, don’t be mad. I needed to see if I could pull this off before I apply.”

			Bong’s brow wrinkled. “Apply for what?”

			Jeanie grinned. “They’re opening a haunted house this fall near Midlothian and they’re auditioning for makeup people. I want to do it. You know I’ve always wanted to do horror makeup.” She hung her head and made puppy-dog eyes at him.

			They were disconcerting when she had a slab of flesh still hanging off her face. The juxtaposition of cuteness and gore almost made him laugh, and Bong couldn’t help but grin. “You could totally get the makeup gig,” he said. “But don’t ever do that to me again.”

			“Cross my heart and hope to die,” Jeanie said. She reached up and yanked on the fake slab of flesh. It separated from her cheek with a rubber-band effect, slapping against the back of her hand. 

			“I won’t ever do that again,” she promised. “But…could you do one thing for me?”

			Bong raised an eyebrow. “Maybe. It depends.”

			“C’mon,” she said. “I said I’d be good.”

			“Yeah, but you didn’t say what you wanted me to do.”

			“I need someone to practice on. It’s hard to do good zombie effects on yourself. This took forever.”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “What do I get in return?”

			Jeanie pressed her hips hard to his and licked the tip of his lips. “I can think of a few things.”

			“Hmmm….” he said. His voice betrayed his interest. Jeanie didn’t waste the moment.

			“I signed up for an audition on Thursday,” she said. “So, I really do need to practice. Could we stay in tonight?”

			Bong thought of the potential payoff at the end of the night, and decided that a couple hours in the makeup chair would probably be worth it. Jeanie could be on fire when she was in the mood. 

			“Okay,” he sighed. “Whatever you want.”

			She smiled. Kind of a weird smile, since she had painted teeth on her cheek. It was like he could see her whole jaw through half her face.

			“But you have to wipe that makeup off first,” he said. “It’s too creepy to look at you that way.”

			“I can do that,” she agreed. “By the way, what are you doing on Thursday?”

			“Why?” he asked.

			“I need to show off my work so I get the job, silly. That means you get to come with me to the audition.”

			Jeanie grabbed his hand and dragged him down the hallway toward the bathroom.

			Bong kept up a smile, anticipating the ‘payoff’ to come later. But inside…he was groaning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			There were now piles of 2x4s, fresh pine flooring planks and some crossbeams next to the abandoned house near the cemetery, which wasn’t looking quite so abandoned anymore. Mike’s friend Aaron had helped him lug the wood down here after filling up the back of a pickup truck at Home Depot, and now Mike would be spending the next few weeks installing it all. With what Perry was paying, he couldn’t afford to pay for help to put it in, but he couldn’t have gotten it all down here from the turnpike on his own. 

			For a little while, during the load-in, this gig had felt great. He was working again. Something was happening. He’d make rent again this month.

			But now, as he stood in the overgrown clearing, in front of a dilapidated old house, half-obscured by trees…he felt lost. Lonely. Isolated.

			Mike was completely on his own, both here and at home. It wasn’t a feeling he enjoyed. Though it was one that he’d been forced to get used to since Mia had walked out last Christmas. 

			He started to whistle, some new pop song he’d heard on the radio just now on the drive over. But that whistle died out, quickly. It sounded false here. He felt as if he was intruding. This place had stood as it was for decades without anyone living here. And now he was changing it.

			Part of him felt as if the trees themselves were watching him. And disapproving.

			Mike shook it away and took his hammer to the rotted boards that comprised the porch of the old house. He’d be going in and out of this place all summer, so he might as well make sure he was not going to break a leg while doing it. So rebuilding the entryway came first.

			It was also somehow comforting to be working for a while outside the house, rather than in, where every sound echoed. Where the air smelled of age. And forgotten history. Unseen death. Hidden witchcraft.

