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      I haven't got too many firm memories of my Uncle Gustav, but you know which one tends to stick out most for me?

      It's an old one. I was probably fourteen or fifteen years old, and was performing Mozart's Piano Concerto No. 20 in D Minor at a university hall; my first real performance since taking up formal piano lessons at five. Truth be told, I don't remember the performance very well. I'm sure that I played well enough to impress the adults in the room, and that I received a lot of applause when all was said and done. Winning over your run-of-the-mill classical music listener, the sort who can't differentiate between a Bach and a Mozart playing overhead at the grocery store, isn't a hard thing to do if you play quickly, and with confidence.

      But you know who you can't fool? A trained ear. A maestro.

      What I do remember about that gig, with the utmost clarity, was the cold way my Uncle Gustav, a composer of some renown, merely shrugged when it was through. My mother had begged him to come, had wanted for him to lavish some praise on his only nephew, who was himself a budding musician. His advice to me after that performance? “Study hard. Piano will make a fine hobby for you, but you've no career in music, lad.”

      Looking back on it now, maybe I should've listened to the man.

      I beat myself up after that, practiced harder than I'd ever done before, but Uncle Gustav never did bother coming to any of my other performances. Even in my university years, when I was tagged as an up-and-coming talent and words like virtuoso were thrown around, he acted like I didn't exist. He was busy touring the world then, conducting for the Boston Orchestra and the New York Philharmonic, and spent his precious off-time composing his own works.

      He never married, never visited on the holidays. I don't think my parents and I even got a Christmas card from the guy in all those years.

      That was why I was so shocked to hear that he was leaving me a house.

      It was a cold and rainy day in the fall when Gustav died. Like every other milestone in the man's impressive life, my parents and I first heard of his passing on the news. He'd been on a plane bound for Vienna, where he was planning on recording with the Vienna Philharmonic, when he was taken by a sudden stroke mid-flight.

      There was a funeral service. My parents and I couldn't afford the plane tickets to Vienna and had to watch it live-streamed on the internet. Somehow, I don't think Gustav minded too much. There were more than enough high-profile mourners in attendance to offset our absence.

      A Mr. Sherman Randall, a lawyer hired as executor of Uncle Gustav's estate, got ahold of us a few weeks later. To my mother, his only sibling, he left a small sum. And to me, his only nephew, he left something most unexpected.

      “Your uncle was in possession of a house out near Portland, Oregon. It's a two-story place, just outside the suburb of Newberg. A somewhat rural spot. Emil, your uncle wished to leave that residence to you. I understand he used it as a home during his breaks in conducting, and did much of his composing there. It is unfurnished, but he stipulated in his will that it should be left to you upon his passing.”

      I couldn't believe my ears. My uncle and I had seen each other three or four times in my entire life; he probably wouldn't have been able to pick me out of a lineup, frankly. That he'd left me something in his will—a house, no less—incited in me a strange mix of feelings.

      Chief among my feelings at this bequeathal was happiness. For the past few months, I'd been having financial troubles, owing to my lack of work. An infamously blown performance had left my professional status reeling and my confidence lacking. I hadn't been able to land a new gig since suffering a nervous break during a one-night performance with the Baltimore Chamber Orchestra, where a niggling wrist injury and an over-dependence on Percocet had seen me botch Chopin's Nocturnes. This inheritance meant that I now had a place to live, and the minute the ink was dry I jumped ship on my studio lease, more than one month in arrears, and packed what I could into the trunk of my Civic.

      But there were other feelings that accosted me, too. As I sat there in disbelief at the lawyer's office, I wondered just why the hell the man had left me a house in the first place. I hate to sound ungrateful, but seeing as how Gustav and I hadn't been close or friendly, my first question was, “What's wrong with the house?”

      The lawyer assured me the place was in good working order—if not a little dusty—and that, despite the lack of furniture, there was something included in it. “There is a piano in the house that is yours as well, Emil. The will makes no direct mention of the model, but as it was owned by a world-class composer, I expect it's an exceedingly valuable piece. Do take good care of it, young man.”

      Papers were signed, perfunctory handshakes given all around and items changed hands.

      That was how I came to inherit my Uncle Gustav's place, the Weatherby House.

      My parents and I went out to lunch after that fateful meeting with Mr. Randall, and my mother spoke kindly of my notoriously churlish uncle in ways she'd never done while he'd lived. “You see,” she told me, her small hands dabbing tears from her cheeks with a napkin, “your uncle did care about you. He recognized your talent after all these years, Emil. He wanted to look after the next generation of musicians in our family. He was a good man.”

      I was in no position to argue, having received a free house and piano from him, however I was in no rush to canonize my uncle, either. “I'm thankful,” I admitted. “I've never been so far out West as Oregon, but maybe it'll be good for me. Lawyer said the house is a little out of the way, so perhaps I'll be able to get myself sorted out there and get back to the piano.” I flexed my hands, gave my wrist a slight turn and stretched my fingers one by one. The soreness was gone, thankfully. And so was the last of my Percocet. If I was ever going to return to the piano, now was the time.

      It didn't take me long to pack. My clothes, computer, numerous books on music theory and the mattress of my old futon got tucked into the Civic on a cool autumn day and I exchanged long hugs with my parents, who urged me to drive safe and get back to practicing my playing. The two of them wanted to see me succeed so badly; though they never said it outright, I knew they'd always wished to see my name in lights like my uncle's had been. Raising a concert pianist is neither a cheap nor simple thing, and both of my parents had undergone a great deal of hardship in fostering my skill over the years. Paying for instruments, lessons, funding travel to different performances had been a drain on the family for about fifteen years. I was twenty-three years old now, and felt like I owed them, majorly.

      Checking my phone for directions every twenty or so miles, I hopped onto the expressway and started driving west. It was a grueling drive; 48 hours, roughly, coming from Rhode Island. I stayed a night in a budget motel and broke up the trip further by taking hours-long naps at highway rest stops. Finally, more than three days after setting off, I arrived in Oregon.

      Stopping at a gas station, I asked for directions into the suburb of Newberg. I drove around in a daze for almost an hour before I stumbled into the city, and once there, I stopped at a convenience store to ask a middle-aged clerk with a pot belly where I might find the Weatherby House. I'd scrawled the address on a slip of paper, but as I went to hand it to him, I realized he didn't need it.

      He knew right where the Weatherby House was. Everyone in town did, he said. What he wanted to know was why I was going there.

      I made up some answer, unsure of how to take this suspicious turn of his, and he eventually offered up some simple directions—through not without first urging me not to linger there, to be careful. He had a look on his face like the old house was teeming with vipers, and when I asked him, “Why the need for such caution?” he simply shook his head.

      I'll admit, when I hopped back into the car, drove for twenty minutes down a country road lined mostly in overgrown grass and pulled into the gravel driveway that fronted the address I'd been given by the lawyer, I suddenly understood what the pot-bellied clerk had been going on about.

      The Weatherby House struck a large, imposing figure in the surrounding emptiness. It looked like the sort of place that just wanted to be left alone, and had I not just inherited it, I'd have been happy to get back into my car and do just that. It wasn't a welcoming place by any stretch. If that house could see, then its stare would be absolutely penetrating, even from the drive. Windows on both levels seemed pinched into the exterior as if in a scowl, and the black door fronting the property, taken for a mouth, was large and unkind. I looked it up and down, sitting on the hood of my Civic, and for the first time since I'd signed for the thing I felt my spirits dampened.

      I clutched at the keyring in my pocket. “So, this is home now, eh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          2

        

      

    
    
      I struck out towards the house, pacing up a few soiled concrete steps to the door. Black windows flanked the entrance on both sides. I walked between the two of them, tried to have a look inside before opening the door, but couldn't make out a thing. There were no curtains or blinds in place, just a darkness my tired eyes couldn't penetrate. As I slid the key into the brassy deadbolt, the autumn sun vanished wholesale behind a veil of clouds and thrust the property into unwelcome shadow. The dying grass, the dim exterior of the place, lost all color just then and I shuddered a little as I shouldered the door open.

      It gave with a creak, the hinges in need of some oil. As the door fell open and I stepped into the foyer, my eyes still grappled with the low light. Whoever had designed this house hadn't done so with an eye towards natural lighting. The floors, a polished but dusty wood, squealed beneath the soles of my Sketchers as I peered about. There was a light fixture, some kind of tacky wrought iron thing, hanging from the ceiling, though no flipping of the switch on the wall could get it to turn on. I soon realized why.

      There were no light bulbs in the damn thing. I cursed under my breath, treading deeper into the murky house and approaching the stairs. The bannister was made of thick wood and was dressed in an undisturbed layer of dust which I promptly dipped my finger into, drawing a squiggly line. By the looks of it, my uncle hadn't even been in this house at all in the months prior to his death.

      How long had it been since anyone had set foot in Weatherby House, I wondered?

      I bypassed the stairs and started hacking as I started for the dusty kitchen ahead. A year or two, at least, I thought.

      The kitchen was every bit as dusty as I'd expected, and was bathed in the selfsame darkness which seemed to cling imperiously to the house's every corner. I walked up to the counter, gave the tap a go, and was surprised to find semi-fresh-looking water sputtering forth. While I let it run, I reached over and wrenched open the kitchen window, hoping that some fresh air might serve to banish the dust. You're going to end up with black lung, staying in a place like this, I thought. You'd have to spend all day wiping the house down to get rid of this dust... There aren't enough Swiffers in the world for this mess...

      There was a load of counter space, all of it a nice, shining marble beneath the veneer of dust. The cabinetry and fixtures were all of attractive make; a thorough clean and some mood lighting would have made it a model kitchen. The appliances, too, were very nice, though they looked as though they'd never been used. There was a dusty sales sticker on the outside of the dishwasher, and the surface of the stove looked pristine beneath the dust. I couldn't help but laugh at the thought of my uncle standing in this very room, attempting to cook something. The very idea was outrageous. The man had been absorbed always in his work and had been on the gaunt side all his life. My mother claimed that even as a teenager, Uncle Gustav had skipped meals to practice the piano and had to be dragged out of his room to eat.

      Ensuring that all of the cabinets were empty I walked into the next room, a small space with no clear-cut function, which bore only a single window. I slid it open and continued on my way, entering into what looked like a massive living room. There were no furnishings, of course, but in the corner, near a sooty fireplace with a dust-ladened mantle, I caught something lurking in the murk that took my breath away. Even in the low lighting I knew what it was, and I approached it with quivering hands.

      My uncle's piano.

      Though, to call it a simple piano would have been a travesty.

      It was no ordinary piano, no; it was a grand piano, fit for a world-class composer. A Steinway. I paced around the black behemoth, running my hands against its dusty exterior and feeling my heart go to work in my chest like a jackhammer.

      To someone who doesn't know pianos, my reaction to this thing must have seemed overblown, however the significance—and more specifically, the value—of this specimen could not be overstated. Steinways of this kind were worth an enormous sum, prized by famous musicians for their craftsmanship and sound. I'd played a couple in concert halls and the keys on them felt like nothing else in the world. The cheaper models easily went for as much as a new Lexus, but those built out of Mahogany, like this one, approached a hundred grand or more on the market.

      And one of them had just unexpectedly fallen into my lap.

      I felt woozy, like some lottery junkie who'd just hit the Mega Millions, and touched the fallboard that covered the keys. This was a master's instrument; in the world of music there were none finer than this. I backed away from it a few paces, heart still racing, and wondered if I was even worthy of owning such a thing. My uncle, Gustav Abbado, had been a legendary conductor and composer; his name was a byword for classical music in the modern world. Standing before the piano at which he built his legacy I was not a little awed. Me, his nephew, whose talent he had deemed rather minor.

      I opened the two windows in the room and turned to have a look at the piano once more, intimidated by it now. The instrument was probably worth as much as the house it sat in, and would require professional maintenance. Feeling very much unworthy of such a treasure, I spared it one more look and continued on my maiden tour of the house, opening the remaining downstairs windows and hiking up the stairs.

      What struck me most about the house, aside from the priceless piano and the impressive dust that pervaded, was that virtually nothing of its former owner remained. My uncle had, after his previous time at Weatherby House, taken everything with him, apparently. The closets in the four upstairs bedrooms were empty of clothing. I didn't find so much as a stray button as I wandered through their midnight depths. The rooms themselves were all of a uniform and generous size, and it dawned on me as I walked that this was way more house than I needed.

      There were two bathrooms in the place; one in the upstairs and one on the lower level. Only one featured a shower, and I was relieved to find that the faucet, after some initial pipe-rattling, provided fresh water. One thing that baffled, even unsettled me, as I walked through the rooms was the complete absence of light bulbs in all of the fixtures. As things stood I wasn't sure whether there was any electricity in the house. Probably I'd have to make some calls and have the local electric company hook everything up.

      That was money I didn't have. I'd worked odd jobs in the past few months but had blown a lot of that money on Percocet and living expenses. My rent had gone overdue and I'd been faced with the prospect of crashing on my mother's sofa semi-permanently when this house had come down the pipeline. I wasn't about to complain, but my meager savings were only going to keep this place lit up for a short while. I'd have to find myself a job; not an easy task, seeing as how I was from out of town. Probably I should have considered that before driving all the way out to Oregon...

      I forced all thoughts of job-seeking from my mind and focused instead on my good fortune. Though dark and dusty, this house and the land it sat on was all mine. The lawyer had told me that the property included roughly two acres of land, total, and that my nearest neighbor was a good mile or so away. If I could work up the nerve to try out my uncle's Steinway, then I could play as loudly as I wanted without bugging anyone. Moreover, out here, away from the hustle and bustle of a big city, it was easy to focus on just one thing. No wonder my uncle had liked this place so well; he could be alone here, concentrate on his work and nothing else. It was the perfect place for a reclusive genius to live.

      I didn't have much to my name and I moved it all in within the course of a half-hour. In that time, the sun didn't come back out, and seemed to slump in the sky. I drove around in circles through Newberg until I found a chain store and then popped in to buy some snacks, light bulbs and candles with a handful of crumpled singles; the latter just in case there was no electricity in the place.

      As it turned out, there wasn't any power in the house. I shouldn't have been surprised, but as I screwed in the bulbs and flipped the switches up and down, the rooms remaining dark, I cursed to myself. As the evening rushed in and a denser darkness stole through the house, I relied on the candles I'd bought, lighting a few of them in the living room, kitchen and bathroom with a plastic lighter. It was a tad bit rustic and not a little creepy, but there was something romantic about it, too. I imagined my uncle, who'd apparently had a distaste for lightbulbs, doing much the same, hammering on his Steinway well into the night.

      Prior to sundown, I'd done a quick walk around the property. A brief jaunt from the house I'd found a small stack of weatherbeaten firewood. How long ago it'd been chopped was impossible to say, and the pile had been rather small to begin with, toppled by the seasons. Gathering up all I could carry, I'd dropped it into the fireplace and fussed over a piece of lit newsprint till I actually got a proper fire going. With a blaze in the hearth, the living room really came to life. It was almost as good as having the electricity on, and the flickering flames rendered the piano in warm light.

      That evening, sitting at the hearth with a can of tuna and some Ritz crackers, I looked out across the room and was pleased. “I could get used to this.”
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      My curiosity won out.

      I had to toy with the piano. There was no way around it.

      The night was young, and with no other distractions I found myself returning time and again to the Steinway, testing its keys and using one of my T-shirts to hastily dust it off. To my surprise, the piano was very much in tune; repeated testing of the keys and run-throughs of the scales yielded the kind of crisp, impeccable sound one would expect from a meticulously-kept instrument. This was strange for a couple of reasons. An average piano, in my experience, required at minimum four to five tunings a year to maintain a proper sound, however this one, which looked as though it hadn't been touched in years, sounded perfect. Changes in barometric pressure, in humidity, could also alter the sound of a piano, requiring additional tuning, however this Steinway of my uncle's seemed to have tolerated the changes in season and temperature with preternatural grace. I'd never come across anything like it.

      The keys, shielded from the dust and grime, were shining ivory, and they felt marvelous beneath my fingertips. They boasted a heaviness that lent the player exquisite control, and the depth of each was just right. It was truly a world-class piano, possibly the finest I'd ever laid my hands on. The bench, a handsome thing upholstered in leather, proved adjustable. After some tinkering I sat before the piano at the proper height and played in earnest.

      When performing professionally, I often set aside three to four hours a day to practice the piano. Even when I didn't have a performance coming up, I'd often brush up on repertoire, would spend a few hours with Bach or Chopin. It'd been a few weeks since I'd played the piano, but my years of practice and the superior craftsmanship of the Steinway made things easy on me and before long I was playing with my usual ease. There is nothing in the world more relaxing to me than the piano, and sitting in that dark room, a cool wind coming from the windows and a warm fire bumbling in the hearth, I felt at peace.

      My favorite piece, something I used often as a warmup to loosen the fingers and which I had memorized completely was Debussy's Arabesque No. 1. It's a famous piece, dream-like in a way that only a great impressionist like Debussy could envision, with passages that called at turns for delicacy and force. With the familiarity with which one might approach an old friend, the piece flowed from my fingers and its warmth flooded that dark room in Weatherby House with sweetness. It was at the piece's resolution, as I sat back and admired the piano once more, than I came to appreciate the acoustics of the space. My uncle, genius that he was, had not arbitrarily placed the piano in this room. He'd done so because the space was well-suited to the sounds of the piano; because its dimensions were such that the sound of each note could expand and resonate to its fullest potential.

      I played nothing more that evening, awed at my inheritance and admittedly humbled by it. Had my uncle seen me just then, his “talentless” nephew, playing his prized Steinway, he might've rolled in his grave. Nevertheless, I was moved. Though the man had never shown an interest in me, he'd been most generous in bequeathing me this house and instrument, and I was determined to make the most of it. I had no illusions about my own talent; no hours of practice could possibly imbue me with the singular genius he had been born with, however I would carry on the family legacy to the best of my ability and take my place in the world as a pianist of renown, using this Steinway as my guide.

      Where earlier in the day I'd been hurting for a Percocet, my hunger for opiates waned. I was still addicted, would have willingly accepted a handful of the things, but had gone long enough without them that they were no longer the number one thing on my mind. I couldn't recall exactly how long it'd been since my last fix. Not long enough, I thought. Focusing on music, on my future and the house, made it easier to put the matter out of my mind.

      I sat up by the hearth for a time. From the window there came the chirps of nocturnal insects, and from far-off, the hooting of what must have been a large owl. Never in my life had I lived in such a rural area as this. I'd grown up on the east coast, in one of New England's largest cities, and was used to the attendant noise and bustle that came with such a place. Here, in Newberg, I could tell life would be very different for me. In all my hours sitting in that house I hadn't heard a single car go by, hadn't heard the mutterings of passersby or even the barking of a dog. This was a place where houses were few and far between, and where nature was still very much intact. To me, it was like living in a public park.

      There was so much to do. Probably the land surrounding the house could be used for planting food; something that would save me money in the long-run. There were few trees to be seen nearby, but with some elbow grease and a bit of luck I could probably use this land to grow fruits and vegetables. Judging by the hint of sulfur I smelled whenever the tap first came on, I figured the property was fed by a well. All I needed to do to turn this into a proper home was to rummage up some basic furnishings and get the lights on. Then I'd be in business.

      The night deepened and fatigue from the day's journey seeped into me so that I was left nodding off by the fire. Hiking up the stairs, I chose the bedroom nearest the stairwell and dusted off a portion of the floor with a wet rag. I set my futon mattress down and kicked off my shoes, stretching. The room was dark, painted in shadow except for the space nearest the window where a watery moonlight stole in. The closet to my side sat open like a deep, yawning mouth, and dust motes drifted through the moonlit air as I fought to relax on the lumpy cushion I intended for a bed. I stared up at the plaster ceiling, counting pockmarks here and there until, eventually, I fell into a deep sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I awoke, it wasn't light out yet. The moonlight remained in the window, its glow serving to highlight the animated dust motes that'd since found their way into my lungs and sinuses, where they'd incited a terrible congestion in me. I coughed, wiped at my eyes and nose, and rolled onto my side, wondering why it was I'd woken up. I'd been sleeping peacefully up till then, had been dreaming pleasantly, when something had knocked me out of sleep.

      And then I heard it.

      It broke the rural silence gingerly, barely catching my ear at first. From somewhere nearby, either outside my window or else in the downstairs of the house, I thought I heard music. Piano music. Is that coming from the Steinway downstairs? Possibly the instrument was just settling, I told myself, the thing not used to being played for ages. I closed my eyes and tried to resume my dreaming, however the music promptly intruded once again, and this time with an undeniably determined sound. A batch of staccato notes rang out from the downstairs, heralding the start of a piece I'd never heard.

      Its closest analog to my ear was Erik Satie's Gnossienne No. 1, a slow, somewhat brooding piece. The light, initial flourishes gave way to a more forceful undercurrent, and upon this framework was thrust a curious, wandering melody which repeated throughout and had about it a certain darkness. It was an experimental piece, doing away with traditional chordal structures and oozing with what the listener could only deem a withering despair.