			When he’d called Perry to tell him about the hidden room, his friend had assured him that whatever witchcraft or devil worship had gone on in the house had happened and stopped long ago. “No worries,” Perry had said. “That shit’s from like, the ’60s and ’70s when the teenagers and weirdos got in there. That’s when all those gravestones were knocked over, and that’s why the police have protected the place all these years. Keep that riff raff out.”

			And then Perry had laughed. “Now we’re going to invite the riff raff in! Hey, make sure you open that back wall to the hidden room in the hallway, so that we can have easy access to the stairs to the basement. I don’t know that we’ll want people going through the bookcase in the den to get there…though you never know.”

			Mike wedged a crowbar between a sagging gray plank and the post that supported it, and with one long creak, the board separated and popped. Perry’s story of devil worshippers hanging out in the cemetery and the house kept coming back to him. He imagined women with black capes and long silver blades walking in and out across these boards, with God knows what victims waiting in fear in the secret room inside….

			He shook the thoughts away, and pulled the board free. It was just the first of many boards quickly lifted and thrown aside. In just over an hour, he’d stripped all of the surface wood, and piled it up in the long grass nearby. Most of the surface planks had come off easily; some crumbled to pieces instantly at the first prod of the crowbar. The side posts, amazingly, still seemed solid enough. He decided to simply reinforce them with new inner boards and use them, rather than replace, which would save a couple days. He pushed against a couple and they didn’t move much.

			Mike shrugged. A couple crossbeams on those, and the new deck would easily support throngs of people stomping up his new stairs and walking into the house of horrors that was about to be constructed. He couldn’t rationalize spending any more time out here. He began to measure and mark and cut. Board by board, the new entryway to the house was born. When Mike was ‘on’, he was good. By four o’clock, he was done with the new deck to the old house. He could have improved its footprint and built a longer deck, but that wasn’t the mission. People only needed to line up and get in the front door. And now it was time to get past that. Because the easy work was done. Mike had to go inside the house. Where the bugs lived.

			Where the rot awaited.

			Where, according to the stories, a witch once lived.

			Mike stepped across the new porch and nodded. It felt good. 

			Solid. 

			Then he opened the door and stepped into the foyer. The sunlight slipped away and the temperature dropped about ten degrees. Part of him whispered that this wasn’t simply because the house was holding the cool air still from overnight. He remembered the things in the room behind the bookcase. Bad shit had happened here. Of that, he had no doubt.

			He walked down the hall and looked again at the hole in the kitchen floor. He frowned. He should probably start on this room next. Cure the obvious structural problems and stop any critters from climbing up from the basement.

			Something creaked upstairs. Almost like a door opening.

			The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He swore he heard footsteps above his head.

			Mike cocked his head to listen closer. They couldn’t be footsteps. But…it could be an animal. Maybe a raccoon had come through the roof. “Shit,” he whispered. Something creaked up there again, and his vision of a raccoon sniffing around evaporated. That didn’t sound like an animal. 

			He took a deep breath and then quietly stepped out on the new deck to grab his crowbar. He wasn’t going upstairs without something to swing. No matter what it was. Mike took the stairs slowly, one at a time. He tried not to make them creak and give away his presence. Of course, the steady pounding outside for the last few hours should have done that handily anyway.

			Still.

			Mike reached the seventh and then eighth step. He realized he was holding his breath. His head poked above the floor of the attic, and he raised the crowbar, ready to strike, not sure what to expect. He stepped quickly through the threshold.

			The room was empty. 

			He looked across from the dusty bureau to the boxes stacked on the other side, and watched the dust motes lazily cascade through the air in the beam of sunlight that streamed in through the small attic window.

			He let go of his breath, slowly. Then he stepped onto the old plank floor. The wood creaked, and he looked back and forth across the expanse of the attic. He couldn’t see anything but old boxes and chests. He walked down the center of the space, holding the crowbar at the ready, in case something jumped out from behind a box. Something fast. With teeth.

			Nothing did.

			He walked back and forth twice, to convince himself that there was nothing here. 

			He returned to the stairwell, and then passed it to walk just beyond the old bureau. There was just a small space behind it, but he looked.

			Nothing.

			Mike shrugged. Maybe there was an animal in the eaves somewhere. He could push Perry to have someone deal with that. All he needed to worry about was carpentry on the inside of the old house. Not pest removal.

			He returned to the stairs, and was just about to step down them when a glimmer on the floor caught his eye. He must have stepped right over it on the way up. 

			He bent down and picked up a silver chain with a small locket in the shape of a heart attached. 

			Weird that he hadn’t seen it before. 

			He opened the clasp on the locket and saw a black and white photo of a young woman’s face, faded almost beyond recognition. Mike shrugged and thumbed it closed before slipping it into his jeans pocket. Then he descended the stairs, looking frequently over his shoulder. 

			Something just didn’t feel right. 

			When he turned away from the last step at the bottom of the stairs, someone spoke.

			“Hi there,” a cool, girlish voice said.

			Mike nearly jumped out of his skin. She stood just to the left of the old stairway. A slim young woman with dark black hair, deep brown eyes and an obvious spark of energy that could melt the shield of a blizzard. Her smile made his lips shift. 

			“Um…hey,” he answered. 

			There was another woman, he belatedly realized, standing behind her. This one could have been a case study in opposites; she was heavyset, with long, tangled brown hair. Her face looked lifeless. No energy. Even her eyes were dull. She was the epitome of a wallflower; she seemed to literally blend into the background. 

			“What are you doing here?” Mike asked the first girl, stumbling over his tongue. She might be cute…but she didn’t belong here. This was a construction site. He wanted to be firm, but his voice didn’t carry the stick.

			She didn’t seem to notice his discomfort. “I just wanted to see what it was like,” she said. “I heard you were going to turn this into a haunted house for Halloween.”

			Mike nodded. “That’s the plan.”

			“So…where will you put the dead bodies?” she asked. She put a hand up to her face to stifle the snort.

			“They won’t really be dead,” Mike said.

			“Ahh,” she answered. “They won’t?”

			“No one ever really dies,” he said.

			“Well,” she said. “I don’t know about that.”

			She pulled a long silver blade from the back of her shorts. “When something like this goes in…it doesn’t usually come out the same way.”

			Mike grinned…but it was a nervous grin. His grip on the crowbar tightened.

			She laughed and tossed the blade at his feet. “Don’t wet yourself,” she said. “It’s fake.”

			He picked it up and realized that yes, it was just a plastic toy. 

			“Isn’t that the kind of thing you’ll be using in here when the haunted house opens?” she asked. “Toy knives? I just picked it up on the side of the turnpike.”

			He dropped the knife back on the floor and looked at her with his sternest expression. “You shouldn’t be here.” 

			She laughed.

			“No, you shouldn’t be here,” she said. “But we can work around that. I won’t tell anyone.”

			Mike shrugged. “Um, I was hired to be here, so yes, I absolutely should be here,” he said. “You, on the other hand, are definitely trespassing. But I guess it doesn’t matter anyway – nobody cares much about this place outside of Halloween.”

			“Well, then it all works out,” she said.

			“I suppose it does,” he said. “Who’s your friend?”

			“This is Emery,” the girl said. “And I’m Katie.”

			He held out his hand. “I’m Mike,” he said. “Glad to know you.”

			Katie nodded and squeezed his palm tight. Her touch gave him a shiver. 

			“You will be,” she said. She sounded confident. It made him nervous.

			He held out his hand to Emery, but she did not reciprocate. After a moment, he dropped his arm back to his side.

			“You really shouldn’t be in here,” Mike said again. “It’s dangerous.”

			She shrugged. “I wanted to see what the place was all about,” she said. “I heard it’s haunted.”

			Mike nodded. “It has a bad reputation,” he said. “And I guess, this Halloween, we’re only going to make it worse.”

			Katie grinned. “I like the sound of that.”

			Her friend didn’t say anything.