      I found myself undisturbed and listening intently, eyes glued to the ceiling, as the tune wore on. I should have been frightened out of my mind at hearing the piano play, but I'd convinced myself that, somehow, I was still locked in a world between dreams and reality. This house was in the middle of nowhere; it was unthinkable that someone would enter it in the middle of the night just to play the piano—and masterfully, no less. The sounds drifting up from the lower level were those of a highly practiced hand, of a true expert; and the composition, I decided after some minutes, was an original. Though rare, I did sometimes dream of music in this way, and closing my eyes, I was content to write it off as a trick of my imagination.

      What sad and beautiful music that is, I thought. If only there were someone really in this house, playing it, I'd go and ask them to teach it to me. The only one who could play something like that was my uncle—

      The tune abruptly ended and my eyes snapped open. A perfect stillness enshrouded the house. It was the stillness one comes to expect of a night in the country, though with the sudden cessation of the music it seemed out of place and awfully heavy. I sat up, wiping my face and loosing a few coughs. And I listened. My ears hummed in the silence as I waited for the music to resume, but it never did. “You dumbass,” I muttered, scratching at my scalp. “You were dreaming, see?”

      Wakefulness stole over me then, and I spent the next hour tossing and turning on the thin mattress, half-hoping that the music might return. It never did, of course. What, did you think that Uncle Gustav decided to drop by and give the old Steinway another go?

      When the morning sun dragged me out of bed some hours later, I felt like I'd barely slept a wink.
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      I spent the next day phoning the electric company and getting a feel for Newberg, Oregon. Informing a receptionist that I'd taken up residence in Weatherby House and that I needed the power on, she promised to send someone over and that a small fee would have to be charged to my credit card in order to create a new account. The thing was nearly maxed as it was, but I gave her the card number and then rolled the windows of my Civic down on the way to a rundown Dunkin' Donuts several miles down the road.

      Eating a cruller and sipping coffee that I'd accidentally dumped a mixture of sugar and Splenda into, I paid close attention to my surroundings and tried to map out the little city in my head. It was important that I get to know the area and to stake out potential places to work. A part-time job somewhere, maybe stocking groceries or working a cash register, would help me make ends meet while trying to mend fences in the piano world. Working on the east coast was probably not in the cards in the foreseeable future, not after my breakdown in Baltimore. Eventually things would cool down, but for the time being it was better for me to lay low and get to know the west coast's music scene.

      My wanderings led me to a small grocery store, a locally-owned place called Falcon Foods with a cartoonish, avian mascot on its burnt-out sign and a messy collection of sun-bleached patio furniture out front that no one would ever buy. I put on my Raybans, both to keep the morning sun out of my face and to shield the world from my tired, bloodshot eyes, and paced across the parking lot. The front door, filled from corner to corner with taped-up circulars advertising sales, slid open as I approached. It looked like any mom n' pop grocery operation on Earth; not a self-checkout machine in sight, overly-polite high schoolers working the registers and a stern-faced manager sitting behind a little desk whose dangling placard read “Customer Service”.

      I took up a hand basket and started through the narrow grocery aisles. I avoided anything perishable; I didn't have a working fridge yet and couldn't stand the thought of leaving fresh produce sitting out on the counters to gather dust in that filthy house. Canned and pre-packaged foods would have to do. The big, oval-shaped speakers in the ceiling clicked audibly as a new song came on; Del Shannon's “Runaway”. I hummed along while trying to decide between tuna packed in water or olive oil.

      The grocery store had everything I needed but little else. There wasn't as much variety as I was used to, and nowhere else in the joint was this as apparent as in the alcohol section. Despite my being flat broke, I wanted a good beer to celebrate the move. I ended up having to settle for some no-name watered-down lager that would probably taste like piss. I grabbed a six-pack, peered into my basket to make sure I hadn't forgotten anything and then started for the registers, grabbing a Snickers along the way.

      There was an opening at checkout number four, and the girl working the register looked older than the rest; maybe I was being too optimistic, but she looked about my age. Wearing a pair of black Chuck Taylors, grey yoga pants and a white Falcon Foods-branded T-shirt, she buried her hands in the pockets of her green apron and nodded. “You ready to check out?”

      I set my basket on the belt. “Sure am.”

      She was damn cute, with sandy hair pulled into a tight ponytail that had some natural bounce to it. She had a little mole near her upper lip, giving her something of that Marilyn Monroe aesthetic, and her smile, also like the actress, was a dynamite shimmer of ivory between two sumptuous lips.

      I'd decided to try my luck with her before I'd even fished my wallet out of my back pocket.

      She bagged my stuff, sparing me the occasional curious look as she did so. It was either because she thought me a real hunk or because she'd never seen me in town before; I was hoping it was the former.

      “Don't suppose you could hook me up with a job application, could you?” I asked. “You guys hiring?”

      She smirked like she wasn't sure whether I was kidding, and then replied, “You from around here?”

      “I am now,” I said. “Just moved into town a day ago. Name's Emil. And you?”

      She pointed to the name tag that hung from her apron. “Kelly.” The beer was the last thing to ring up, and either I didn't look over twenty-one to her or else she was a real stickler for the rules, because she asked for my ID. Looking over it with an arched brow, she eventually handed it back and punched a couple of keys on the register. “From Rhode Island? What brings you all the way out here? Where you staying?”

      “It's complicated. I just moved into a house not too far from here, on Stratford Road. Weatherby House.”

      At the utterance of the property's name, Kelly suddenly looked up at me, eyes narrowing.

      “You know it?” I asked, handing her my debit card.

      She clicked her tongue and brought up my total, giving my card a swipe before handing it back. “Liar.”

      I picked up my bags and waited for my receipt. “It's no lie! My uncle owned the place. He passed on recently and I inherited it. It's a big old house, pretty unkempt, but it'll shape up once I get some furniture moved in there.”

      Holding my receipt hostage, Kelly furrowed her brow and leaned against the register. “No, I know you're not serious. You're talking about Weatherby House, the one... it's two stories, sits all alone a few miles down Stratford, surrounded by open fields?” She frowned. “The people in town have all kinds of stories about that house, about weird things that have happened in it.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Not that I believe it, but... I've always wanted to have a look at the house myself. To walk through it, you know? I don't know anyone who's ever been inside.”

      I shot her a smile. “Well, how about that? You could be the first. I'll give you the grand tour.”

      A twinge of doubt still shaded her rosy smile. “You're fibbing, aren't you? You're some whacko from out of State, hoping to lure me to an old, creepy house.”

      I chuckled. “Well, you're half-right. The house isn't all that creepy, though.” I plucked up my six-pack and grinned. “What time do you get off of work? You can come by then, if you want. My day's wide open.”

      She seemed to be genuinely thinking it over. “Well, I dunno...”

      From the check-writing platform I plucked a blue ballpoint pen. I jotted down my phone number on the back of my receipt and slid it over to her. “Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

      “I get off of work at six,” she said as I started from the checkout area. “I can drop by after that, maybe...”

      “Sure, if you like.” I gave her a lazy wave and made my way to the door. “Maybe I'll see you then... if you've got the courage to brave Weatherby House!” The dramatic waggling of my eyebrows earned me a pity laugh. I was almost out the door when I suddenly turned around. “Oh, and Kelly? You have a job application, by chance?”

      She motioned to the gruff manager sitting near the entrance. “Mr. Wesley can give you one.” Then she added, very quietly, “If you're sure you wanna work here...”

      I left Falcon Foods with a few days' worth of food, some beer and a job application to fill out. More than that, I'd managed to strike up a conversation with a cutie; something I didn't often do. Picking up girls in Newberg was easier than expected. It turns out they're all keen on empty old houses!

      As I drove back to the house, rather pleased with myself for not blowing the interaction, I wondered just what kinds of things the locals had to say about my uncle's place. Was it the local haunt ala Amityville? Was it sitting on an Indian burial ground?

      With any luck, Kelly would drop in later that day and give me the full scoop.
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      On the way home, I stopped by the convenience store and found myself a mop and an assortment of cheap cleaning supplies. Afterward, I burned away the afternoon talking on the phone with my mother and filling her in about the move. “It's a pretty big house,” I told her. “Four bedrooms. And the piano! You should see it. It's a big, gorgeous Steinway.” As I spoke, I paced around the piano room, my eyes never leaving the thing. Every time I passed it I felt an overwhelming urge to play, to lift the fallboard and get cracking on something new and challenging. I resisted the temptation and instead prepared to clean up around the house. If I was going to live in it for any length of time—and invite cute girls over—then I needed to tidy up. Breathing in dust wherever I went wasn't going to do my health any favors. “This place is really dusty. I don't think Uncle Gustav spent much time here at all. It's been two years, minimum, since anyone's lived here, I bet.”

      My mother, overjoyed at my luck, asked me to keep her posted on developments and asked, more than once, if I planned on getting some practice in. “You mustn't let your skills atrophy, Emil,” she said before hanging up. I knew she was right, of course. The skill I'd cultivated over the years had only been gained because she and my father had made tremendous sacrifices. If I'd chosen to quit the piano, to abandon my dreams of becoming a a famous concert pianist, then it would've killed my poor mother. I assured her that I was planning on some serious practice as soon as the house was clean.

      When I was through on the phone, I unpacked the mop, dusters and bucket I'd bought and started cleaning the floors and counters. It was, not unexpectedly, a huge undertaking. You don't really come to appreciate how big a house like this one is until you have to push a mop through its every inch of floorspace. I made several trips outside to dump buckets of murky water, each seeming to correspond to a noticeable shift in the sun's position, and emptied the last of them just as the dusk was about to set in. A sweaty mess, I considered trying out the newly-cleaned shower in the upstairs but ultimately opted for a beer.

      Drinking room temperature beer isn't my favorite thing in the world, but under the circumstances I was just happy to sip something other than well water. I popped the cap off of a bottle and took a deep swig of the stuff; just as I'd feared, it was an almost tasteless lager, the sort of low-flavor, low-alcohol swill I used to swish at college parties. Leaning against the counter in the dimming daylight, I polished off half and sighed, the lukewarm brew splashing into my empty gut. Some food, too, was in order. A bag of wavy potato chips seemed a good compliment to my beer, and I stepped back out to the piano room to enjoy them by the hearth.

      As I crossed into the next room, I froze in my tracks, the bag of chips falling to the ground with a crunch.

      Through one of the windows, I spied a human silhouette in the smalling light. A dense shadow writhed and twisted on the other side of the window, which sat half-open. My heart seized in my chest, and my mind flew to the worst case scenario. Someone's trying to break in? All the way out here? Pulse pounding in my temples, I started slowly for the window, trying to get a better look at the prowler and wondering how I might defend myself in the event of an altercation. The beer bottle in my hand would have to serve as a weapon... I could break it, use it as a shiv to—

      The shadow in the window turned just then, and I got a look at the Capital Energy-branded ball cap it wore.

      “Hey, there,” said the man outside the window. “I'm with Capital Energy. Just here to check on the meter. You're my last stop of the day.”

      I forced a smile and set my beer down on the mantle before my shaking hand could drop it. “Oh, I see. Thanks for coming by.”

      “You should be all set,” he explained, looking down at his clipboard. “Power's on and I see you already set up your account. You can give us a call if there's anything you need.”

      I met the man at the front door and signed a slip of paper for him. When that was done, he thanked me and took off for his van, which had been parked against the curb some ways down the street.

      Well, that crossed one of the major tasks off of my to-do list. There was power in the house now.

      Of course, I had all of two light bulbs to place in any of the fixtures.

      That was a drag.

      “Looks like I'll have to make another run to the store tomorrow,” I muttered, shutting the door. Returning to my beer, I downed the remainder in a few gulps and wandered to the kitchen. Across from the sink was a large, stainless steel refrigerator. It was a nice model, nicer than any we'd ever had at home growing up, but up until that point I'd never looked inside. Now that there was power in the house I could hear a din as the thing fired up. Setting aside my empty, I pulled open the door and had a look inside, hoping I wouldn't find boatloads of mold or spoiled food.

      The fridge, as it happened, was empty. Completely. I stuck my head inside, the yellow light harsh, and tried to find any trace of food that'd been housed there previously. I couldn't find the faintest dribble of ketchup, the smallest fragment of forgotten lettuce. It looked brand new, carried no weird smells. The freezer, too, had nothing in it.

      I set the six-pack inside and sat on the countertop, puzzling over the state of the appliances. It was like my uncle had never used them; like he'd bought them, moved them into the house, and then just let them sit. It seemed an awful waste to leave such sharp appliances in a dusty, empty house. Maybe in the months before his death he'd bought new appliances to replace the old ones, had them delivered, but had died before he was able to return to Weatherby House. That has to be it.

      I was startled by a knock at the front door. Had the guy from the power company forgotten something? Returning to the foyer, I pulled open the door and found Kelly, from the grocery store, standing on the porch. I was taken completely by surprise at the sight of her, had been too involved in my cleaning to remember that I'd invited her over. Standing in the entryway, I made for a dusty, sweaty figure, and rushed to hide my surprise with a grin. “So, you decided to come by after all, huh?”

      Kelly, who was dressed in the same outfit she'd worn at work, sans green apron, crossed her arms. “To tell you the truth, I thought you were full of crap, and I almost didn't come by. Almost. But, you know... curiosity got the better of me. I drove by, and when I saw your car back there, with the Rhode Island license plates, I got to thinking that maybe you weren't lying. And the chance to actually see the inside of this old place... I couldn't pass it up.”

      I laughed, stepping aside to allow her passage. “Is that right? If only it were always this easy to get girls to come by my place!”

      She grimaced, pausing in the entrance. “With creepy lines like those, I'll bet.”

      My face reddened. “Y-yeah, that came out wrong.” I cleared my throat. “Anyhow, come on in. I just got the power back on, but I've only got like two lightbulbs. It's getting dark out, so I'll fire up some candles and get a fire going in the living room. You'd be surprised at how the place comes together with a little firelight.”

      Kelly stepped into the house and canvassed the foyer with no little wonder. She reached out and touched the walls, took in a great lungful of the house's air, and her eyes widened like a child's. “Man... I can't believe I'm really here.”

      “Me neither,” said I, though for a very different reason. Home ownership was still mighty surreal for me.

      She turned towards the living room, looking to the piano, then to the hearth. “So, I'll bet this is where it happened, huh? Where those people were murdered?”

      I was taken aback by the question and just about stumbled into her as I followed. “W-wait, what?”

      She nodded gravely, reaching out to touch the fallboard of the piano with a shudder. “Yes, that's what I heard. They were butchered here, like animals.”

      An awkward silence grew up between us until I finally spoke up. “No, hold up. Are you being serious? People were murdered in this house?”
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      “Honestly, this is the first I'm hearing of this...” I gulped, looking around the room with a frown.

      At this turn, Kelly thought I was lying and gave me a look like I was some sort of idiot. “Everyone knows about what happened in this house,” she said matter-of-factly. “Everyone.”

      “Right. Except for the lucky guy who just moved in without doing any research. So... spill it. What the hell happened here?” I'll admit that I was a bit on edge. The remotest possibility that something awful had happened in this house served to render it in a new light. If murders had taken place within these walls then I wanted to know about it. The lawyer hadn't breathed a word about such things. Had the murders occurred before or after my uncle's time in the house? How many people had died here, and for what reason? Unless she was kidding around with me, then I had a lot of questions I wanted answered. Stat.

      “Emil, like four people got murdered in here. It was a pretty nasty thing, ritualistic. People have written books about what happened here. I can't believe you've never heard about the Weatherby Killings.”

      “Yeah, well, sorry I don't keep tabs on infamous killings. It's not exactly a hobby of mine.” I tensed my jaw and reached for my beer bottle, recalling mid-grab that it was empty. “Damn it, I need a drink.” I hiked a thumb out towards the kitchen. “Want a beer?”

      She followed me into the kitchen, eyes constantly studying our surroundings. “I'm not quite twenty-one,” she admitted. “Few months shy.”

      “Well, I hope you don't mind if I imbibe,” I said, popping the cap off of another bottle.

      She squared me in her brown eyes and smirked. “Notice I didn't say no.”

      “Good, because I hate drinking alone. It's depressing.” I wrenched open a second lukewarm beer and handed it to her, laughing as she took a pull from the bottle and grimaced.

      With a sigh, Kelly strode back into the living room and looked down into the fireplace. “I guess, coming from the east coast, you wouldn't know, would you? But... I thought your uncle left you this house, right? He didn't, like... leave a note about it?”

      I massaged the back of my neck and chuckled awkwardly. “Nah. He wasn't really the note-writing type, my Uncle Gustav.”

      “I see.” Kelly was some moments in continuing. “Well, to everyone around here, this house is kind of a big deal. Back in the... I think it was the 70's, there were a number of murders. The house belonged to this cult. It made a big splash in the news. That was before I was born, of course, but not a lot happens in Newberg and I heard all about it when I got to be a certain age. This house is an urban myth, something all of the schoolkids talk about. But talk is all they do. No one comes near it. People are afraid that spending time around here is enough to get you cursed.”

      I clicked my tongue and dropped down onto the piano bench. “Except for you, huh? Mighty brave of you to drop by and risk a curse.” I was trying to play it off as no big deal, but the fear and curiosity in my eyes must have shown because Kelly smiled ruefully. I scooted the bench around, looking down at the floors as though I expected to find a puddle of blood there. For all I knew, some cultist had bashed in an innocent's head right where I was sitting. “What's the, uh... curse?”

      She didn't have an answer, and it was clear she felt bad for divulging everything she had up to that point. “It's... it's a lot of talk, obviously,” she said, motioning to our surroundings. “It's a big, empty house. Kind of dark, but there's nothing weird or scary about it.”

      “Disappointed?” I asked.

      “Relieved,” she replied. “If it were really Hell House, I'd be worried that someone was living here.”

      Standing, I nodded towards the stairwell. “Wanna see the rest? I promised a tour, after all.”

      Kelly followed me up the stairs and into each of the bedrooms. We spent a few moments in each, and she took in the rooms with an increasing sense of relief. Her shoulders relaxed, her stance became less rigid, and she remarked on the abundance of space. “You could rent out these rooms and make a fortune,” she said. Then, she added, “Though not to anyone from this town. No one would want them.”

      “People really hate this house that much, eh?”

      She nodded. “Oh, yeah. They don't like to talk about it, even. Back when the murders happened no one wanted to talk about anything else, and Newberg kind of picked up this macabre reputation in the area. The older folks in town, especially, have always wanted to distance themselves from that. Said it ruined the city, was a great shame.”

      “Understandable,” I said, showing her the bathroom. “And this is where the cultists took their showers, I suppose.”

      She laughed. “You're taking this pretty well, having just found out that people were killed in your house. Personally, I'd be running out of here, staying in a hotel.”

      I grinned and took a sip of beer. “What can I say? I've got nerves of steel.” The truth of the matter was that, even if I'd wanted to go running from the house I wouldn't have been able to afford a stay at even the sleaziest of motels. I was stuck in Weatherby House whether I liked it or not. When Kelly had gone I was going to have some trouble dealing with this new load of information, but for the time being I was committed to playing it cool.

      When there was nothing more to see in the upper level, we went back downstairs and I worked at starting a fire. The real trick was in trying to look like I knew what I was doing. Ten minutes of blowing at a twisted piece of newspaper and igniting small bits of kindling led to a passable fire, and I sat down before the hearth, looking thoughtfully into my beer bottle and wondering where to go from there. When I'd invited Kelly over for a tour of the house, I hadn't exactly imagined it going this way.

      She scowled her way through the remainder of her beer, leaning forward on the piano bench and raising the fallboard. “You play piano at all?” she asked, trying—and failing—to play a rendition of Chopsticks.

      The sound of her tooling around on the priceless Steinway rankled me like nothing else, and I shot up from the hearth with annoyance. “Uh, yeah, I've been known to play.” I motioned to the bench and she stood up, allowing me to sit. “You like classical music?” I chanced.

      “I'm more of an indie rock sort of girl, but piano music is fine. I listen to a classical station on Pandora sometimes when I study,” she replied.

      I did my best to hide my derision and sat down before the piano. “You like piano music, huh? Well, have a seat over there and I'll see if I can't tickle these ivories.”

      I'm a total showoff, I'll admit it. Hoping to impress, I warmed up very briefly, playing a scale with feigned hesitance, and then broke immediately into a sweeping rendition of Toshihiko Sahashi's obscure piece, Rundown. It is a monstrously speedy thing—among the fastest and most challenging pieces I'd ever learned—requiring a flurry of arpeggios that must, for full effect, be carried out with surgical precision. Lasting only forty or so seconds, the piece had been easy to memorize but incredibly difficult to play with the proper technique. It was the little trick I always pulled out when looking to impress at parties, and as the tune wound to its conclusion I could practically hear Kelly's jaw hitting the floor. From this piece, without invitation, I transitioned into something slower and more relaxing, Chopin's “Raindrop” prelude.

      She walked over to the piano, eyes wide like she couldn't believe what she was hearing. My playing was't impeccable; I made small errors here and there. It'd been a while since I'd played Chopin and I didn't have the sheet music in front of me, but the muscle memory carried me through, and when the final notes were struck, their warm timbre splashing out across the fire-lit room, I quietly set the fallboard back down and took a nonchalant swig from my beer.

      Kelly erupted into a fit of clapping. “Whoa,” she said, “that was... that was, like...” For a time, she was at a loss for words. “That was like professional playing, Emil. Like something you'd see in a concert. It was incredible!”