			Mike pointed toward the front door. “Sorry, but you guys really have got to go now.”

			Katie pouted and crossed her arms. She didn’t budge.

			“Seriously,” Mike said. “I’ve got work to do here. I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait until Halloween if you want to see this place.”

			“Do I have to wait until Halloween to have a beer with you?” Katie asked.

			“Are you asking me out?” he said. His voice couldn’t hide his incredulity. 

			Katie shrugged. “I don’t know about out,” she said. “But we could sit on that nice new porch you built.”

			“We could,” he admitted. “But there are no tables or chairs. Or bartenders.”

			“All we need is beer,” she said. “What’ve you got in there?” she pointed at the red cooler sitting at the entrance to the kitchen. Mike had honestly gotten so wrapped up in the porch, he’d forgotten he’d even brought it.

			He nodded, walked over to it, and popped the lid. The thought of having a beer with this intriguing (and damned cute) woman made him suddenly reconsider doing any further work today. “Don’t know how lowbrow your taste buds are,” he said. He held up a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon. 

			Five minutes later the three of them were sitting on the new planks of the deck, staring at the dark gray wood of the ancient house. Mike emptied half of his first can in about three gulps. Emery followed his example, but Katie only seemed to toy with hers.

			“What do you normally like to drink?” he asked.

			She grinned, looking at him with those wide brown eyes. They melted him, instantly. “Whatever’s handy,” she said. As if to prove a point, she took a slug of PBR.

			“Do you live around here?” he asked.

			Katie shrugged. “Not far. You?”

			He nodded. “I’ve got a place in Oak Forest.”

			“Girlfriend?” she asked.

			He shook his head.

			“Hey, we have something in common,” Katie said. “Blissfully single!” She tapped her can to his. “Cheers!”

			He drank. And quickly popped another. He didn’t even look at the can. He couldn’t take his eyes off the girl.

			Katie said she was twenty-three and liked baseball. Emery answered a few questions, eventually admitting to being twenty-six and also single, but really didn’t say much of anything, though he tried to politely draw her out now and then. When he mentioned movies or music or other potential interests, she just smiled and answered in monosyllabic shy yeses and nos. He eventually gave up trying to pull her into the conversation and just focused on Katie, who at some point popped him yet another beer, and sat with her hand on his thigh as the sun began to set. Eventually, when the words grew slurry and the belly painfully full, he excused himself to take a leak at the side of the house.

			“What are you doing?” he chided himself, once he was alone again. “These girls can’t be interested in you, but you’re acting like a college kid.”

			He shook his head and zipped up, then took a deep breath before stepping back around the corner. He needed to wrap this up and head home. It was weird to realize, but he had to work again in the morning.

			The girls were gone. The deck was empty, except for a bunch of empty beer cans that lay strewn about. 

			“Well, there ya go,” he whispered, and then picked up the empties. He grabbed one that still felt full, from the spot where Katie had been sitting. He drained a few gulps into his mouth, and then upended the rest, throwing that and the other empty cans into his now-empty cooler.

			The air felt like his head…warm and buzzy, with the hum of summer locusts. 

			It was getting dark, and time to get out of the cemetery. His eyes were swimming, and he already knew that there was a headache in store for the morning. 

			“Damnit,” he mumbled, and looked once more inside the old house, before closing the place up, and walking back to his truck.

			“I bet she wasn’t twenty-three,” he mumbled to himself, as he walked down the dark trail toward the turnpike. “Lucky if she was over eighteen. Probably just wanted free beer.”

			He shook his head and tossed the cooler in the back of the truck bed. “Gullible,” he accused himself. “With a capital G.”

			He started the truck and signaled to pull out onto Midlothian Turnpike. There was almost no traffic, and a moment later, the truck lurched onto the road. But even as it did, he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching him.

			Someone from the old house.

			Maybe through that attic window.

			He shivered and refused to look in the rearview mirror, focusing on the yellow lines in the center of the road.
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