      I shrugged, crossing one leg over the other. “It's not half-bad, I guess.” Working my wrist over in my hand, I flexed my fingers. “I'm a little out of practice.”

      Kelly leaned forward. “Do you play the piano, like, professionally? If not, you should definitely look into it. Your playing is insane!”

      “Yeah, I've done a fair bit of that,” I replied. “That's my goal in life, to become a famous pianist. Looking to get back into the world of professional performance.”

      “Looking to get back into it?” she asked. “Why'd you ever stop in the first place? You're really, really good. The best I've ever heard.”

      I laughed, but the prideful smile dropped from my lips at the question. How much to tell her? That was the real question. “I, uh... I had an issue back home. I did this concert in Baltimore and it didn't go so well. I'd hurt my wrist and had a kind of outburst on stage.”

      That wasn't the whole of it, of course. If I'd been honest, the story would have been far longer and more sordid than that.

      It was true that I'd had a wrist injury during that performance in Baltimore; an injury I'd gained in a street fight over a bottle of Percocet. My prescription had run out and in anticipation of the performance I'd felt myself in need of a serious fix. I'd come to rely on the euphoric effects of the drug to get me through the hours of rigorous practice and felt like I couldn't perform without it. That tossup had earned me a night in jail, where I'd gotten my ass kicked by a pair of gangbangers, and I'd taken the stage in Baltimore with a black eye, completely sober.

      Performing Chopin in front of a discerning crowd while battling opiate withdrawal proved damn near impossible, and I wasn't a few errors into the first piece when the conductor stopped everything and apologized to the audience. We started again; two, three times, until it became clear I couldn't perform, and my mounting rage led me to bury my fist in the keys of a priceless Fazioli piano. I stormed off to murmurs and insults from the crowd, bringing the performance to an untimely end.

      I'd been understandably blacklisted in Baltimore, but the real implications of my meltdown were far broader than that. The minute I'd left that stage, doors I hadn't even known were open to me suddenly closed forever. Word got around and I became persona non grata in orchestras of renown. At the time, I was being considered for a December performance with the Saito Kinen Orchestra out of Japan, but was informed shortly after my date in Baltimore that conductor Seiji Ozawa had “reconsidered”. My career had come to a stumbling halt.

      I didn't tell her that. She didn't need to know the nitty gritty. To her, I was some hyper-talented guy living in a spooky house, and I liked it better that way. It was prettier than the reality. “Moving here,” I finally said, “will probably do me some good. My uncle left me this killer piano, and this is a great place to practice. I'll be back on the professional circuit before too long.”

      We made some small-talk after that. She told me about her job at Falcon Foods, about the long, boring shifts standing at the register and how the manager didn't let them keep water bottles at the checkout stations even in the heat of Summer. She'd been born and raised in Newberg but sometimes went into Portland with friends. She was enrolled at a local community college and wanted to transfer to Oregon State when she was finished with her prerequisites. Her hope was to become a Kindergarten teacher someday.

      Talk invariably returned to the house's dark past, of course. While she'd talked about herself and indulged my ego once again with more gushing about my skill at the piano, I'd been turning over thoughts in my head, trying to picture the cultists who'd once lived here, and wondering if my Uncle Gustav had known about the house's history before moving in. He'd been a cold and logical man; a house with a grisly past probably wouldn't have bothered him. “You said that there were books written about what happened in this house, yeah?”

      Kelly nodded. “Yeah, there were. One of them, at least. I... I don't remember the title, and you'll be hard-pressed to find it in town. That book goes over about as well as Mein Kampf around here. Probably have to buy it online or go to a Portland bookshop. The title is something like “The Black House”, I think. I've never read it, but it's even got crime scene photos, I hear. If you find a copy, be sure to lend it to me. I've always meant to read it. I'll bet it's chilling,” she said. Standing up, she handed me her empty and refused the offer of a second. “I won't be able to drive if I do,” she explained.

      We said our goodbyes and Kelly made her way down the drive to her ash grey Volvo. I told her she could call me or come by any time, and she admitted she wouldn't mind listening to more of my piano playing. I watched her drive off, gave her a final wave, and then shut the door.

      Without her in the house, the crackling of the fire seemed suddenly heightened in volume. I lined up empty beer bottles on the kitchen counter and retrieved my bag of chips, tearing it open by the fire.

      “So,” I said around a mouthful of chips, “this house has a past, does it?” My phone was about dead, so I retrieved my charger, sank it into one of the newly-activated outlets, and charged it while I Googled the name of that book Kelly had talked about. Let's find out what really happened here, shall we? I'll bet it isn't as bad as she claims...

      A few minutes of searching brought me the title of the book I was looking for. Kelly had almost been on the mark. The book, out of print, was titled rather provocatively, Stirrings in the Black House: The Newberg Murders.

      The next thing I did was try to find myself a cheap copy.
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      Listings for Stirrings in the Black House were numerous, but finding a copy was going to be difficult. To begin with, it'd been out of print since its last edition in the mid-90's, around the time the author, true crime legend Franklin Wainwright, had died. As best I could tell, the book's copyright was tied up in the courts; its last publisher had gone under and taken the rights to the book with it, and Wainwright's literary estate had been mismanaged by his heirs, leading to no further printing of the New York Times bestseller in more than twenty years.

      Used copies were abundant, but I failed to find one that was both affordably priced and in good condition. Those that appeared reasonably priced snuck a hefty shipping fee into the equation, and more expensive options abounded for those who wished for handsome hardcover editions or copies signed by the author. Scanning eBay and Amazon listings for a half hour, I soon grew annoyed and tried my luck at the next best thing.

      A pirated copy.

      The book was old, and I knew an eBook had never been officially released, however I hoped that some true crime aficionado might have scanned the thing into a PDF in the last few years to share with others. That a work of such fame should be relegated solely to second-hand sales was unthinkable to me. I scanned a handful of sketchy pirate sites that likely offered a healthy dose of malware along with their stolen eBooks and came up empty-handed.

      Defeated, I moved on to the book reviews and Wikipedia entries for the book. These yielded some interesting insights.

      Kelly had been correct; according to a handful of reviewers online, Stirrings in the Black House contained several black and white crime scene photos. The photos were described with such words as “grotesque” and “horrific”, and one user even went into detail in their review: “It's one thing to read about such awful acts, but when you turn the page and have to face the grisly reality... It's something else. There's some twisted stuff in this book, and it's worse than you'll find in any bit of fiction.”

      The Wikipedia entry was quite brief. It listed the book's accolades, mostly. First published in 1979, seven years after the murders took place, Stirrings in the Black House spent twenty-two non-consecutive weeks atop the New York Times bestseller list and won half a dozen awards. There was talk of an aborted film adaptation in the late 80's, and of the death threats Wainwright had received in writing the book, which had evidently upset the locals of Newberg greatly.

      The most important thing on the page had nothing to do with the book itself, however. There was a separate link to a Wikipedia article dedicated to the Weatherby Killings of '72.

      I clicked it at once.

      To my dismay, it was a pretty bare entry; surely an infamous incident like this one deserved a more detailed write-up than what I found. There were three paragraphs, and I read them a few times, eager to absorb everything I could about the case.

      In the Summer of 1969, six adults had bought a few acres of land on Stratford Road just out of Newberg and built a home they called Weatherby House. Construction was completed in Spring of 1970 and the owners, a reclusive group calling themselves the Endless Circle, went mostly unnoticed by locals. That is, until October of 1972, when a severely wounded woman named Mary Ingram flagged down a passing police car some miles from the remote house and a dozen officers reported to the scene. Ingram claimed that she'd been taken hostage by the group, subjected to strange and terrible rites whose purposes she couldn't hope to explain, and that there were others, too, being held in the house against their will.

      The bodies of five captives were discovered in the living room of Weatherby House when authorities arrived, and had been severely disfigured. The article didn't go into detail, except to note that the victims had been dead for some time and that their bodies had been prepared in some way by the six members of the Endless Circle.

      The members of the Endless Circle cult were apprehended inside and charged with a laundry list of crimes. Each of the six—three men and three women all between the ages of twenty-seven and thirty-three—were set to go to trial. Famously, before the trials could run their course, each member of the Endless Circle died in their cells within one day of each other. It was suspected that a suicide pact had been made amongst the cultists, however the coroner could find no such evidence and their strangely-timed deaths were deemed “natural”.

      The cult, it was said, had been formed around certain ancient rites gleaned from a trip to Asia. They worshipped obscure, non-western entities and were believers in the concept of reincarnation. The names of the six cultists were listed at the end of the article and no more information was given.

      Ronald Gleason, Matilda Metz, Samuel Weatherby, David Pacer, Patricia Smith and Catherine DePaul.

      “I'll be damned,” I said. “This is all real. And it's insane.”

      That was all the information I was going to get about this heinous incident without tracking down Wainwright's book, but it was more than sufficient to keep my head buzzing for the rest of the night.

      Kelly had only given me a few bits and pieces. She'd said that people had died here, and that was true.

      But people had also been tortured, from the sounds of it.

      Their bodies had been “preserved” by insane cultists... whatever that meant.

      Bodies had been discovered in the very room I now sat in, and they'd been in an awful state if the article was to be believed. I know that people like to lambast Wikipedia's usage as a source, but in a case like this one I wasn't about to doubt what I'd found. It was probably pretty accurate, and that fact soured my stomach.

      That, and the fact that I'd subsisted off of chips and beer for most of the day.

      Achy and exhausted for the cleaning I'd done, I downed a tall glass of water and hiked up to bed. Maybe in the morning this would all make more sense to me and I'd be able to approach the idea of bloodthirsty cultists having lived in my house more objectively. As things stood, I'd had more than enough of the real world that day and just wanted to dive into the soothing oblivion of sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Music.

      A slow, rolling succession of notes. A limping waltz teasing the borders of a funerary march. The music drifted through the cool air, making it thick with feeling. While the piano rattled on, my sleep-heavy mind tried to place the piece somewhere. A Rachmaninoff? No...

      I'd only heard this piece once in my life.

      It'd been coming from the piano the night before, in a dream.

      My body tensed, hands seemed to ache with cold. When my eyes snapped open, I found myself stationed at a piano, fingers passing over the keys and a dull fire winking in the hearth to my back. I was seated at the Steinway and playing this tune which I'd never heard nor studied before my arrival at Weatherby House. My head was heavy like I'd been pumped full of anesthesia and was on the verge of returning to a coma-like sleep. It reminded me somewhat of the time I'd overdosed on Percocet; a heavy opium dream.

      How're you playing this? My thoughts barely managed to cut through the drug-like haze.

      On further inspection, I discovered something wasn't right.

      It was me at the piano; I could vaguely feel the bench beneath me, and I could make out every stroke of the keys, but the closer I looked the clearer it became that those hands which approached the piano with such confidence, and which were responsible for the haunting tune that presently filled my ears, were not mine.

      They were larger, the skin coarser. Prominent veins spanned the backs of them, and the knuckles were knobbier than my own, covered in thin, black hairs.

      As best I could tell, everything else was the same. Those were my legs down below, weren't they? My head bobbed as the grim melody wore on, and my feet worked the piano's pedals.

      But the hands—the grey, veiny hands—weren't mine.

      Everything aside from the keyboard, the keys shining an almost blinding white, was becoming blurred. I couldn't see the floor, the wall behind the piano, and I couldn't turn around to see the fire. Something kept bringing me back to the keyboard, to those strange, foreign hands. My focus was narrowed till I had no choice but to follow the movements in my head.

      From somewhere in this scene I felt staring eyes. Someone was standing close by, directly behind me, watching with intense interest. I wanted to turn and look, to stand up and shake off the murkiness that weighed down my senses, but the influence that this stranger's eyes had upon me could not be overstated. I felt myself somehow restrained, perhaps by terror, and continued watching the keyboard until the song reached its resolution and the grey hands came to a stop.

      A moment later, the composition started over.

      The quiet opening sent a chill down my spine. Those fingers touched the keys with infernal delicacy, signaling the sinister melody to come.

      I snapped awake, the thin mattress beneath me soaked with sweat and the ghostly refrain playing over and over again even as I tried to gather my thoughts. My ears could detect no trace of sound in the house; the night was still, quiet, and no music came from the piano downstairs. And yet, try as I might to quiet my mind, the music persisted within me. I scratched at my scalp, sat up, casting my damp shirt aside.

      And then, without my even realizing it, I began humming the piece, my fingers moving as I worked it out note-by-note.

      Overpowered by an intense desire to sit at the piano, I stood and left my room, descending the dark stairs and entering the living room, where I hastily lit a candle and lifted the Steinway's fallboard. The keys were cold to the touch and the fire existed only as a mass of glowing embers. In the candlelight, I centered myself on the bench and stared down at the keyboard, tentatively rattling off the first few notes of the mysterious composition.

      The quiet introduction.

      The sinister swell.

      It'd all been preserved in my memory.

      Freezing up, I leaned over the piano and sucked in a deep breath, trying to get my head straight. This piece of music, whatever it was, wouldn't stay out of my head. It was intruding upon my dreams, seeding itself in my memory. No matter how many times I hummed it, considered its attributes, I couldn't figure out where it'd come from. It wasn't a piece I'd played before and it didn't resemble anything I'd ever studied.

      And yet, there it was, insisting on being played.

      “You're losing your damn mind,” I said, pacing to the kitchen for a glass of water. “You drank too much before bed. Either that, or you've still got drugs in your system.” I placed the glass of cold water against my forehead before guzzling it down.

      I was familiar with stories about great composers who, in the past, had dreamt up masterpieces. Geniuses like Tartini and Stravinsky had claimed to compose in their sleep; to have been offered new pieces by angels or demons in their dreams.

      I doubted very much that this was the case. Aside from the fact that I had little talent for original composition, the piece I'd dreamed of, and which still clung to my mind, was nothing at all like me. It felt alien, something borne of another mind, a greater mind.

      But if something had whispered it into my ear as I'd slept, I somehow doubted it'd been an angel.

      It was too baleful a tune to be called “angelic”.

      I shuddered, standing against the kitchen counter for some time until I finally gathered up the courage to return to the piano. Once seated upon the bench, I decided to clear the air a bit, try my hand at playing something less unsettling, and rattled off Chopin's Raindrop Prelude.

      Though I'd played it hundreds of times over the years, the tune sounded forced. My fingers worked the keys soullessly as my mind fought to work over the mysterious song from my dreams instead.

      I gave in, shut the fallboard and returned to bed, hoping for a clearer head in the morning. It was past 3 AM. I looked down at my phone, the glow coming off of the screen filling out the hollows of the empty bedroom, and feared the return of that strange and frightful dream.

      When sleep returned, I did not revisit my earlier dream of the piano and did not hear the nameless, haunting piece again. Though, as it happened, I did not achieve sleep deep enough to foster dreams again that night.
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      I started off my morning with another Dunkin' Donuts coffee and a pair of glazed donuts. It seemed like this was going to become my standard morning ritual in Newberg.

      From there, I took off in search of something to fill my time with that had nothing to do with the piano. My dreams the night before, though distant from me now, still had me unsettled, and in certain quiet moments between thoughts I'd find myself reaching to that haunting melody I'd heard. Scanning the radio for something with which to drown it out proved difficult; there was a station playing Top 40 hits and another which seemed like a lo-fi station specializing in indie rock, however every other station at that time of day featured talk shows.

      Not wanting to waste too much gas, I pulled off at the first interesting-looking place I could find: A strip mall down a quiet side road. A laundromat, a used book store, a record store and a sandwich shop had all been squeezed into a narrow brick plaza, across the street from which was Falcon Foods. Earlier that morning, before leaving the house, I'd filled in the work application and figured I'd drop it off later that afternoon, when my coffee had had a chance to kick in.

      I parked and started for the sidewalk, ducking into the laundromat first and spying only a mother with her drowsy toddler inside, folding a bunch of bed linens. It was cleaner that the laundromats back home and, to my surprise, the machines were all in working order. The air was scented with floral soap and in the back of the building, near a row of folding chairs, a muted television flickered with a morning news program. The place offered free wi-fi and coffee, too, which was a bonus. Not having a washer and dryer back at the house, I'd probably be making use of this place soon.

      I helped myself to the free coffee, topping off my Styrofoam cup, and made a bit of small-talk with the other patron while waiting for the caffeine to break through my wall of fatigue. This other patron, it turned out, was actually the owner of the laundromat, Cecilia. A kind woman, with short black hair and square glasses in white frames, told me which dryers I could use to save a bit of money, how best to pack the washers for maximum savings, while occasionally shushing her fussy daughter.  She recommended I come either early in the morning or late at night, explaining that those were the least busy times, and then reminded me gently that the coffee was meant for paying customers. Embarrassed, and feeling like a freeloader, I handed her a dollar bill and thanked her for the tips.

      Leaving the laundromat, I debated which place to visit next. The book store and record shop were actually a single business, divided by a wall. Fratelli's Books and Records was warm and well-lit, and it had that lovely smell of crisp paper about it; the sort of scent you can only get when you pack a room full of books. One side of the store, the side I'd walked into, was filled with vinyl, CDs and a smattering of cassette tapes. The other was lined in bookshelves.

      I walked around the music section first, zeroing in on their substantial collection of classical works. It didn't take me long to find a bunch of stuff I wanted. CDs featuring performances by renowned soloists and some of my favorite orchestras could be had rather cheaply, and I did a bit of mental arithmetic just then, trying to figure out how many I could get away with buying while still leaving myself enough money to eat. Their selection of classical vinyl, too, was superb, and I looked forward to the day when I could afford a good turntable. The acoustics of the rooms in Weatherby House were too good not to invest in a quality player and sound system.

      I wandered next into the book section. Between the two halves of the store was a counter, behind which stood an older man with a handlebar mustache and a warm-looking cable-knit sweater. He was looking at the bottoms of newly-acquired used CDs for scratches and asked me if I needed any help with anything. “Just looking,” I said, heading into their fiction section.

      Back home, I sometimes enjoyed reading fiction before bed. Murder mysteries and ghost stories were among my favorite genres, and as I studied their offerings I saw they had a nice stock of the latter. A healthy chunk of the King and Koontz oeuvres were on offer, many of them in poor shape and selling for less than a buck. I thumbed through a well-loved copy of Patrick Logan's Shallow Graves, and old favorite, and happened upon a yellowed paperback by William Massa, whose Occult Assassin books had made me late to not a few rehearsals over the years. It would have been too easy to spend my last remaining dollars in this store, between their affordable book and music offerings. I decided to limit myself to just one book, something that I could read before bed to hopefully ward off any further musical dreams.

      I was nose-deep in a collection of Lovecraft stories when something caught my eye. It was a slim book, left sitting on its side atop the others on the shelf, with no cover. It was the bold, yellow lettering on the dark spine that first caught my eye and drove me to pick it up. It looked like the cover had been torn off at some point, and I couldn't find a price sticker anywhere on the thing, however as I turned it about in my hands and took a closer look at the spine, my heart began to pound.

      It was a beat-up copy of Stirrings in the Black House. The copyright page told me it was the most recent printing from the mid-90's, and despite the lack of a cover, the book itself seemed very much readable. I flipped through it, finding in the center a number of thicker pages which featured the photographs internet reviewers had mentioned.

      I'll admit to nearly dropping the book at the sight of them.

      It was surreal seeing crime scene photos that'd been snapped in the house where I was now living. Bodies laying out across the familiar living room floors, draped in sheets, writing on the walls in what looked to be blood and a close-up of a large knife with a ruddy blade were among the first I spied as I flipped through the book.

      I shut the thing and tucked it under my arm. It looked like I'd found some worthwhile reading material after all. Bringing the book to the register, I greeted the man at the counter with a smile. “Just this book, please.” I wasn't sure what it would cost me, but slid it across the counter to him and dug my wallet out of my back pocket.

      He nodded and picked up the book, flipping it over in search of a price sticker. When none presented itself, he frowned, flipping through a few pages and then glancing at the spine.

      And then the edges of his handlebar mustache drooped in sourness. He cast gunmetal eyes on me and leaned forward. “Now, where'd you find this?” he asked.

      I cracked a sheepish grin, knowing full well that this book wasn't well-liked by the locals. I remembered what Kelly had told me, calling it about as popular around these parts as Mein Kampf. “It was sitting over there with a bunch of horror novels,” I said, motioning to the stacks at my back. “I didn't see a price sticker, but...”

      The man nodded. “Right, because it's not for sale. I thought for certain I'd gotten rid of every copy of this damn thing, but somehow a new one always turns up. I reckon kids drop by and leave them here as some kind of prank, but this book doesn't belong here.”

      I cracked open my wallet. “Please, I'll pay you for it,” I pleaded.

      Surprisingly, he tossed it to me and looked immediately to the door. “No, I won't take your money for it. Go on and take it, if you want. Else it's going in the trash, where it belongs.”

      I picked the coverless book up and asked him if he was sure. The venom in his gaze told me that he was. With that, I left the book store, emerging into the cool day. Instead of checking out the sandwich shop like I'd intended, I made a beeline for my car and drove instead to Falcon Foods. Kelly needed to see what I'd found.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I managed to catch her on her lunch break. She was standing around behind the building, eating an apple and listening to the radio on her headphones. I pulled my car off to one side and honked the horn, scaring the hell out of her, and then waved to her through the driver's side window. She walked over and I tossed her the book. “Have a look at that!”

      It took her a few moments to realize what it was, but when she did, her eyes went wide. “Whoa, where'd you get this?”

      I winked at her, running a hand through my hair and leaving it tousled. “I'd tell you, but then I'd have to kill you.”

      “No, seriously,” she pressed, scanning the first few pages, “where did you find it? I've never been able to find a copy around here.”

      I pointed across the street, in the direction of the strip mall. “There's a little bookstore over there. It was just sitting with a bunch of other books, didn't even have a price sticker on it. The cashier was kind of pissed that I brought it to him, but he let me have it gratis. Not half bad, huh?”

      As though it were some precious relic, she turned it over and read the back-matter. “I'll say. I'd love to read it,” she said. “Think I can borrow it sometime?”

      I reached over and plucked it out of her grasp. “Sure. As soon as I'm done with it. Seeing as how I'm living in that house I think it's a little more relevant to me, don't you think?”

      She eyed me a bit suspiciously, gaze narrowing. “You know, I'm not trying to be nasty or anything, but... you look like you haven't slept a wink in days.” She came a step closer, the scent of her fruity body spray coming in on the wind. “You OK?”

      I rubbed at my eyes exaggeratedly. “Gee, thanks for noticing,” I replied. I was prepared to banter further when suddenly my mind returned to the dream I'd had, to the haunting tune I'd felt compelled to play. The music began to fill my thoughts and I had to physically shake my head to dispel it. “I've been staying up too late. Things will get better, too, once I've got a proper bed. Anyway, if you aren't busy later, you could come by tonight and we could talk about the book. Maybe read some of it together.”

      She worked her sandy ponytail through her fingers and put on a devilish grin. “You really know how to woo a girl, inviting her over with the promise of discussing grisly murders.”

      I dropped the paperback into my passenger seat. “So... I guess that means I'll be seeing you after work, huh?”

      “Maybe,” she replied, giving a sassy shrug.

      “Oh, and one other thing,” I said as I drove away. “Bring some snacks, will ya? Seeing as how I'm providing the entertainment...”

      “Cheapskate!” she spat as I sped out of the lot.
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      I kicked off my shoes the minute I got home and fetched a beer from the fridge, diving immediately into the book. Peeling back the crinkled title page, I spread out near the hearth in the sunlight. After some skimming, I decided to bypass the foreword and got right to the first chapter.

      The book was shorter than I'd expected, and I feared that perhaps more than just the cover had been removed. Taking a moment to flip through the entire thing, I was relieved that I could find no evidence of any missing or damaged pages and resumed my reading. The first chapter dealt with some of the background I'd gleaned from the earlier Wikipedia article; namely, the formation of the cult, the Endless Circle, and the construction of Weatherby House in 1969.

      The book was written in a surprisingly engaging style, the author taking on a conversational tone that made it easy to become invested in the story of the Newberg Killings. He discussed, first, the stretch of Stratford Road where the house had been built, describing it as a rural and undeveloped stretch during the 1960's. Apparently little had changed about that; there was nothing around the house even now, nearly fifty years later.

      Having interviewed their families and studied the materials they left behind, Wainwright began discussing the six cultists. From what the writer was able to glean from his various sources, the six of them met while traveling abroad, following the well-known “Hippie Trail” between Europe and South Asia. Some had set off on the journey in the hopes of avoiding the draft, while others in the group were taking a break from university studies to see the world. Happy to meet fellow Americans on the rugged trail, the six became fast friends and decided to travel together for a time, touring a number of old monasteries and visiting the great cities of Nepal.

      So far, their little excursion sounded like any old backpacking trip. A bunch of hippies bonded on the road and decided to stick together. Free-love and all that.

      But somewhere along the line—and Wainwright wasn't exactly certain where—things changed.

      At some point in their travels, the group was exposed to the teachings of some esoteric monastic order, of which Wainwright could say very little. One of the author's sources claimed that the eldest of the group and its de facto leader, Samuel Weatherby, came into the possession of a certain “black book”, whose wisdom changed his views forever and gave life to what would become the Endless Circle. The book, a gift from the monks, was said to contain mystical, forbidden rites, and few copies were known to exist across the globe, all of them hand-written. It was reportedly that which was most commonly referred to as The Book of Long Shadows by aficionados of the occult; a mythical text that serious scholars doubt ever existed.

      In this forbidden book, it appears that the six American travelers found something that resonated with them deeply, because within months of coming into contact with it, they traveled back to the States together, arriving in Oregon and beginning a new, communal life. They worked for a period of months, raising money, before purchasing the acreage on Stratford Road and starting construction on Weatherby House. This house, aside from being a place for the six of them to live, served another purpose—a ceremonial purpose. It was intended to be the site, the author insisted, where the teachings in the Book of Long Shadows would be put to use.

      That was where the first chapter ended. I gave my beer a shake and gulped down the foamy head before continuing.

      The second chapter departed briefly from the subject of the cult and instead discussed the culture of Newberg. The times themselves were described briefly. Things in Vietnam were hot and The Rolling Stones' “Honky Tonk Women” was topping the charts. Arts festivals and farmer's markets were numerous then, and the suburb was considered a great place to raise a family outside of the hustle and bustle of Portland. Newberg was a city on the rise, and the community appeared proud and close-knit. Mention was made of a major motion picture that was filmed in the city in 1969, while Weatherby House was still being constructed, starring Marlon Brando. The author mentioned, too, a number of famous people who'd been born and raised in Newberg; an Olympic gold medalist in figure skating, a scientist who'd worked years prior on the Manhattan Project, the singer of some minor disco hits in the mid-70's. The reader was given a clear description of pre-tragedy Newberg, probably to heighten the dramatic effect of the killings which were soon to be discussed.

      I set the book down on the floor and got up to stretch. I helped myself to the final beer in the fridge and made a tuna sandwich, looking out the windows at the sunlit fields surrounding the house. It was a nice day out, yet here I was, sitting around, reading about murders. There were probably a million different things I could have been doing just then that would have been more productive, much healthier, than this. Exercising, practicing the piano, job-hunting...

      I returned to the paperback and wondered if my uncle had ever read this book, or what his opinions on the killings had been. Had it made him uneasy to shut himself up in this house during his rare breaks, knowing what'd happened in the very room where he kept his piano? I really wondered. Uncle Gustav and I had spoken very little over the years; I hadn't known the guy's daily habits, his likes or dislikes. I had no way of knowing his thoughts on the house's history.

      The third chapter opened with the construction of Weatherby House, and as I read Wainwright's descriptions I couldn't help but shudder. It was like he was standing in the house with me, pointing out details and fixtures that I knew well, in real time. He discussed the four bedrooms; the kitchen and living room; the vast, open land that surrounded the abode on all sides, which the cultists apparently intended to grow food on.

      The locals at the time did not seem to take too kindly to the group, according to Wainwright. They sometimes carried out strange, religious services outside, in the moonlight, which attracted the attention of those who drove by the house, and though the members of the Endless Circle did sometimes venture into town for supplies and food, their usual reclusiveness led to all kinds of rumors—some of which would be proven true later on, after the murders were investigated.

      During 1970, shortly after the house had been built and the group had moved into it, leaflets began to appear in Newberg that Wainwright believed had been made by members of the Endless Circle. A photograph of one of these leaflets had been included in the book, a short and simple thing, printed on white paper. It seemed a call for volunteers or members, promising of a “new life”, of “a new existence, free of limitations.” It was a pretty vague sales pitch, but apparently it rankled the locals in Newberg, who were tired of finding these leaflets taped to their doors and in the windows of their businesses. A formal complaint was lodged, and the Newberg PD paid the house a visit in 1970, ordering the Endless Circle to quit spreading them.

      The damage was done, though. Most of the townspeople cared very little for whatever ideas the members of the Endless Circle were trying to promote with their cryptic leaflets, and were convinced that they were merely hedonistic hippies living in some big, remote house. Younger, more impressionable people were responsive to the leaflets however, and some even paid the house a visit, interested in learning more.

      Six individuals were known to have visited the house, likely in response to the vague fliers.

      All but one were brutally murdered.

      I took a short break, feeling slightly sleepy. My sleep the night before had been crap, and I considered taking a brief nap. Looking to my phone, I found it still early in the day; if I was going to take a siesta, now was a good time for it. Shutting the book and setting it atop the piano, I hiked upstairs and laid down on my bed, throwing an arm over my eyes to block out the sun.

      I drifted off within minutes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was clear that my body was craving sleep, and despite the sunlight streaming in through the nearby window, I managed to remain asleep for two straight hours. My body melted into the thin cushion and my mouth fell open, a thin trail of drool running down my chin. I snored a bit, too, and woke up with a slightly sore throat for it. The sleep was peaceful, free of bad dreams.

      Well, almost.

      There was something about that sleep, something I couldn't quite put my finger on, that didn't sit right. While I laid there, and most perceptibly just before I fully awoke, I felt sure that someone was watching me. It felt just like the night before, when I'd dreamt I was sitting at the piano and that someone was in the room behind me, staring.

      I awoke, refreshed, to a dimming sun. For a split second, in the corner of my eye, I thought I saw someone, a person, crouching in the corner of my bare bedroom, eyes fixed on me. I was jolted into a seated position, but taking a closer look I discovered only the usual shadows inhabiting that portion of the room. I was alone.

      Shaking off my sleepiness, I started down the stairs and was startled—for the second time in minutes—by a knock at my door. Wiping at my eyes and smoothing out the cowlicks in my hair, I tried and failed to make myself look like anything but a layabout.

      I opened the door and found Kelly standing on the porch, a bag of pretzels and a six-pack of grape soda cradled in her arm. “Oh, sorry, did I wake you?” she asked, grinning.

      “Nah, come in,” I held the door open for her and then led her to the living room.

      “Still no lightbulbs, huh? You Amish or something?” she asked, setting down her offerings on the mantle and helping herself to one of the sodas. “I brought something to snack on and something to drink. Aren't I just a model guest?” Her fair eyes settled on the paperback and she immediately darted across the room, plucking it off the piano. “Did you start reading it yet?”

      “Sure did.” I popped the top on a grape soda and drank until my throat no longer felt sore. “Pretty interesting. I haven't gotten too far in it, but it's slowly working up to the murders. Just about to get to the juicy part.”

      Sitting at the piano bench and crossing her long legs, Kelly cracked the cover and flipped to the page I'd left dogeared. “Mind if I read?”

      “Go for it.”

      With that, she started where I'd left off, reading it aloud.
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      The soda tasted foul to me somehow, cloyingly sweet, as I tried to make sense of what I was hearing. Looking a bit white in the face, Kelly held the book out to me, but I waved her away. “No, I don't... I don't care to look. I'll look later.”

      She stared down at the page and then closed the book in her lap. “That's just... fucked up.”

      The murders had been described by Wainwright in great detail. The lurid account had spanned two entire chapters, first identifying those who had been lured and then graphically chronicling their deaths and subsequent desecrations.

      The first victim, for instance, had been a girl by the name of Veronica Wilson, a college student. Venturing to Weatherby House to speak to the members of the Endless Circle after encountering one of their leaflets, she was reported missing two days later. When she was finally discovered some weeks after her disappearance, the scene was almost beyond description.

      Her ritualistic execution had been a prolonged affair, and it was soon understood that this was an intentional decision, as a later interview with a member of the cult brought to light the importance of suffering in their rites. Before the life had gone from her, Veronica's killers had sought to inflict upon her the greatest suffering imaginable, working in shifts around the clock like medieval torturers. She was refused food and water, refused bathroom privileges, and tormented till finally the strain proved too much.

      But there was more to her ordeal than simply the denial of sustenance.

      The victim's skin had been peeled off entirely, some of it while she still lived. Salt had been applied to the fresh wounds in order to increase the pain, and the young woman had only found relief through death.

      Post-mortem, the victim's organs had been removed and cremated in the house's fireplace. The resultant ashes had then been used to draw strange symbols across the cadaver's raw subdermal tissue, and the eyes and tongue were also taken. By some method which the members of the cult would not divulge, the body was preserved, and did not decay even as it was left laying in the living room, in the open air. It was thought by some in the investigation that special chemicals had been utilized to sustain the tissues, or else the conditions in the home were somehow inhospitable to the agents of decay.

      Five victims in this state, all of them locals, were found by investigators on the fateful day that would-be victim Mary Ingram escaped and alerted the police of the goings on at Weatherby House. Dehydration had nearly killed her, and in her flight she'd stopped some miles from the house to drink from puddles. She had been marked by the cultists; the skin on her legs had largely been removed, and she would undergo extensive grafting surgeries to repair the damage in subsequent weeks. It'd only been by a chance failure of her restraints that she'd managed to sneak from the house when no one was around. After a lengthy convalescence and no little therapy, she gave numerous TV interviews and co-authored a book about her ordeal. Though she lived to see another day, Ingram went on to live a troubled life, and Wainwright noted that, in 1986, after many years of recurring nightmares and an insistence that her tormentors still walked the Earth in some form, she committed suicide by jumping from a high cliff on the Washington coast, perishing on the jagged rocks below.

      The terror of the Endless Circle came to an end that day, thanks to Ingram. Police swarmed the house, took the cultists into custody and despaired at the nightmarish scene within the abode. The city of Newberg would never be the same.

      The next chapter was set to explain the reasons for the bizarre and heinous methods the cult had used in claiming its victims, however both Kelly and I felt like a break. She fished a pack of Marlboros from her purse and went out onto the porch to regain her nerve. I bummed a cigarette, coughed a bit as I took my first puff, and paced right along with her.

      “If I were you,” said Kelly, flicking a cone of ash from the tip of her cigarette, “I'd move the hell out of here. That room we were just in was practically a butcher shop. Those monsters did that shit in broad daylight, and they got away with it because they were out here, in the middle of nowhere. If that last girl hadn't escaped, then who knows how long they'd have gone on with it.”

      “That was another time,” I replied. “What happened here isn't the house's fault. It's not like the place is tainted just because of what those psychos did.” The words rang hollow, though. I turned and peeked into the house from the porch and found I didn't really want to go back inside. I half-suspected I'd walk back into the living room and find a row of mutilated bodies lined up like carved tuna at a fish market. “Fuck,” I muttered, taking a puff.

      The pictures in the book had been relatively tame; no full bodies had been shown. Wherever bodies did exist in the provided crime scene photos, they were covered by a white sheet. However, there'd been one, grainy black and white, where the oozing arm of a victim could be seen to stick out from beneath the borders of the sheet. Being able to see the striations of muscle where intact skin should have been was intensely nauseating.

      “What could have driven people to do this sort of thing?” asked Kelly, looking out to the street. “What reasons could they possibly have had to do that to people?”

      “Beats me,” was all I could think to say, and I reckoned it was as good an answer as any well-adjusted person in the world might come up with. I'd done some shameful things in my life, no question, but the things described in that book were on a completely different level. I didn't know—didn't feel as though I could ever know—what might drive a group of six people to do what the Endless Circle had done. “They were sick in the head,” I declared, stamping out the Marlboro.

      Kelly dropped her cigarette into the yard and gave me an uncomfortable look, peering back nervously at her car. It was clear she was having second thoughts about this get-together, about diving into this book. We'd learned a whole lot up to this point, and the book seemed on the verge of providing a concrete answer to the question she'd just asked me. What could have driven people to do such a thing? The next chapter was going to fill us in, and we had to ask ourselves whether we really wanted to know.

      Our curiosity eventually overcame our disgust, because we found ourselves sitting in the living room, in the light of a new fire, paging through the book. It was my turn to read, and I doused my dry mouth in grape soda, not wanting to sound nervous.

      Not bothering to touch the pretzels she'd brought, Kelly sat on the floor with her knees up against her chest, eyes narrowed in anticipation of further macabre bombshells. “So, they were all arrested, right?”

      I nodded. “After Mary Ingram escaped, the authorities came to the house, found the bodies, and apprehended all six members of the cult. This next chapter is going to discuss the aftermath; the splash in the news, the motives for killing and, I think, the death of all six cultists in jail.”

      “They all died?” asked Kelly.

      “That's what the Wikipedia article said, anyhow.” I grinned. “Sorry, I guess that's sort of a spoiler.”

      I read on. As predicted, the chapter began by sampling numerous of the headlines that appeared the next day, and experts who'd consulted on the Manson murders, which had taken place only a few years previously in 1969, gave their two cents on the Endless Circle and their motivations. Each of the six cultists were grilled by investigators, who wished to understand the motives behind the killings, and these interrogations yielded a number of surprising—and unsettling—details. The national sentiment was understandably outrage, and there were calls from coast to coast to see the six cultists on the rack.

      Samuel Weatherby, the eldest member of the cult and its presumed leader, was the one who provided investigators with the most information about the methods and motives of the Endless Circle, however he seemed to take exception to the group being termed a “cult”. He insisted that the six members of the Endless Circle were in fact a family, and that what appeared on the outside as barbarism was actually murder for a nobler cause.

      It was gleaned from interviews that the cult members believed in the process of reincarnation, and were convinced that they could trigger it by following a certain process which had been outlined in the Book of Long Shadows. Here, Wainwright reminded us once again there was no credible evidence of this occult book's existence to be found. The monks of a clandestine order in Nepal, Weatherby explained, were extraordinarily long-lived because they were able to utilize the bodies of willing donors as new vessels for their souls after death. When investigators pretended to entertain this possibility, Weatherby was reminded that, in his case, the victims of the Endless Circle had not given themselves up as willing donors, but had been kept in the house against their will and subjected to torture.

      Weatherby was said to nod, replying that the dispensation of suffering had been paramount in making the victims yearn for death. “When you hurt them—really hurt them—they lose their will to live. When that happens, we free their souls and save their bodies. Everybody gets what they want that way.” He did not seem to understand that his six victims had been imprisoned in the house against their will, bound in chains at the wrists and ankles, and added that, because they'd ventured to the house of their own volition—and ultimately begged for death—their permission had been implicit.

      Another member of the Endless Circle, Matilda Metz, admitted they had committed acts of cannibalism, ingesting small portions of the organs of the victims before cremating them in the fireplace for use in their preparations. Each victim had corresponded to one of the cultists, she'd explained, and she'd decided on someday inhabiting the body of one Dexter Reynolds, a local musician. In order to ensure a smooth transition upon her death into the body of Reynolds, she had to eat parts of his heart, liver and brain; this, to familiarize herself with the new host body. Then, using the ashes left behind by the victim's burnt organs, symbols relating to an “astral alphabet” outlined in the Book of Long Shadows were written all over the freshly-skinned corpse. A removal of the skin was imperative so that the prior soul and identity of the victim would fade from the body.

      When asked why they would do such a thing, cultist Patricia Smith replied simply, “We had a job to do, a new Word to spread. It would take us more than a single lifetime for our gospel to reach the masses. And anyway, wouldn't you like to live forever?” Bafflingly, the members of the Endless Circle had planned to house their victims in a root cellar, which they had not yet set up on their property. The bodies, marvelously preserved by mysterious means, would be kept there until such a time when one of the cultists passed away. Then, they believed, their souls would move into their chosen vessels and they would emerge from the root cellar, taking on a new body and extending their lives. The damage done to the vessel bodies, they maintained, was temporary, and at housing a new soul they believed that the body would become whole once again, boasting new skin.

      I shut the book and tossed it onto the floor, shaking my head. “Nah, that's it. I've had enough. This book is a crock of shit. Straight-up.”

      Kelly was staring at the floor, her fingers digging into her upper arms. She'd scooted over next to me, was close, but not because she wanted to be near me. The two of us were shivering and she wanted to soak up as much of the fire as possible. She didn't say anything for a long time.

      “No, really,” I continued, crunching an empty soda can in my hand. “These people were insane. Look at the things they told the cops! We hack up people's bodies and then move into 'em when we die so that we can live forever, hopping from vessel to vessel. Give me a freaking break. What a load of bullshit this all is. They were murderers, plain and simple. Sick in the head. Sick!”

      “Probably,” said Kelly. “I... I knew about the murders. I've heard about them a lot over the years, living here in Newberg. But I... I never knew they were like this. I...” She bit her lower lip and glanced up at me nervously. “I mean, it's all BS, right? They were just serial killers, messed up people who believed the stuff they read in an old book.”

      “A book that probably doesn't exist in the first place,” I added. Leering at the coverless paperback on the floor, I sighed, wondering what other crazy shit I might find within. “I can see why Stirrings in the Black House spent so many weeks on top of the bestseller lists. It's pretty sensationalistic. I get the feeling this Wainwright guy is really getting off on describing the murders, the whacked-out reasons why these freaks did it. The real thing... it probably wasn't quite as theatrical as the book is making it out to be. Wainwright, you know, he probably played it up a lot, embellished things, to hook more readers and cause a stir. Judging by its sales, it worked.”

      Kelly stood up, smoothing out her hair and forcing a tight smile. “Listen, I think I'm going to call it a night. I, uh... I have class tomorrow, and then work. I should... I should be going.” She edged towards the door.

      “Yeah, of course,” I said. “Thanks for coming by, and I'm sorry for, uh...” My gaze drifted to the book on the floor. “We'll play Chutes and Ladders next time or something, yeah?”

      She chuckled uncomfortably, making it pretty apparent that she wasn't really looking to pursue a “next time”. “Get some sleep, Emil. And take care.” She glanced around the room one last time before heading out the door and bounding into her car. She drove off a minute later, roaring down the road.

      I locked the door, scooped up the paperback and leaned against the piano a moment, tonguing my molars. The fire popped and crackled at my back, but its warmth did nothing to ease the chill that'd wormed its way into me. Giving the book a squeeze, I set it atop the piano and shook my head. “Thanks a lot for leaving me this house, Uncle Gustav. I'm beginning to think that you really shouldn't have.”
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      There was no way I was going to spend more time reading the book that night.

      I took a quick shower and, still damp, sat down at the piano to play away my stress. I could feel a tension headache coming on and wanted to distance myself somehow from everything I'd read. That would prove difficult, though; with little money and nowhere else to go, I had little choice but to hang around the house.

      The house where people had been tortured. Skinned.

      I fooled around for a while, warming up at the piano and trying to get my head into it. When trying to decide what to play, I found nothing came naturally to me, and so I started tooling around, playing some scales and giving my fingers a good run. There were some Bach pieces I might have brushed up on, or perhaps a Tchaikovsky piece I'd been meaning to get around to, but as I sat in the firelight I couldn't focus on any of them. The mood had been ruined and my energy for playing had been sapped.

      I was ready to call it quits and spend the night tossing and turning in bed when my fingers, of their own accord, teased the first measure of a now-familiar piece. I paused, let the notes sink in and resonate throughout the room, before I dropped my hands into my lap and laughed.

      The opening notes of that ominous song I'd heard in my dreams. Evidently the tune was still bouncing around in my head, waiting to be played. Sitting upright and returning to the keys, I took a deep breath and tried out the phrase again, playing it more clearly, slowly, the way it'd been in my dream.

      I shivered. It was a beautiful piece, very sophisticated. I'd have been a liar to say otherwise. But something about this tune, about the way I'd first become aware of it in a dream, and the way it persisted in my memory, left me unsettled even as I returned to the opening notes and tried them on for size a second time. I didn't have sheet music to go by, and had to close my eyes in order to remember the next bit, returning briefly to the dream I'd had in doing so.

      If I focused real hard, I could picture those thick, gray fingers that'd played the song in my dream. Large, unfamiliar hands that'd shown up where my own should have been.

      The deepening of the sound; the barest blush of a funerary march. Slowly, it all came back to me.

      The living room was filled with music. The shadows all around me seemed to deepen, the hard lines of the piano disappearing as my eyes went out of focus and I gave myself over to the performance. With a strong left hand I worked the bass notes, giving life to a brooding cadence that sounded not unlike the heavy footfalls of pallbearers marching in unison under load. To this, gradually, was added a meandering melody packed with high peaks and a sinister character that was at times seductive and at others bordering on the demoniacal.

      I played and played. I took the piece as far as my memory would allow, and when I reached my limit, I returned to its start, beginning once more with the delicate opening before thundering into the chilling remainder. I must have repeated the piece four or five times in total, for when I was done with the final play-through I felt most confident in my ability to play it blindfolded. It had successfully seeded my brain, seeped into my marrow. I had only to strike that first note to melt into the composition.

      Whose work was this, I wondered? I'd never heard the piece before moving into the house; of that I'd always been sure. And yet, there was no way that this perfect composition had been forged by my subconscious mind. I simply didn't have the talent for compositions of this caliber. Maybe the devil really whispered it into your ear, like he did with Tartini...

      Pleased with myself for a session of productive playing and shaking off the tune's sinister mood, I stood up, stretched, and prepared to head into the kitchen for a glass of water. Perhaps after a short break I'd play a bit more. My fingers were good and loose and the will to play was now flowing where previously I'd been too preoccupied.

      But I didn't continue into the kitchen. I stopped right where I was, facing the windows.

      It was late; the sun was some hours set and the night insects were calling out to one another in the field outside. Kelly had been gone for more than an hour—nearly two—by that point.

      So, who was that, standing in the field, looking in at me through the window?

      My every muscle tensed, rendering me a statue. Gaze narrow and heart set fluttering, I stared through the window, only a dim film of moonlight bringing the outdoors into dull relief, and spied the visitor, twenty or so paces, from the house. They were absolutely still, a black cutout given shape and dimension by the sparse natural light, but that there was someone there I never had the least doubt.

      “Who... who are you?” I asked quietly. It'd been an impressive feat for me to summon my shaky voice at all, and I dared not speak any louder for fear that the shadowed visitant might answer.

      No audile reply came. Nor did the specter in the yard, still ensconced in shadow, stir.

      Who in their right mind would come all the way out to this remote house so late at night, simply to look into my window? No one, I thought. And yet there they were, staked to the yard and seeming to watch intently. The more I thought about the timing of the figure's arrival, the more it felt like that tune I'd been playing, again and again, had served as a lure, had led the shadowed stranger right to the window. Invited him. From what far-off place he'd come to hassle me was unclear, but that he intended to frighten or harm was not in doubt.

      I balled my fists, cleared my throat loudly in the hopes that the figure might hear me and take the hint.

      No luck.

      I was determined to break up his studious observation at once. If he intended to break in or to scare me out of my wits, I wasn't going to let him. Come what may, I was determined to go out there and meet him in the yard, would call the cops on him if he refused to go. I was willing to defend myself, too, if it came down to it. I took my car keys in hand and stuck one of them between my knuckles as I marched to the front door and opened it. With dread welling in my throat, I sucked in a deep breath and hopped down onto porch, making as much noise as possible as I started out across my property.

      I wanted to scare him away. To find it was just some young guy trying to prank me. Perhaps a friend of Kelly's.

      I squeezed my handful of keys and looked out across the moonlit lawn, the hum of insects an undulating chorus over the faint whistling of the wind. My footsteps sounded thunderous as I bounded through the damp grass.

      “I don't know what you're doing here,” I started, “but—”

      My knees went suddenly weak, and it was all I could do to keep from face-planting in the yard.

      I looked to the outside of the house, to the window I'd been looking through not a minute before, and then to the spot in the yard where a dark humanoid form had been standing.

      There was no one there.

      I whipped around, canvassed the driveway, the other side of the property, and tried not to lose my wits as I found myself utterly alone. On the dark country stretch of Stratford Road ahead of me there was nothing; I hadn't even heard a car pass since Kelly's departure. Across the street, a large and empty lot spread into the distance, its only ornamentation a lone telephone pole. Advancing a few steps, I wiped at my face and tried looking at the scenery with fresh eyes. Surely whoever had just been here had gone running when I came outside, right?

      My stomach clenched around what felt like an ulcer.

      It wasn't possible that someone could have run from that spot; not without my catching them in retreat. There was simply too much open space out here. I made my way to the house, rounding the corner cautiously in expectation, but found no dark shapes lurking there except for the dwindling pile of firewood in the grass.

      I clutched at my forehead. “Jesus, Emil. You must be tired,” I said to myself. I tried to force a chuckle but it never came. “Too much reading,” I added, shuffling back to the porch.

      Practicing the piano was no longer on my mind, and when I returned to the living room, making sure the front door was firmly bolted behind me, I considered tossing my beat-up copy of Stirrings in the Black House into the fire. Reading that book all day had obviously soured my mood and spoiled my nerves. The downstairs windows were all shut and locked and I set off for the bedroom, the only thing left to me being sleep.

      Before going upstairs, I must have looked through all of the windows at least a dozen times and ensured the deadbolt on the front door was fast. I didn't see anyone else in the yard and finally gave it up.
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      One day I was going to manage a night of perfect, restful sleep in Weatherby House.

      But this wasn't it.

      I was thrust once again into dreams of the piano. Hands of cadaverous grey worked the keys of the Steinway, fixed to my own arms, and played that foreboding funeral march. It was hardly a lucid dream; there were brief flashes of awareness, however for the bulk of the experience, which dragged on for what seemed like hours, I was but a bystander, seated at the piano and watching as someone played vicariously through me.

      The music chilled my very soul, but I found myself following each and every note as though my life depended on it. So intense was my focus that when I awoke, an hour before dawn, I felt more tired than I had when I'd first gone to bed.

      I tossed and turned till after nine in the morning, wishing sleep might return and occasionally studying my hands in the warm sunlight. After waking up from such dreams as these I needed reassurance that the grey, corpse-like hands that played the music were not in fact my own. Mine were slender hands with slim, agile fingers. Over the years countless instructors had expressed envy over my hands, declaring them a good set with which to make a career as a pianist. Those hands in my dream, though, dwarfed my own—not only in size, but also in ability.

      I puzzled for some time that morning over the meaning of such dreams. Why was I having this same dream, night after night? Why did this song insist on being played? From there, my mind drifted quite naturally to the events of the prior evening, to my reading about the Newberg Killings and my sighting of what I took to be a late-night visitor in the yard. For the first time I found myself wondering whether the incessant musical dreams and the terrible events that'd taken place on the property decades before were in some way linked. If there was some connection then it was lost on me. Possibly, the stress of moving into a new house across the country and subsequently learning about its awful past had left my nerves in shambles.

      The day, though fair, promised of little excitement. I was running out of money; even the thought of glimpsing my checking account balance made me wince. There was some food in the house and plenty of well water to drink, but entertainments in Newberg were few, and those that did exist were out of my price range.

      It was getting to be time—past time, frankly—that I start thinking about my next step in life. I wanted to get back on the performance circuit, find a good gig and return to daily practice on the piano. I needed to get moving, explore the local music scene and make some connections. Opportunities in Newberg would be close to non-existent, I felt sure, which meant that I'd have to head over to Portland. Clutching my phone and pulling up my banking app, I wasn't even sure if I had enough money to refill my gas tank.

      What I really needed, and had hesitated on for far too long, was a damn job. I'd given the manager at Falcon Foods my application, however I hadn't heard anything back. No call for an interview or anything. Possibly he'd just thrown it in the trash, uninterested in hiring some out of towner. It was imperative that I go looking for other sources of work; maybe I could scan the local Craigslist site and do some odd jobs under the table to keep myself afloat. I punched in my banking username and password and braced for impact.

      Surprisingly, though, the balance was quite robust. A hair over six-hundred dollars. A quick scan of my recent activity showed me why that was. I closed out of the app and immediately dialed my mother. She picked up on the third ring. “Mom,” I began, “why did you send me money this morning?”

      She laughed. “Well, I thought you might be needing it, moving out to Oregon all by yourself with no job lined up. How're things going, by the way?”

      “No, mom, you didn't have to do that,” I said, cheeks reddening. “Of course I appreciate it, but...” My parents had received a small windfall from my Uncle Gustav's estate. It'd been a tidy sum, enough to help them get their financial house in order, though money was something that'd always been in short supply in our family and the thought of them sending me, their freeloading son, several hundred dollars, made me feel rather guilty. “You didn't have to, seriously. You guys should save it.”

      “That's enough about that,” snapped my mother. “An internationally acclaimed pianist can't live off of Ramen noodles.”

      “I could, actually,” I quipped.

      “Oh, hush, Emil. Your father and I wanted to help you out. It's a big change, moving out there to an empty house. You'll need time to get a job, establish yourself. And more than that, I didn't want the stress to detract from your piano playing. Tell me, how is it, playing out there? One of these days we should come and visit you.” She hesitated. “Have you been practicing at all?”

      “Oh, yeah. Of course,” I hastened to reply. “With that Steinway in the house it's impossible not to play, really.” This, of course, was a double entendre. The piano was magnificent, however every night, in my dreams, I seemed to be forced to study the piano and learn that new, sinister piece whether I liked it or not.

      “Good, good,” she said. “And...” I heard her swallow hard. “You're not on... on the pills anymore, right?”

      “No! God, no...” I felt two inches small answering a question like that. I hadn't had an opiate in some time, not since before I'd inherited the house and left home. At the mention of the drugs, I felt a curious flutter in my stomach and for an instant I wanted nothing more in the world than to slip into a Percocet haze. “I... I won't ever be using those again,” I said. “It was a mistake, and it's cost me a lot.”

      With relief, my mother changed the subject. “Get yourself something good to eat and get to practicing, Emil. If you need more money, don't hesitate to call. Your father and I are doing just fine, so don't you worry about us. Maybe at month's end we'll come and visit you. I never knew that Gustav owned a house in Oregon and would love to see it. Maybe text me some pictures later on.”

      I promised her that I would and hung up.

      The pall was temporarily lifted by the cash infusion into my account. Some of the pressure was off, and my previous concerns sank into the background for a time. You can afford to eat now. And to pay for electricity. No worries. See? Things are going better than you thought. Maybe you can even buy some lightbulbs for this place, brighten it up at night.

      I dressed in a fresh set of clothes and hopped into my Civic, sending a cloud of dust into the air as I sped off down the road towards town.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I spent the afternoon in a Newberg pizzeria, trying not to puke as I worked over the last two slices of a large meat lover's pizza. It was the first “real” meal I'd had since the move, and even though I wasn't hungry after the first few pieces, I was determined to finish up the remainder. When things go south, it's funny how a good meal can marshal the senses and get you back on the path towards reason.

      I tapped out at the final slice, leaving it on the pan and listening to an AC/DC number while I slowly sipped at the dregs of my Cherry Coke. There'd been two other customers eating at the restaurant upon my arrival but they'd both gone in a hurry. No one else had visited since. Most people were probably at work or school at this point in the day, unlike my lazy ass. The food was great and reasonably affordable, and I hoped to return again soon. Next time, though, I'd order more conservatively.

      The waitress, a chatty blonde, came by and re-filled my soda. Soon thereafter I handled the bill, remaining in my seat till I no longer felt like I was on the verge of exploding. The pizzeria was somewhat dim, with dark carpeting and furniture throughout, and long hanging lights with yellow bulbs that lent their surroundings the hue of pizza grease. The booth I was in was situated near a window that looked out across the street, and occasionally pedestrians would walk by, giving me a good vantage point from which to people-watch.

      A pair of police officers walked from their squad car to a deli across the street, leaving minutes later with bags of food. A woman with a toddler made haste past the pizzeria and ducked into the business next-door, a small department store. I'd watched a dozen or so passersby go about their business from my seat during my meal, wondering what their lives were like, how long they'd lived in the area and other simple things like that.

      I'd wondered, too, whether they knew about the house I was living in. The murders at Weatherby House were plaguing my thoughts at all hours of the day since reading that book, but if these random townies knew about the killings, did they ever think about them? The cashier at the bookstore had known enough to give me a hard time over buying the book, and Kelly had alluded to the murders being some sort of local legend, often whispered about.

      I closed my eyes and, without meaning to, I pictured one of the crime scene photos in the book, which had featured a couple of bodies laying out across my living room floor, draped in white sheets. One arm had been left uncovered, the dark, sticky limb appearing raw and smudged in ash. At picturing it, the pizza just about came back up, and I beat it back with a surge of Coke, drinking till my molars ached for the cold.

      Getting your mind off of the murders would be a whole lot easier if you only had a handful of Percocet, I thought absently, before silently criticizing myself. No, you've got to get past that. If you had access to opiates you'd just sit around the house high all day. It wouldn't get you anywhere, and it wouldn't change what happened there... I finished that thought before I could stop myself. But it would make it easier to ignore.

      Prior to the inheritance I'd been abusing opiates for months. What'd started as a legitimate prescription after a shoulder injury had spiraled out of control until I was selling off my things to buy more on the street, pestering new doctors to write me prescriptions and chewing up the pills three or four at a time to induce an hours-long euphoria. I'd even gotten to the point where I enjoyed the bitter taste of them, could eat them like breath mints. I knew where that road led and was desperate to stay off of it, and yet the urges persisted. Less frequent now, but still present.

      I stood up, batting the thought from my mind and thanking the waitress before setting out. The day was briskly cold, and I tucked my hands into my hoodie pocket, trying to decide on my next destination. There was a hardware store up the road, and figuring I could pick up some lightbulbs there I broke into a jog, crossing the empty street and heading inside.

      It was a cluttered mom n' pop operation, and I had to walk by teetering power tool displays and rows of axes and shovels before finally happening upon their section for lighting. There was a man in a red apron stocking flashlights the next aisle over and he greeted me with a big smile. “Can I help you find something?” he asked. He was a tall man, bald, with a grey, sculpted Vandyke.

      “Just need some lightbulbs,” I replied, peering over at their rather limited selection.

      “What wattage?” he asked.

      “Uh...” I hesitated, picking up a dusty pack of 60W bulbs advertised as “Soft White”. Even with their small stock, I was at a loss as to which bulbs to pick. I was just tired of living in the dark and wanted to brighten up the house. “Whatever's cheapest, I guess.”

      He joined me in the light bulb section and peeked at the different varieties on the shelves. Eyes narrowed so that his grey brows were bunched up, he said, “Depends, too, on what kind of light you want. Some of these bulbs are gonna give you a more relaxing, yellow light. Some are LED, and are going to be brighter. Course, the LEDs could mess with your sleep, so they aren't good in, say, bedrooms, in my experience. And for that matter...”

      The man was apparently a walking lightbulb encyclopedia. He rambled on for more than a minute, tapping on different packages and sharing with me the merits and downfalls of each. I nodded, half-listening, while focusing strictly on price. I didn't know how many bulbs I needed to fill all of the fixtures in the house, but that it was going to be a fair few I had zero doubt. I did some mental math on the price of different cheap bulbs as he kept talking.

      “Better to spend a little extra now so that you're not replacing them every few months. And anyway, there's no lighting that house, son. Weatherby House was meant to be dark. You might not like what you find once the lights come on. This brand here, for my money, is a great all around bulb. Affordable, good for a couple of years,” said the man.

      I glanced at him, startled. “W-wait, what was that?” I licked my lips nervously, not sure if I'd heard him correctly. “What'd you say about... about the house?”

      He looked at me like I was insane and then shook his head. “No, I wasn't saying anything about a house, I was talking about how this bulb here is a decent one you won't have to replace too often.”

      “Oh, r-right...” I took a deep breath.

      “You've got to consider, too, how much natural light you've got. If you've got ample natural light, then you can stand to use weaker bulbs. But there's nothing you can do about the shadows in that house, Emil. They're part and parcel, written into the house's DNA, set down long before you were even born. I like using LEDs downstairs, especially in the living room where I do my reading. In my bedroom I recently installed an orange bulb on my doctor's recommendation. Reduces blue light and, I tell you, it's cut down on my insomnia. Do you really think that the lights will help? That they'll make living in that house of horrors more tolerable? You're fooling yourself. Naive. No amount of lighting, of ornamentation can turn that into a place to live. It's desecrated, not fit for the living. Anything else I can help you find, or just the lightbulbs today?”

      I was hearing things. Now and then, I'd look over at the man, who explained to me the benefits of his cherished orange lightbulb, but would hear instead paranoid ramblings about the house. “W-what was that you said earlier,” I chanced, “about... about the shadows in the house?”

      Again, he looked at me like I'd crapped on the floor. Crossing his arms, he asked, “You all right, kid?”

      I nodded stupidly, massaging my jaw which had gone tense for a moment. You're losing it, I thought to myself. “Well, thanks,” I said. “I'll take twenty or so of these, I guess.” I took the package in his hand and then several others, carrying them to the register in a daze.

      He rang me up, scanning each box and then bagging them. “Lot of bulbs here. I take it you just moved into a new place, huh?” He gave me my total and then asked, smiling, “Where you staying?”

      I nearly choked as I handed him my debit card. “S-some old house,” I replied, keeping my eyes low. He seemed ready to push the conversation further, but as he handed me my receipt I snatched my bags up and marched towards the exit, offering only a harried, “Thanks.”

      Hearing voices now, are you? I thought, rushing the bulbs back to my car, thoroughly annoyed at myself. Thoughts of the Weatherby Killings were seriously getting to me, my paranoia seeping out into everyday life. I needed to get my head in order, fast, else I was never going to fit in in Newberg.

      Feeling drowsy for all of the food, I left the bags of lightbulbs in my passenger seat and then walked over to a nearby coffee shop for an afternoon cuppa. A mere three doors down from the pizzeria, the cafe, empty save for the guy working the counter, was filled with the scent of freshly roasted coffee. I wiped at my eyes as I approached the register, glancing over their menu.

      “What'll you have?” asked the barista. He seemed to be the only one working there, a lanky guy with coiffed brown hair, a green T-shirt and a pair of thick-rimmed glasses. He looked vaguely like Morrissey in the 80's and motioned up to the hanging chalkboard that listed the cafe's numerous offerings. “Our Black Swamp blend is on special today. Very rich. It's on pour-over.”

      “Sure, I'll have that in the biggest size you've got,” I said, offering him my debit card. He rang me up and then started prepping my coffee, grinding a carefully portioned amount of beans. Overhead, there was a faint piano piece playing, one I recognized at once. It was one of Schubert's piano sonatas. “Hey, good stuff,” I said, pointing up at the speaker in the ceiling. “I love Schubert.”

      The guy smiled, sort of shrugged, and then said, “Oh, the music is always something classical. The manager leaves it tuned to a satellite station that's nothing but classical stuff. Gets a little monotonous for me, honestly.”

      “I see.” I bristled a bit, watching as he dumped the ground beans into a stainless steel mesh and set it atop a twenty ounce paper cup. He poured water over it as the Schubert drifted on, and still feeling nervous for my seeming hallucinations at the hardware store, I steered the conversation elsewhere. “Not too many people in for coffee at the moment, huh?” I looked to the small seating area, all of the chairs empty.

      He wiped down the counter as my coffee brewed. “No, not at this time of day. In an hour, when school lets out, this place will be full of kids,” he explained. “And we'll stay pretty busy until we close at eight. But you'll be spending the night in that house, Emil. That's when we get our big rush; in the morning, when people are off to work and school, and when they head home for the day. You'll return to that dark place, with nothing to do but think about the atrocities committed there. But will you really be alone? What else is in that house with you? You've felt it. You know you aren't alone there. That house carries many memories, and those memories have weight... Do you want any cream or sugar?”

      I shook my head, both because I wanted my coffee black and because I needed to banish the persistent inner voice that kept intruding in my conversations with these strangers. Overhead, I could have sworn the Schubert sonata temporarily cut out and something else took its place.

      The song from my dream. The funeral march.

      The barista handed me my coffee. “Have a good one,” he said.

      Looking a little pale in the face, I glanced up at the ceiling and motioned once again to the speaker. “Did you hear that? The song changed for a second there, didn't it?” I listened closely for a moment, hearing only Schubert. “I... I could have sworn that...”

      “I dunno,” the guy admitted. “I wasn't really listening. It all kind of sounds the same to me.”

      I took my coffee and headed out the door. It was far too hot to drink, but that didn't stop me from trying, and I scalded my tongue on the lava-hot brew. Get a grip! I sat in the driver's seat of my car until the coffee was finally cool enough to drink and then drank it over the course of twenty or so minutes, hoping that the caffeine might help me get my head on straight.

      Then, with not a little hesitance, I made the drive back home.

      No matter how I thought of it, Weatherby House would probably never truly feel like home to me, of course.

      I drove in silence, the traffic sparse, and took my time coasting down Stratford Road until the house came into view. For a while, with only a lukewarm puddle of coffee left in my cup, I sat in the driveway and chewed the paper rim out of shape, not wanting to go inside. There wasn't anything in particular that had me scared; it wasn't like I was expecting some masked killer or the spirit of some murder victim to jump out at me.  I just didn't want to be there. Anywhere else in the world seemed more inviting than that house.

      When I finally did decide to enter, lightbulbs in hand, I threw open the front door and immediately started sticking bulbs in the fixtures. I flipped the switches on the walls as I went, bathing the house in light for the first time since moving in and feeling a modicum of comfort. With the foyer brightly lit, I moved into the living room, the kitchen, downstairs bathroom, and brought proper light to them for the first time.

      I'd just finished screwing a light bulb into the fixture over the kitchen sink when I heard a noise issuing from the upstairs.

      And then another.

      Footsteps.
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      I had nothing to defend myself with and was close to simply running out the door.

      Someone had broken in while I was gone and was now stomping around in one of the bedrooms. I eyed the door to my back, searching for any signs of forced entry I might've initially overlooked. There were none, but it was possible that the intruder had come in through one of the windows...

      I stood at the base of the stairs, breaking into a sweat as I listened to the dense footsteps sounding overhead. “W-who's there?” I chanced. I backed up into the foyer, ready to spring out the front door and to my car should someone threaten me. I buried my hand in my pocket and held tightly onto my keys.

      There wasn't any reply, but the footsteps didn't wane, either. They were loud, determined things, the sounds of a grown man stomping around in work boots, perhaps. Though I stood there for a couple of minutes, waiting for someone to come into view in the hallway, or for their steps to cease, nothing changed.

      I was going to have to go up there if I wanted to know who was causing such a ruckus. It was unthinkable to me that this house, so distant from anything in town, should have been broken into. A single look around the living room or fridge should have relayed very clearly to a thief that I had nothing worth taking! What, was he walking through the upstairs rooms in search of something to steal; interested in my crappy mattress, perhaps?

      My heart flew into palpitations as I crept into the kitchen and grasped the handle of my mop. Unscrewing the mop head furtively, I returned to the foot of the stairs with the wooden pole in hand, holding it straight out like a Roman spearman. Hoping to defuse the situation, I stood upon the first step and shouted to the intruder once more. “I'm coming up there, and... and I'm armed!”

      A wooden pole didn't really qualify as a weapon, but it was better than heading up there empty-handed.

      The footsteps, unsurprisingly, did not abate. Whoever was up there didn't seem to give a damn that I was coming upstairs. I held out the pole, ready to jab with it at any moment, and rose up the stairs, my feet sending the wooden boards into a fit of creaking.

      It was when I set foot on the upstairs landing that the footsteps finally stopped, plunging the entire house into taut silence.

      Damn, I thought. Whoever is up here knows I'm upstairs... they're waiting for me. Might be hiding around any corner. Gulping down my fright, I leapt into the first bedroom, on my right, where I usually slept, and thrust the wooden pole out in front of me.

      Had anyone been in the room they'd have gotten smacked good and hard, however as I looked this way and that for signs of recent occupancy I succeeded only in finding my own unmade bed and a small pile of dirty clothes I'd left sitting nearby.

      One room down. Three to go.

      I ducked into the bathroom next, shoving the door open hard and probing the dark space with the pole. There was no one in the shower, nor anyone lurking behind the door. Relieved, I crossed back into the hall, trying to silence the distracting pounding of my heart, and listened for signs of the intruder. He was probably hiding in one of the other rooms, perhaps in a closet. I'd have to move quickly and without hesitation in order to come out on top in the event of an altercation. Tense, I marched into the three remaining bedrooms and had a thorough search of each.

      There was no one in any of them. I looked inside of the closets, explored every inch of floorspace, but couldn't find a single trace that anyone had been there. Doing several circuits of the upper story, I waited for more of the footsteps, for some other sign of the intruder, but none came.

      Propping the wooden pole in the corner of my bedroom and loosing a shuddering sigh, I looked out the window at the sunlit yard. Are you insane? What the hell is going on in this house? It didn't make a lick of sense. I'd heard loud, clear footsteps in the upstairs. They'd gone on for quite some time, until the very moment I set foot on the landing. And then, as though the stepper had vanished into thin air, they'd stopped. Nothing was out of place in the house and all of the windows, it appeared, had been left locked.

      I couldn't say just what I'd experienced; if it'd been some sort of paranormal phenomenon or if I was simply hallucinating like I'd done in town. I did know that I didn't much care to spend time in the house. The day was wearing on, and soon enough it would be dark. Even with all of the lights working I didn't really care to hang around.

      For the next half-hour, I made a tour of the house, screwing bulbs into fixtures and testing them, feeling all the while as though someone were watching me. There were no more footsteps to be heard; in fact, the overpowering silence seemed to distort the noises I made as I went about my chore, disorienting me very slightly.

      When all of the lightbulbs were in and I was sure that they worked, I gathered up my dirty laundry in a plastic basket, a handful of spare change, and locked the door. Spending the night at the laundromat seemed more sensible to me. The laundry needed done, after all, and at least there I wouldn't be so ill at ease. Perhaps by the time my clothes were done I'd come up with some kind of explanation for what I'd heard earlier, would work up the nerve to return to the house and sleep in it like nothing had ever happened.

      I pulled out of the driveway, the house shimmering brightly up ahead. I'd left every single light in the house on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      During my last visit to the laundromat I'd had a run-in with Cecilia, the establishment's owner. She'd advised me to patronize the business either early in the day or late at night in order to beat the crowds, however as I hauled my basket of clothing in and glanced about the empty rows of washers and dryers, I wondered if anyone ever actually washed their clothes in the place. The floors were immaculate, the stainless steel washers free of soap spills and shining a dull gunmetal in the fluorescent lighting. In the far corners of the room, spreading like black bubbles from the ceiling tiles, were security cameras. Symphonic renditions of popular songs played through recessed speakers and, though every machine in the joint proved empty, the smells of detergent and fabric softener still reigned.

      The sun was only just setting as I arrived and packed my dirty clothes into a double-loader. I added a dash of detergent to the thing from a bottle I'd brought with me on the move and rifled around in my pocket for enough quarters to get it started. I had just enough left over to hopefully dry the clothes most of the way and plopped down into a folding chair as the machine whirred to life.

      It was good to be out of that house again, to be in a clean, quiet, well-lit environment where I could stand to get some thinking done. Recent happenings in the house had me feeling like I was losing my mind, and a few hours at the laundromat, I hoped, would help me to straighten things out.

      It's strange, maybe, but I've always thought of laundromats as relaxing places. In my college years, late at night when most on campus were asleep, I'd sometimes hike my washing to a 24-hour coin laundry and do homework while waiting for my clothes to wash. There'd always been something profoundly peaceful about such places, something almost Zen in the act of losing one's self in the menial task of washing and drying clothes. Finding myself in this well-kept building, the lights bright and the scent of hot coffee beckoning me from the machine in the corner, I felt more at home here than I did back at Weatherby House.

      Giving the coffee in the pot a swirl, I eyed it in the light and judged it to be drinkable. I poured myself a styrofoam cup's worth, stirred in some half n' half and two packets of sugar. Returning to my seat, I waited for the brew to cool off, looking now and then through the windows at the empty parking lot. Night was coming down hard across the city and all of the businesses nearby had their neon signage glowing.

      I blew at my coffee, a cloud of warmth pouring off of it. What happened back there, at the house? You heard footsteps... but then there was no one there. Earlier in the day, you thought you heard people saying things to you that they really hadn't said... and then, through the window the other night... that shadowy figure...

      I closed my eyes and took a careful sip of the coffee. It was hotter than I'd expected but wasn't as fresh as I'd hoped. I was determined to drink it anyway. It was late to be drinking coffee but, knowing myself, I wouldn't be getting much sleep back at the house.

      Moving across the country had been stressful for me. Receiving a house and a priceless Steinway piano had been high points on the track, while learning about the house's sordid past had been a marked low. Still, I couldn't write off everything I'd experienced as a mere byproduct of stress. Not anymore. A simple bump in the night, maybe, but the well-formed footsteps I'd listened to for a few minutes could not be ignored as the symptoms of an anxious mind. And then, how to explain the recurring dreams? The person I'd seen standing in my yard, or my auditory hallucinations out in public? Could I really chalk all of that up to sleep deprivation and stress?

      What if the house is haunted?

      It was the first time the question had seriously crossed my mind, and I chuckled at it, taking a sip of coffee. I was no believer in ghosts or phantoms, and try as I might to take the premise of haunting seriously, my brain was wired to seek out a more logical explanation. Doubtless the house's past had screwed with my imagination. And it was no surprise, that; some of the most terrible murders I'd ever read about had taken place there. The killings perpetrated by the Endless Circle were like something out of an H.P. Lovecraft story. Cults like these weren't supposed to exist in real life, and perhaps the knowledge that one such group had built the house I now lived in had unsettled me more than I'd realized, making it so that I couldn't help but second-guess even commonplace noises.

      Maybe I wasn't hearing footsteps at all, I mused. Maybe it was a tree branch hitting the outside of the house, or something like that. But, come to think of it, there weren't any trees anywhere close to the house...

      My stomach roiled. Feeling restless, I took my coffee on a trip around the laundromat, pacing between the rows of machines.

      My washer was on its final rinse cycle, the machine rattling as it picked up speed. At the end of the row, atop a table meant for folding clothes, was a small cardboard box labeled “Lost and Found”. It'd been pushed into the corner and there appeared to be very little in it. For fun, I rifled through the box, curious as to what the people of Newberg might've left behind. There were several unmatched socks within, as well as a pair of jeans, a blue women's tank top and a navy sweatshirt that looked just about my size. I pulled it out and smacked some of the lint from it, sizing it up in the light. I wasn't sure how long it'd been there or if its owner would ever come back looking for it.

      One can never have too many hooded sweatshirts. I figured that if it was still there on one of my future visits, I might rescue it from the box, and was about to put it back when I felt something solid in its pocket. Reaching inside, I wrapped my hand around what felt like a plastic bag full of candy. Unearthing it and inspecting it for a moment in the light, I immediately dropped it onto the table, breath caught in my throat.

      It was an unmarked Ziploc bag full of circular bluish pills. A whole hell of a lot of Percocet. These were the 325/5 variety, the weakest kind, containing only 5 milligrams of Oxycodone. Of course, getting high on the weaker pills wasn't hard; you just had to take a lot more of them. My mouth went dry as I stared down at them, the memory of their taste turning up on my tongue. “What the hell?” I asked, looking around the laundromat. No matter how many times I looked, the owner of the pills never showed up, of course. The baggie of drugs had been forgotten, probably; misplaced. Who could say how long they'd sat there in the box...

      My first instinct was to snatch them up, to pocket them. Finders keepers...

      I stayed my hand. There was no way to know if these were safe. Perhaps they were expired... or maybe they'd been left here as part of a drug deal and I'd get my ass kicked for stealing them.

      Not that any of that ever stopped you before.

      I felt the pills through the plastic, singled one out and appraised it more closely in the light. It was the real thing. I was positive. Despite my recent sobriety, a ravenous hunger for the pills washed over me just then and it was all I could do not to empty a couple into my palm. The pleasant numbing effect they promised was nearly too great for me to pass up. If there was any way for me to make a night at Weatherby House bearable, it was by popping a few of these.

      My washer fell silent, the cycle complete. I stood at the folding table, unable to move, my eyes ratcheted to the baggie of blue pills.

      Would it be so bad to take a few? You needn't even take the whole bag with you. Just grab a couple and...

      Fists balled, I turned away, walking over to the washer and opening the door. Water dribbled out of the opening as I grabbed my wet clothes out in several handfuls. Tossing them into the nearest dryer, I fed the machine the remainder of my quarters and then punched a few buttons. When it began to tumble, I turned back to the bag of pills on the table and fought the urge to partake all over again.

      It's been days since you've had a good sleep. These might help. Just think of how relaxing—

      My thoughts were interrupted by the creaking of the door. From behind a basket packed to the brim with clothing, I spotted a familiar sandy ponytail and caught a friendly smile. Kelly looked over at me from around the basket, grinning. “Well, fancy meeting you here. You stalking me, Emil?”

      Without thinking, I stuffed the bag of pills into my pocket and tossed the abandoned sweatshirt back into the lost and found box. From across the laundromat I offered a shaky, “I should be asking you that question,” and put on a forced smile. Picking my coffee back up, I walked back over to the seating area.

      “I've let this stuff pile up way too long,” she said. “Washer at my parents’ house is busted, so I offered to bring our stuff here. At least it's clean, not like some of the other places in town.” She packed clothing loosely into a pair of double-loaders, unzipped her wallet and walked over to the change machine. After feeding it a couple of bills, the machine spat out handfuls of coins, which she then slipped into the washers. Eyeballing a cap's worth of liquid detergent for each load, she dropped it into the machines and powered them up. Carrying her empty basket over to the seating area she sat down on a folding chair, looked over the pile of magazines on offer and began fanning herself with a National Geographic. “You're really drinking that?” she asked, eyeing my coffee. “Gross. Who knows how long it's been sitting!” She was dressed in jeans and a black blouse fringed in lace, with a brown corduroy jacket over top.

      I don't remember what I replied to her. I blurted some kind of witty quip about the coffee and laughed nervously. At that moment, my mind could not have been any further from the conversation we were having. My temples were pounding, my hands were sweating. I could think of nothing at all but the bag of Percocet in my pocket. I reached in and gave the bag a slight squeeze, half-convinced that I'd simply imagined them. A thrill coursed through me in the form of a shiver when I felt the round little pills shifting within the baggie.

      Setting down the magazine, Kelly gave me a weird look. “You know, Emil,” she said, “you aren't looking so good. Are you all right?”

      I nodded a little too quickly for it to be believable. “Oh, yeah, I'm good. Just taking care of some laundry.”

      She unbuttoned her jacket and took it off, folding it over her lap. “It's just... you look so tired every time I see you.” Her eyes dipped once again to the cup of coffee in my hand. “Sure you ought to be drinking that? I think what you really need is some good sleep.”

      I cocked my head to the side and took a loud slurp. “Uh-huh. If you know some place I can get a full, restful night's sleep, you be sure to let me know.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Why? Is something wrong?” Her teeth found their way into her lower lip. “Is something wrong with the house?” She asked the question in a near whisper, like she feared someone in the empty laundromat might overhear.

      Sighing, I sat down across from her, holding the coffee cup between both hands. I didn't want to sound crazy—Lord knew I felt crazy enough hashing all of this out on my own—but Kelly's arrival gave me an opportunity to discuss the goings-on back at the house with someone else. Someone who knew a thing or two about the place's history. “You're going to think I'm crazy,” I said, prefacing my words with a laugh.

      She crossed her legs. “Try me.”

      I inhaled deeply, wetting my mouth with a touch of coffee. “Ever since I moved into that house—from the very first night, actually—I've been having weird dreams. I, uh... you know how I'm a pianist, yeah?” I waited for her to nod. “Well, I've been dreaming of music, but... but not in the usual way. Sometimes, dreams featuring certain compositions, usually those that I've been practicing a lot, can happen and it's no big deal. But the dreams I've been having... they feature this song, a kind of... dark song, that I've never heard before. And in the dream, every night, I'm sitting at my uncle's piano, playing it. Except, the hands on the keys aren't mine. They're bigger, kind of grey...”

      Kelly listened attentively, teasing the ends of her ponytail with her fingers. “That's interesting. And it's a recurring dream, huh?” She went off on a tangent of her own. “Once, for a week or so, I had a dream that my teeth were falling out. It was always the same—same tooth, same scene. I remember, in the dream, standing in front of my bathroom sink, and this tooth right here—” she said, opening her mouth and pointing to one of her canines, “the gums around it were really sore, and it was wiggly. But it's an adult tooth. No reason for it to fall out. Every time I woke up from that dream, the first thing I did was stick a finger in my mouth to make sure it wasn't loose. My mother told me that dreams like that can mean a lot of things; that they recur night after night because of something bubbling in your subconscious mind.” She shrugged. “Maybe your thing is kind of like that, too.”

      “Maybe...” I replied. “Anyhow, that's not all of it. The dreams are just one part. See, aside from not being able to manage restful sleep, I...” I blushed, hesitated at this junction. “And this is where you're going to tell me I'm crazy... I've been seeing and hearing stuff in that house. The other night, I was sitting down in the living room, playing that dark song from my dream on the piano, and I see someone standing in my yard. It scared the hell out of me. But then, when I went outside to confront them, there was no one there. Not even a trace of anyone to be found. It was spooky. And then, today, I got home and started putting lightbulbs into all of the fixtures, right? Well, I'm downstairs, screwing in a bunch of lightbulbs, and suddenly there's a commotion the upstairs. Loud footsteps. I thought someone had broken in, but when I went up there and searched the rooms—nothing. Not a thing out of place. No intruder.”

      Her eyes had widened, and Kelly stepped out of one of her black slip-ons, massaging the sole of her foot. “So, just to get it out of the way, you weren't drunk or anything when this stuff happened, right?”

      “No!” I shot back. “Believe it or not, I'm not much for booze. I like a good drink but it's not like I can afford to keep much of it in the house. I was perfectly sober both times.” My drug of choice is something else altogether, I thought to myself. The bag of pills in my pocket crinkled as I leaned forward.

      “OK, OK,” she continued, “Let's say I believe you. Maybe there's something happening in that house that you can't explain. I'm open to the possibility after everything we read in that book. I mean, consider what that cult did to people in the house... I'm not saying I believe in ghosts, but if there's any candidate out there for a haunted house, I'd say yours is a good one. Maybe the spirits of the victims are still tied up there,” she said.

      Even though I'd had a brief dalliance with the idea of ghosts myself, I couldn't help but laugh. “I dunno. The stuff going on at the house is weird, but I'm not ready to just declare it the work of ghosts. I feel like there has to be something more concrete than that.”

      “Well, are you gonna stay there?” she asked. “It sounds like you're miserable.”

      “Uh, yeah, of course I am,” I said. “Where else could I possibly go? Even if the house is full of ghosts it's not like I can just move out. I don't exactly have a job or a lot of money.”

      “Good point,” she offered. “It's the classic haunted house problem. People who watch scary movies always like to complain about how the people living in haunted houses are stupid because they choose to stay. The reality is that they don't always have a choice, though. So, what'll you do?”

      I clicked my tongue, then swished some coffee around in my mouth. It was getting too cold to be palatable—and it hadn't been very palatable to begin with. “Hell if I know. The real problem I'm having is that it's getting in the way of my piano. I can survive without a job for a little while, but what I really want to do is get back to practicing. I need good sleep in order to play for hours a day. There's so much that still needs done. I've been meaning to go to Portland, get to know the local music scene a little, but it hasn't been easy with all of this going on.” I felt like a total hypocrite saying those words, knowing that I had a bag full of pills in my pocket. If I took even a single one of them, I'd never get a damn thing done with regards to my music.

      “Wish I could help you,” she said. And though we didn't know each other particularly well, it sounded like she meant it. “Maybe cut down on the coffee and you'll sleep better. If not that, then maybe try meditation. My grandpa used to swear by yoga before bed, too. It helped him relax enough to sleep.”

      “Yoga, huh?” I chortled. “That's the ticket. If in fact there are ghosts in the house I'll just bust a move in the living room and banish them with a little downward dog. Thanks for the tip.”

      She rolled her eyes and got up to check on her laundry. “So,” she asked a moment later, her tone of voice weighed down by caution, “did you read anymore in that book, by chance?”

      I flinched at the mention of the paperback. “No,” I said flatly. “And I don't really have any plans to.”

      The contents of that book had been mighty upsetting for the both of us. During our last meeting she'd left my place in a hurry, disturbed by what we'd read. That she'd more than sated her curiosity was clear enough, but leaning against the washing machine and squaring me in her gaze, she said something that surprised me. “I don't know if it would help, but maybe you could read the rest of that book. It's a long-shot, but you never know. It could have some answers.”

      I got up and dumped the remainder of my coffee in the utility sink. “Actually, I think that the book is probably better kindling than it is reading material, but perhaps if I get really desperate I'll give it a shot.” I paced over to the dryer which contained my clothes and watched them tumble for some time. There were a few minutes left on the timer and I was feeling restless again. When they were done and I'd taken my time folding them, then what? I'd have to go back to the house.

      “What are you up to tonight?” I chanced. “After your laundry's done, I mean.”

      “Not much,” she said. “I don't have class tomorrow. I was planning on doing some reading, maybe... You?”

      I got an idea. “Say, when the laundry's done, how about we get something to eat?” Before she could refuse, I struck up a wide grin. “My treat! And no gruesome house talk, I promise!”

      She pretended to agonize over the proposition, finger pressed to her chin, then replied, “Your treat, huh? I've got expensive tastes, Emil, so I'd think twice before you extend that offer.”

      “Is there any good place that's open late around here? Where do all of the locals hang out at night, huh? It occurs to me that no one's actually shown me around town yet...”

      “I know a place,” she said after a pause. “And lucky for you, it's pretty cheap.” Looking down at her phone, she nodded. “If you want, we could go there once the clothes are done. I'm actually pretty hungry.”

      “All right, sounds like a plan.” I excused myself to the bathroom, dodging into the closet-sized space lit only by a single lightbulb on a pull-chain. Looking myself over in the mirror, I saw what Kelly had meant. I was looking rough. The circles under my eyes were pronounced, lending my face an unhealthy cadaverousness. My cheeks were stubbled and my hair was sticking out every which way. Frankly, I looked as though I'd just woken up on the sidewalk.

      Splashing some water on my face, I reached into my pocket and took out the bag of Percocet. The blue pills, thirty or forty in total, tempted me constantly, however I'd come to a decision. I wasn't going to give in to them. I'd dashed my career on the rocks back in Baltimore because of my dependence on these drugs. The only way I was going to get things moving in the right direction was to avoid them. Total abstinence. Despite the troubles I had there, my inheritance of Weatherby House had presented me with a fresh start in life. I couldn't bear to squander it.

      Opening the baggie, I sighed and dumped the pills into the toilet. Then, flushing, I emerged with a smile.

      Kelly was amused at the grin I wore, and asked,”What's that smile about? Proud of what you did in there or something?”

      I laughed. “You could say that.”
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      Spending time with Kelly outside of the house went a long way towards settling me down. We waited until all of the laundry had dried before setting out. She hadn't bothered folding hers, dropping it pell-mell into her basket and loading it into the back seat of her car. We drove in our own separate cars, with me following her all the way to some little bar and grill downtown. I'd tell you the name, but most of the letters in the sign were burnt out, making it impossible to read.

      The food, though, was damned good.

      Not as cheap as I'd been led to believe, but still good.

      This place, it appeared, was the destination for shift workers and college students in Newberg. It wasn't packed, but roughly half of the restaurant's tables, and most of the spots at the bar, were filled. Kelly and I were seated in the back and a waitress came by to take our drink orders. I ordered one of their beers on tap—far superior to the swill I'd bought at Falcon Foods the other day, and when no one was looking I allowed Kelly the odd sip. The restaurant specialized in barbecue, and they kept their smokers going well into the evening, not closing till 1 AM. On weekends they were open even later.

      We both settled on half a rack of ribs with fries and ate in silence for a time, simply enjoying the food. The lively chatter of other patrons and the mug of cold beer went a long way towards smoothing out the wrinkles in my mood so that, before too long, I felt at ease. The events at the house faded into the background, seemed less impressive than they had only a short while ago.

      Kelly told me a bit more about herself, about her childhood and how, in the past, she'd come to this particular restaurant with an ex-boyfriend of hers, who was notoriously bad at holding his liquor. She talked about her classes—specifically her anatomy course, where they'd been assigned to dissect cats. “I hate it,” she said, grimacing. “It's absolutely sick, especially for a cat-lover. But then, after what we read in that book... let's just say I was in no hurry to skin the poor thing and label each of its muscles.”

      I pretended not to hear that tidbit and focused instead on my beer. “I don't suppose your university has an orchestra or anything, does it? I need to speak to someone who knows music around here, get a feel for local orchestras and that.”

      “Nah,” she replied. “Don't know much about the music scene. Unless you want me to give my cousin Dan a call. He's in a band, but it's like garage rock. They suck pretty hard, but they do this thing on stage where the guitarist shotguns a whole six-pack of beer before playing a solo. It's kind of cool, I guess.”

      I frowned. “Charming.”

      The hours inched on and my beer was traded for an ice water. We'd finished our food and were just sitting in that booth, talking, with the realization gradually dawning on me that this meal couldn't last forever. Before I knew it, I'd be driving back to the house. Alone. Spending time with Kelly had been a wonderful respite, but I was soon to return to that other life, where I couldn't trust my senses.

      Almost on queue, my ears began to act up, hearing words that Kelly wasn't actually speaking. “Why don't you put the house on the market?” she asked during a lull in conversation. “You could probably get a decent price for it. It's big, and all of that land around it is a plus. I mean, as long as the buyer doesn't know about what happened there. But the thing in that house might follow you out, Emil. It lives in shadow, and no matter where you go it may follow close behind. Maybe someone from out of town will buy it. It's worth a shot, you know?”

      I looked up at her gravely. “S-sell the house? What good would that even do? Finding someone to buy it would be damn near impossible, and besides... what if the house isn't the problem?” I averted my gaze, stared down at the table whose surface was covered in colorful advertisements for local businesses. A muffler shop, a catering company, a car dealership...

      “What are you saying?” asked Kelly. She reached out and pinched my arm playfully. “That you're going crazy? No, I don't think that's right. You've been under a lot of stress. Moving all this way only to learn some dark stuff about your new house... you're entitled to feel out of whack. Except for me, you don't know anyone else in town, do you? You haven't lined up a job yet and you're kind of in a weird spot. If I were in your shoes I'd be running home to mom and dad. I admire you for not backing down, even though the house is what it is.”

      “Thanks,” I replied, though there wasn't a whole lot of feeling in my voice. “Frankly, I'm not so convinced. I'm beginning to feel like there's something wrong with me. It isn't like me to... to hear things like what I heard today at the house.” I shook my head. “Maybe the stress is getting to me, but... there's gotta be more to it. I'm used to performing in front of a crowd; a certain amount of stress is my baseline in life. This is something else.”

      “If you say so,” said Kelly. “Anyhow, just focus on getting a full night's sleep. And if you find yourself having that dream again, don't fight it. Don't get upset. The dream doesn't have any power over you if you aren't scared. Same goes for weird noises. The house my parents and I live in makes all kinds of bumps and creaks at the weirdest times. That just comes with living in an old house. Yours has sat empty for a long time. Who knows what needs repaired in it. Maybe it wasn't footsteps you heard but some kind of issue with the floors?”

      Wishful thinking, that. I appreciated her counsel all the same and dropped a few small bills on the table as a tip. “Here's hoping.” We walked out to the parking lot, stomachs bourgeoning with food, and parted ways. “Don't hesitate to come by for a visit sometime if you're in the area,” I said as she headed for her car.

      She laughed. “In the area? Your house is in the middle of nowhere. Anyway, I'll think about it.” With a wave, she stuck her key in the ignition and was off.

      That left me in the parking lot, standing next to my Civic, alone with my thoughts.

      The time had come for me to return home. There was no putting it off anymore. My eyes were beginning to burn with fatigue and my head felt heavy. Sleep sounded divine right about then, but would Weatherby House actually allow me to get some rest?

      It was time to find out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I crept back into my own house. I felt myself playing the part of a thief, sneaking into the place quietly so as to not alert the people living there. Cautious walk-throughs proved the house empty, but even so I couldn't fully relax. I spent some time walking around my bedroom, stamping on the floors with my shoes on, attempting to replicate the noise I'd heard earlier. They didn't sound exactly alike—the others had seemed to come from a larger, heavier man than I—but hearing my own steps resonating through the quiet house provoked a chill that climbed my spine all the same.

      Now that I was back in the house with no distractions and only a restless night ahead, I regretted having dumped the Percocet. You should have kept one, at least. You're such an idiot. It would have helped you unwind enough to fall asleep. I considered other means of increasing my comfort; maybe some time by the fire would help me relax, or some reading.

      Zeroing in on the paperback on the piano, my beat-up copy of Stirrings in the Black House, I fought the urge—not for the first time—to start a blaze with it in the fireplace. I recalled what Kelly had said, positing that the remainder of the book might hold answers about the strange happenings around the house. Somehow, I doubted that. My having read the book and taken in all its gruesome details was likely what was responsible for my distress in the first place. I wanted nothing more to do with the thing.

      I downed a glass of cold water, the salty dinner I'd eaten having dried out my mouth, and then changed into warmer clothes in preparation for bed. It was strange, walking about the house with lights on in all of the rooms. I don't mean to say that it was more comfortable for me; quite the opposite, actually, it felt even more unfamiliar, more alien and uninviting than ever before. I wasn't used to it, and the added light felt unnatural, like the halls and rooms of the house were never meant to be lit up at all. Maybe it was just the way the house had been built, but certain corners, regardless of the lights, still maintained a healthy collection of shadows. Sometimes, if I looked over the course of minutes, those shadows even seemed to multiply.

      Brushing my teeth at the bathroom sink in proper light, rather than the weak glow of my phone's screen or a candle's flickering, I felt ill at ease and spent some time staring at myself in the mirror. And I began talking to myself.

      “You're losing it, Emil,” I said to my reflection. “What's wrong? What's eating at you? You're usually better than this. Once, you were sharp, motivated. Now, standing in your very own house, you're going to pieces. Why is that?” I looked around the bathroom, the corners still hung in shadow despite the three bulbs glowing above the vanity. “If you'd only just put this silliness behind you, you could get to practicing, could regain your lost momentum and do whatever you wanted. Why do you insist on losing sleep over what happened here in the past? None of it matters. What matters is the here and now. The piano downstairs. Your career. There's a lot of work to be done and you're in a great position, so quit your sulking.”

      Shutting off the light, I headed to my bedroom. Putting out that light as well, I settled onto my mattress and massaged my tired eyes. My body, I could tell, was hurting for sleep, but my mind wasn't ready to give in just yet. Thoughts of Kelly darted around in my head. I missed her company sorely. Staying alone in this house was something I'd probably never warm up to. I needed to start looking into roommates, or perhaps find myself a dog. Anything to break up the silence and loneliness.

      I shut my eyes, steadied my breathing and tried to clear my head of everything. No more thinking about the dreams that might come to me throughout the night, about the weird things that'd happened around the house, about the Newberg Killings. I let my limbs relax, one-by-one, and gradually my mind loosened its grasp on wakefulness.

      I fell asleep.
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* * *

      What happened next I could not altogether describe as a dream. It wasn't quite real to me then, either. It existed somewhere in between the two states, while I was still laying in bed and unable to react physically. Maybe this was what New Age types describe as an out of body experience.

      I became aware of something flopping on the floor beside me. I had only to turn to catch its broad strokes in the moonlight that poured in through the bedroom window. It was a man—or it had been, once—laying face-down against the floorboards. The figure writhed, and I noticed its limbs seemed to stick to the floor, making a subtle sucking noise as hands and fingers met the wood.

      A figure stripped completely of its skin.

      With a red, terrible face, the figure looked up at me, wide eyes incapable of blinking quivering in raw sockets. A hand was outstretched and fingers quaked feebly before meeting the floor with a moist smack. The closer the figure came, the more clearly the individual lines in each muscle group were delineated in the moonlight. It gasped, fought to crawl, but could barely move. Its peeled lips flexed and narrowed in what I took for rasping speech, but I couldn't make out anything that was being said.

      What filled my ears instead was another noise.

      Footsteps.

      Heavy footfalls like those I'd heard in the house before began to resound from the stairwell. Someone was trudging up the stairs just outside my room. Though I'd proven surprisingly calm at the sight of the seeping skinned man beside me, the sounds of this approach proved wildly upsetting, and I tried to raise myself up off of the mattress.

      I could not move. As though my limbs had been cast in lead, the joints filled with cement, I couldn't seem to move an inch. Only a powerful shiver coursed through my body, leaving me quivering from head to toe like a piano string under tension. I could not hear the beating of my heart, the sound of my respirations. Only the footsteps registered in my ears.

      That is, until they suddenly stopped outside my door.

      I felt a presence, at once foreign and familiar, standing in the doorway to my bedroom, felt a pair of eyes studying me. I was trapped in some sleep-like state; not fully asleep, yet not fully awake. A prisoner in my own body. That was when the fear truly took over. My mind threw off the veil of sleep and clawed at the inside of my skull in search of some exit from this paralysis.

      My eyes, spinning wildly in their sockets, grazed the borders of the doorway, where I discovered a tall, imposing figure. From this spot on the floor I could make out only a handful of characteristics. Squared shoulders, a height of some six feet or more and a pair of large hands painted a stony grey.

      This was the presence I'd glimpsed in previous dreams made manifest. He stood sentry at the door for a long while, and the only thing that drew my gaze away from him was the slapping of a thin, skinned hand at the space near my pillow. Glancing to my right, my head allowing for only a modicum of movement, I spied once again the shredded face of the dead man, fashioned after the designs of the Endless Circle cultists. His eyes, still wide, bore into mine and I discovered in their jaundiced depths what I could only call kinship. Familiarity.

      They were my own eyes staring back at me.

      The realization hit me like a brick to the temple.

      The skinned man crawling across the floor was me; those were my muscles flexing against the woodgrain; those were my lips straining to utter a warning.

      Heavy footfalls rang out once again and I felt the floor shake beneath me. The stranger in the doorway was in the room now, standing beside my mattress, and what happened next I can hardly explain with words.

      It was like a complete invasion.

      There was a great pressure on my chest, as though someone were seated atop me, and the breath was forced from my lungs. In its place was inserted a biting cold, which filled my chest cavity and spread through each of my limbs. I felt my mouth thrust open as if by the wrenching of unseen hands and something immaterial but cold as ice began to worm its way down my throat. Spasming, I was overcome by this other presence and watched hazily as the shadowed figure inserted himself into my half-awake body. I felt an unnatural stirring in my guts as though my innards were shifting to make room for the intruder, and my legs kicked out of their own accord, heels smacking the floor.

      Throughout the episode I could draw no breath; my throat had been locked up by the invading presence and in the place of precious oxygen sheer cold stole through me. The brawn of another mind intruded upon my own. This other presence sought to unseat my mind, threatened to overthrow my consciousness completely, and it was all I could do to squeeze my eyes shut and suffer through it. No longer were my arms and legs merely paralyzed; they were being actively commandeered by this shadowed stranger.

      From the shadows all around me there came hands. I felt them touch me, hold me down, working together to keep me completely immobilized. There must have been dozens of hands, each gripping me like a vise.

      When my eyes next opened, the monopoly on their sight was the aim of two different minds. At war over my own body, I summoned every ounce of strength I had to regain full consciousness. It's a dream! It's just a bad dream! Wake up, damn you! Wake up!

      A sort of violence erupted soon thereafter as my mind clashed against the will of the invader. My heart sprang to life in stops and starts and I found myself breaking free of the shadowy hands that bound me. I clawed my way across the floor of my bedroom, belly against the floor, towards the doorway.

      The hands that gripped the floorboards and propelled me were not mine; they were the large, grey things owned by that specter that haunted my dreams.

      I snapped awake, banging my head on the wall. Gasping, I felt out my dark surroundings and realized I was in the hallway, near the top of the stairs. I'd dragged my bedclothes out with me, and they were strewn across the floor in a trail leading back to my sweat-soaked mattress. I buried my face against the floor and fought against sobs, taking great lungfuls of air into my aching lungs. My heart flip-flopped against my sternum in a way it had never done before, feeling very much like it was on the verge of quitting. As its normal rhythm commenced and warmth returned to my skin, my ears were filled with its thunderous beating, like a drumroll performed on a timpani.

      I was alive. I rolled onto my back, hyperventilating, and raked at my face with my hands. I was still in control of my body. Whatever had stolen over me in sleep, whatever had tried to creep into my body, wasn't in there any longer. I'd avoided it only very narrowly. The hands that'd risen up in the darkness had vanished as well, returned to the shadow.

      I'd left the lights on in the downstairs before going to bed, however at present I couldn't clearly make out my surroundings. Perhaps the power had gone out, or else my eyes were still grappling with sleep. My ears, when the roar of blood finally became a murmur, did seem to work though, and what I heard issuing from the downstairs drew a shriek from my lips.

      It was the piano. Slow, sinister music was rising up from the living room. The funeral march was ringing out clearly, played by an expert hand.

      Shuddering, I forced myself into a kneeling position and then leaned against the wall to gain my feet. Dizzy with fear, I limped down the hall to the top of the stairs. Not trusting my balance, I gripped the bannister for dear life and inched my way down, my ears pricking up as the tune wore on and the sinister melody turned up atop the heavy bass notes.

      Arriving at the foot of the stairs, out of breath, I shambled through the foyer and into the living room, shouting at the top of my lungs, “Enough of this!”

      The lights were on downstairs, and at the sound of my voice they flickered noticeably. I scanned the living room, finding no one seated at the piano and the fallboard shut. The bench was pushed in all the way and the music came to an abrupt stop.

      Though the piano was unoccupied, I discovered something that gave my tortured heart further pause.

      On the floor of the living room, writhing beneath a white sheet, was a groaning, human-shaped mass. A fleshy arm reached out from beneath the linen, its sinewy length looking like something in a butcher's shop. Positioned immediately before the hearth, the figure beneath the sheet loosed a series of dry, miserable moans. Then, with a sudden seizure and a fit of retching, the white cloth became soaked in red. The pitiable creature beneath it was in his death throes and his suffering was immense.

      A cacophony arose in the upstairs; muffled voices and the stomping of many feet could be heard. I knew instinctively whose voices and footsteps those were. The Endless Circle... they're here. The cultists are here, in this house, and they're going to come downstairs for me.

      In a panic, I ran to the front door and yanked it open.

      It was not the front porch that opened out before me, however. At throwing open the front door I was faced with the incomprehensible sight of my bedroom. Looking into the moonlit bedroom from the foyer, I saw myself sleeping peacefully on the mattress as though nothing had happened, my slumbering form surrounded by doubtful, undulating shapes that rose up out of the blackness in the corners. Shaking my head and staggering back in disbelief, my fractured mind tried to make sense of this. It was like the house was folding in on itself, morphing all around me. Reality itself was coming undone. I grit my teeth so hard that I felt one of my molars crack under the pressure.

      That was when I woke up—really woke up, in my bed. I was crying, and it was several minutes before I could even bring myself to open my eyes and look out across my room. Everything, it turned out, was normal. It was just past six in the morning and the sun was about to rise. There was no piano music, no one standing around my bed. I was doused in sweat and tangled in my covers. The back of my head hurt where I'd bumped it against the floor in terror. Everything I'd just experienced, it seemed, had been in my head. Nothing but a dream—albeit a very vivid one.

      Still, I couldn't banish the feeling that, up until the moment I'd opened my eyes, there'd been someone in the room with me. Extricating myself from the mess of covers, I hobbled through the house, descending the stairs uncertainly and finding nothing but the first signs of day peeking out across the floorboards of the living room.

      I think I laughed then, but I can't remember. What I do remember was that, shortly thereafter, barefoot and in my pajamas, I left the house, fell into the driver's seat of my Civic, and cried for some time with the doors locked.
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      I spent my morning dozing in the driver's seat, braving the house for only two things until I could finally muster up the courage to re-enter it in the afternoon. The first was a glass of water, which I sorely needed for all the screaming I'd done in my sleep.

      The other was my copy of Stirrings in the Black House, which I was now determined to finish. Nothing in that book could possibly terrify me as much as the nightmares I'd had, and if there was anything in the book that could explain the house's influence over me, then I desperately needed to know it. Putting the seat back, I picked up where I'd left off in the book and managed to complete it by lunch time. I finished it in a McDonald's parking lot, still in my pajamas, with a bit of Big Mac sauce staining my sweatshirt.

      Wainwright's sensationalistic tone kept up right to the very end, but I cut through it and made quick work of the remaining chapters, coming away with a tidbit or two that I found curious. In one passage, describing further interviews with the members of the Endless Circle, it was revealed that the location chosen for the construction of Weatherby House had been quite deliberate. Cultist Ronald Gleason revealed to investigators that they'd picked that spot on Stratford Road because of its supposed spiritual properties. The energies there, he'd claimed, were just right; the space between the two worlds—those of the living and the dead—was thinner there, which would serve to streamline their attempts at reincarnation. Gleason spoke of the fabric between the realms of the living and the dead in concrete terms, as though it were all settled science and he was simply rattling off well-known facts. He discussed the usual transit time of a soul after death, and how a body prepared on the grounds of Weatherby House could take on a fresh soul far more quickly than the norm. Spirits could spend decades milling about the world of the dead, waiting for a chance to reincarnate, he explained. But the land they'd built the house on was different, acting as a kind of beacon to the dead and shortening the process to a mere three days, when coupled with their rites.

      All of this knowledge and more had supposedly been gleaned from the Book of Long Shadows, which the cultists all claimed to have studied closely, but whose location none of them would divulge.

      The next passage of interest dealt with the highly-publicized deaths of the members of the Endless Circle, as well as a curious occurrence that came shortly afterward.

      All six of the cultists had died in jail within one day of each other. Their deaths were deemed natural, if not extremely peculiar. Investigators initially suspected that the six had made a suicide pact, however the coroner in charge of their autopsies could only report that, despite their youth, their hearts had decided to stop beating and they'd died one after another. This tidbit had been alluded to in the Wikipedia article covering the killings that I'd read before.

      But the Wikipedia article hadn't gone far enough, because it was what happened directly after their deaths that was most baffling.

      Five bodies in total had been recovered from Weatherby House. They were not released immediately to families, but were kept at a facility in Portland. Experts were at a loss to explain the state of those bodies, covered in ritualistic “astral” writing, and were perplexed by their complete refusal to decompose. They were in the process of running several tests on the tissues when, a few nights after the death of the last cultist, all five bodies went missing. The cadavers were stolen from the morgue in which they'd been held, but investigations of surveillance footage and later assistance from the FBI could find nothing in the way of a suspect. It was alleged at first that someone working at the facility was in some way associated with the Endless Circle, but when no such ties could be found investigators were at a loss.

      The families of the victims appeared on national media, begging tearfully for the return of their deceased loves ones. There was a note at the end of this chapter, inserted specifically by the author for the purposes of the mid-90's printing, explaining that up to that point no trace of those five bodies had ever turned up. “It was almost as though they'd vanished in thin air,” Wainwright wrote, “Like they'd gotten up and walked out of the morgue on their own.”

      The final chapter summed up Wainwright's personal views on the whole case and also touched upon some suspicions which I shared with him. The nature of the killings—specifically their occult component—were so bizarre that the subsequent disappearance of the marked cadavers—which had been intended as ritualistic vessels—spawned many an urban myth. There was talk for years after that the dead cultists had gotten their wish; had somehow killed themselves in prison and had simply taken up residence in the bodies they'd prepared in order to escape their sentencing. Others claimed that the disappearance of the bodies was actually a government cover-up; that the rites of the Endless Circle had been shared by a secret society whose members were involved in the highest levels of the federal government, and that not wanting to risk anymore attention, the members of that hidden sect had done away with the bodies in the hopes of squashing public interest.

      Wainwright mused that it was possible the cultists still walked among the living. “Who can say?” he finished. The ending struck me as irreverent, tongue in cheek. The man really wanted to stoke the conspiracy theories surrounding the survival of the cultists. Such theories probably helped keep his book sales healthy.

      Tossing the book into my backseat, I was left with a bad taste in my mouth; and it wasn't just the fast food I'd eaten. The book had managed to settle some things for me, had provided me with some answers and connected some dots.

      The members of the Endless Circle had built the house because they believed that spot on Stratford Road to be particularly close to the spirit world. The world of the dead. Considering all of my experiences in the house as of late, I was willing to consider the possibility they'd been right. Moreover, there was the nature of their rites. The act of taking over of a stranger's body so that they might gain new life was similar to the intense nightmare I'd had that very morning. In my dream—which I was not so convinced was a mere dream at all—something had attempted to climb into my body. To commandeer me. I'd seen a vision of myself as a skinned, human vessel like the victims of the Endless Circle.

      That probably wasn't a coincidence.

      Was there really something in Weatherby House, a presence, that wanted to take over my body?

      To a healthy mind, that probably sounded like an insane leap in logic, however after all of the things I'd read, all of the frights I'd weathered, it didn't seem all that crazy to me.

      But even if that was the case, and I was being actively targeted by entities from beyond the grave, what could I possibly hope to do about it?

      Moving out of the house was the obvious answer, but it wasn't as easy as just packing up my things and leaving. I had nowhere else to go. Sure, on the opposite coast I could crash with my mom and dad, but what could I tell them? That the house my uncle had left me was haunted? That something in it wanted to take over my body for a second chance at life? They'd think me higher than a kite, and after everything I'd put them through with my drug abuse I didn't want to give them more cause for worry. I didn't have any close friends to stay with, and until I could manage a job I couldn't afford to move into an apartment. Even if I sold the house—and burdening someone else with the ghost problem didn't sit well with me, at all—a sale would take some time.

      No matter how I looked at it, in the short-term at least, I was going to be stuck living in Weatherby House.

      That meant I had only one option: To make it livable.

      I nibbled at my thumbnail, driving nervous circuits around the McDonald's parking lot. There was one other possibility in all of this, one I was loathe to give headspace to, but which I couldn't altogether discount. It's entirely possible, Emil, that you're simply crazy.

      At the moment, driving around in the daylight, I didn't feel crazy. I felt very much like myself, sharp and with it, if not a little sleep-deprived. But if my hideous night visions in the house hadn't been a solid indicator of a descent into madness then I wasn't sure what they were.

      I needed someone else's input on all of this. Picking up my phone, I placed a call to the only person I knew in town.

      Leaving a message on Kelly's voicemail, I parked the car and set my forehead down against the steering wheel. I was still tired, sore from sitting in the car all day, but until I heard from Kelly there'd be no going back into that house.
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      “We've been through this! You aren't going crazy!” said Kelly. She'd called me back an hour later. I'd been nodding off in the McDonald's parking lot and getting dirty looks from passersby. Driving over to a Denny's further down the road, I'd walked in for a cup of coffee—half regular, half decaf—and was stirring some cream into it. I'd told her about my dreams and about my fear that, maybe, I'd gone unhinged.

      “You sound so sure,” I said. “But if you'd seen the kinds of things I saw last night, you might be singing a different tune.”

      “This is really all my fault,” she said with a sigh. “Instead of just welcoming you to town, I had to go and tell you about the murders. You've been obsessed with them ever since, haven't you? You even went and found that book after I told you about it. I really feel like this is my fault, Emil. I shouldn't have said a thing. You'd have been better off.”

      “What else are friends for?” I said with a chuckle. “Anyhow, I'm not sure I want to go back in there. I'm still in my pajamas, and honestly I haven't been able to summon up the courage to set foot back inside since this morning. I'm tired as hell, feel like hibernating, but I can't seem to get any sleep no matter how hard I try when I'm in that house. The dreams, the noises... it's been hitting me hard.”

      “Well, how can I help?” she asked. “You want me to go over there with you? Check under your bed for monsters?”

      I laughed again, more callously this time. “You're not my mother, and we barely know each other. I know I'm asking a lot of you here, but I'd appreciate it if you could hear me out. Things in that house—they just aren't right. Suppose... suppose that there really is something in that house that's out to get me. Do you think you could help me find a way to get rid of it?”

      She paused a long while, then said, “Like... a cleansing or something? Look, I haven't even been to church in years. I'm not sure that I'm the best one to ask for help with...”

      “OK, fine. Then do me one favor. Stay with me tonight.” I gulped. “I know how that sounds, but I'm not messing around here. I want to know if the house has any effect on you. If the two of us are in that house together and nothing happens all night, then we'll know that it's just me—that I really am losing it. But if you experience something in it like I have, then we'll know that this is something paranormal. Can you do this for me?”

      More silence. “You want to have a sleep-over?” She laughed incredulously. “In that big, dark, empty house of yours?”

      “It's not so dark anymore,” I interrupted. “I've got lights now. And you can even have the bed. I'll sleep on the floor—in another room, if you want. And I'll buy whatever you like—food, booze, anything to make it more enjoyable.”

      “Fine,” she eventually replied. “I'm going to do this for you, Emil. But I'm only going to do it because I feel really bad for ever having mentioned the murders at all. We'll hang around the house all night and see what's really going on. But we need to establish some base rules beforehand, because I'm not really comfortable with—“

      “No, I totally get it. Like I said, you can have the bed and I'll sleep somewhere else. I'm not trying to—“

      “I mean that if I'm going to do this, I want to do it right. No shitty beer this time, got it? Buy the good stuff.” I could hear her lips curling in a smirk. “May as well have some fun with it if we're going to be stuck inside all night, no?”

      “On that much we agree.” We made plans to meet at the house at sundown and I hung up. From there, I tracked down a liquor store where I bought a handle of decent vodka, a six pack of IPA beer and some orange juice to use as a mixer. A basket of snacks was procured at Falcon Foods on my way home.

      Arriving at the house an hour or so before sunset, I remained parked in the driveway, nodding off and not daring to enter the place alone. That was where Kelly found me, an hour later, as she pulled in behind me. Stepping out of her car and knocking on my window, she startled me awake and grinned. “How long have you been waiting in the car, you weirdo?”

      I stepped out of the Civic and stretched my legs, yawning. “I feel like I've been inside the thing all day.”

      “You weren't lying, huh?” she said, looking to the house. “You really don't want to go in there yourself, do you?”

      I fetched the bags of booze and snacks from the back seat and then took hold of my keys, leading the charge up the driveway. “Nope.”

      All of the lights in the downstairs were still on as I stepped onto the porch and went to unlock the door. It was already open, though; in my flight from the house I hadn't bothered to lock up. I stood aside and let Kelly into the foyer before me.

      “The lights really don't do much for this place, do they?” she said. “It's still so dark.”

      I nodded. The house was still. Everything was exactly as I'd left it. I walked my bags to the kitchen and set them down on the counter, revealing my haul. “Help yourself to whatever,” I said.

      Kelly was wearing a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants emblazoned with some football team's logo, and had worn her hair down. She rifled through her purse with a grin and pulled out a small orange jar with a white cap on it. “I brought something to share, too,” she said. “Ever tried OxyContin?” She rattled the jar, the pills within clacking. “I got these when I had my wisdom teeth pulled and saved the leftovers for a rainy day. They're pretty great. Make you feel super chill.”

      My entire body tensed like I'd been electrocuted. “You don't say?”

      “We can crack into 'em later on, if you want. I'll bet they'll help you get some excellent sleep.” She put the bottle away and then picked up the handle of vodka. “Ooh, good stuff.” Removing the carton of orange juice from the bag, she walked over to my nearly empty cupboard and took out two small glasses. “Care for a screwdriver?”

      “S-sure,” I said, staring at her purse like a hungry hawk.

      The front door swiveled in the breeze and I jumped a little. Catching Kelly's eye, she giggled, handing me a glass that was more vodka than juice. “Settle down! No need to be so jumpy. Let's have fun and relax. You'll see; come morning nothing will have happened. You're probably just too wound up, Emil. Tonight you'll get some solid sleep and everything will be fine.”

      I took a gulp of the screwdriver she'd prepared and winced as the vodka burned my throat. “I hope you're right.”
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      The alcohol didn't loosen me up in the least. Instead, it made my head feel like lead. “Don't drink when you're tired” is one of my cardinal rules, and I'd completely ignored it. The only thing that kept me feeling even remotely awake as we sat down in the living room was the promise of opiates.

      Without knowing my history, Kelly had brought a bottle of OxyContin into the house with her. I'd only used Oxy a few times; it was more potent and, as a result, more expensive than the Percocet I'd been hooked on back home. Those things were sure to pack a punch, and even a single pill would probably have me feeling good for hours.

      But now wasn't the time for playing with drugs.

      Knowing the pills were in the house, I could think of nothing else even as the two of us drank and made small talk. Still, I knew that taking one was a bad idea. Trying to make it through an ordeal like what I'd faced the night before while on drugs would be damn near impossible, and I hoped she wouldn't bring them up again. If offered one, I doubted I'd have the willpower to refuse, even knowing how terrible an idea it would be to take it.

      I sat down at the piano, the screwdriver sloshing around in my stomach, and played a little improvisational piece, kind of jazzy, in the hopes of clearing my head. Kelly looked on with wide eyes, transfixed, sitting beside the hearth where I'd started a small fire. All of the lights were on downstairs except for the one in the living room, which we'd agreed was too harsh when coupled with the firelight. She asked me if I could play certain popular songs, and after tooling around on the keys I managed to fill most of her requests to a fit of laughter and drunken applause.

      “You're so good,” she said again and again. “I've really never known anyone so talented at something. You could be famous, Emil! I'm not just saying that, either!”

      I stretched my lower back, sighing. “Do you always say such nice things when you're drunk?”

      She rolled her eyes at me and took a loud slurp from her glass. “I am not drunk. Not yet, anyway. The night is young.”

      Closing the fallboard, I turned and stared into the fire. Orange tongues of flame bumbled throughout the little heap of kindling and firewood I'd amassed within the fireplace. It'd been the last of the firewood in the pile outside, and I wondered for a moment where I might get more in the area before my mind suddenly veered onto a very different track. “I, uh... I finished reading that book today.”

      Kelly had taken her shoes off and crossed her legs. Pointing at me with her toes, she clicked her tongue. “Decided to take my advice after all, huh? I take it there wasn't anything too great in there... no big reveal?”

      “I wouldn't say that.” I cocked my head to the side. “I learned a couple of things. Like the fact that the cultists built this house here because they thought it a special place. They believed that the barrier between the worlds of the living and the dead was thinner here, which made their special reincarnation rituals faster. Bodies prepped in this house could be used within a matter of days, according to them. Oh, and get this...” As I went on, I wished I had more alcohol in my glass. It was hard to discuss these matters aloud while still sober. “The cultists all died in jail, right? One after another. And then shortly thereafter, those mutilated bodies the authorities had found in this very room—the ones they'd prepared as 'vessels'? They disappeared.”

      That last tidbit drew a genuine gasp from Kelly's lips and she almost spilled her drink. “No shit?”

      I shook my head.

      “That's... that's damn weird. Like...” She looked to me, her eyes crowded now with worry. “Could that possibly be a coincidence? Or do you think...”

      I finished her thought. “The guy who wrote the book went on about how it was possible that the cultists had stopped their own hearts, died in jail and then taken up their new bodies in order to escape sentencing. The bodies were never found, and there are urban myths about them still walking around out there in their chosen vessels.” I laughed, but there was nothing of joy in the noise. “It's fantasy, all of that. It has to be. And yet... after everything I've been subjected to in this house, I have to wonder...”

      Kelly stifled a shiver and nursed her drink, raking fingers through her hair and looking to the fire. “I can't believe something like that could really happen in the world. Maybe that's what the cultists believed, but... there aren't really places in the world where the dead can come and go more freely, are there?”

      I shrugged. “Beats me. Before moving here, I never would have bought it.”

      “I wonder if your uncle knew about all of this. I mean, wasn't he a big-shot? I find it hard to believe he'd move into a house with this reputation unless he was the skeptical kind. How long did he live here? What was he like?” she asked.

      “My Uncle Gustav? You're asking the wrong guy. My mom has told me stories about what he was like growing up—real severe and studious from a young age—but I never really knew the guy or got along with him. I was dumbfounded when I learned he'd left me this house. He never gave me anything while he was alive. Most of my memories of him come from watching him perform on TV. He was a world-famous composer and conductor.” I pulled out my phone and punched my uncle's name into Google. “Any listener of classical music out there is familiar with him. He was pretty influential.” The image search spit out a couple of portraits of the man, taken from high-profile interviews. “Here, have a look,” I said, handing her the phone.

      She looked over the photos of my uncle and smiled. “He looked like a friendly guy.” She was exaggerating, of course. My Uncle Gustav had been always stern-faced, solemn; I wasn't even sure that he'd ever smiled. If he had, then Google had no proof of it. In his leisure he was known to be a sharp dresser, always opting for dark suits, and just like his father—my maternal grandfather—he'd been a tall man, with a linebacker's shoulders and a head full of wild black hair.

      I took the phone back and scrolled through a few photos myself, rambling. “He came to one of my performances, once. It was my very first one. You know what he said when it was over?” I was looking at a close-up shot of my uncle conducting the London Philharmonic when suddenly my thoughts were scrambled.

      “What did he say?” asked Kelly.

      The anecdote was lost as I scanned the photo. On its face it was a simple picture. He was standing before the orchestra, baton in hand, face hung in its signature scowl.

      That hand.

      I'd seen that hand before, very recently. In my dreams. I stared at the photo a long while, and when I was sure, I promptly pocketed my phone.

      “What's the matter?” asked Kelly, noticing the sudden change in my demeanor.

      “Nothing,” I replied, standing up. “I'm gonna go get another drink. Want me to top you off?”

      She extended her glass to me and I set off towards the kitchen. When I got there, I leaned against the counter and shuddered.

      I knew that hand in the photograph as well as I knew my own; I'd seen those hands, with their large knuckles, long, thick digits, playing music in my dream. The hands that'd first introduced me to that sinister piano song, I felt sure, had been my Uncle Gustav's.

      No, no... that can't be right. Maybe the hands look alike, but... Pulling my phone out again, I pressed my back to the refrigerator and did another search, this time looking into my uncle's oeuvre. I had never studied my uncle's music before, had never really given a damn about his compositions despite the acclaim he'd earned for them, but now I felt compelled to. It took a few minutes, however I soon managed to pull up a few scores of his, published in the months before his death. I went deeper, discovering a recording of my uncle actually playing the piano.

      On social media, someone who had attended a sold-out show given by my uncle six months ago, shared a recording they'd made of one of his newest compositions. It was entitled “Threnody for Emil”, and it was the first time my uncle had ever played it publicly. As he'd aged, performances on his part had become increasingly rare. Most of his time had been taken up by conducting jobs and composition, so that recitals were seldom given—and promptly sold out on those exceedingly rare occasions when they were.

      The video quality was terrible; the audience member had managed only to record a massive blur in the hall where the performance had taken place, but the audio was clear enough to send me reaching for the countertop, my legs suddenly giving out on me.

      A delicate introduction, a faint, dream-like melody weaving about the higher register.

      And then the bass notes came in, building into a steady, somber funeral march.

      Moments later, springing up atop the trudging bass came the sinister melody I knew too well; horror made manifest.

      This was the song I'd heard in my dreams. “Threnody for Emil.” A threnody; that is, a song of mourning. In this case, intended for me.

      My phone clacked against the counter as Kelly wandered in. “Everything OK in here?” she asked, oblivious to my unease. “I can mix the drinks if you want.” Hearing the music issuing from my phone, she frowned a little. “What's that you're listening to now? It sounds depressing... kinda dark, no? I liked the stuff you played better.”

      I was short of breath. I silenced my phone with a quivering hand and then shot Kelly a grave look. Then, a sardonic smile creeping out, I reached over to the handle of vodka and took a generous pull. Taking sharp, even breaths through my nose, I handed her the bottle and fought back the urge to cry. I was so overwhelmed that it was hard to form words, but I managed to speak anyway. “I... I have some trouble believing it, Kelly, but that song... the one you just heard... on my phone. It was a piece written by my Uncle Gustav. And it's the same song I've been hearing in my dreams.”

      “Oh,” she replied. “Sorry, I didn't mean to rag on his song. It just sounded kind of dreary. So, I take it you've studied a lot of his music, then?”

      “Until I moved into this house and dreamed of it, I'd never heard it!” I snapped. My face was red, my body shaking like a house of cards threatened by a gust of wind. “And... he named it after me. It's a symphonic poem, a lament—“Threnody for Emil”. That's the type of thing you write for someone who has died, as a memorial.”

      She seemed to understand now what was upsetting me and gingerly set the glasses down on the countertop. “I see. So... so you think that...”

      I nodded. “My uncle has played that song for me in my dreams practically every night since I moved here. He's made me memorize it. I've watched him play it again and again... and I think that, maybe, he knew about this house's past. It's reputation. No... No, I don't think he merely knew about what happened here. I think that, possibly, he believed what the members of that Endless Circle cult believed—that this was a place where the dead were allowed speedier transit into the world of the living.”

      The color in Kelly's face had begun to drain. “You're saying that your uncle is... is here, then?” She glanced around the kitchen. “And that he's...”

      “He left me this house because he wanted me to become his vessel for the next life.” Peering over my shoulder into the foyer, I grit my teeth. “I've felt a presence here, off and on, since moving in. All this time, I think it was him. Waiting for me. Last night he made his move, tried to hurt me as I slept, but I didn't give in. He'll keep trying, keep wearing me down, until I give up the will to live like those victims did in the 70's. And when that happens, he'll be free to take my body over completely.” I paced, one hand pressed to the wall to keep from losing my balance. “It's all so clear to me now. He moved here years back, bought these appliances... but when he realized what this house was... when he realized what it could be used for, he moved out. That's why this place, all of these things,” I continued, smacking the fridge, “looked brand new, unused. He wasn't interested in living in the house of the dead; he kept it in his back pocket instead. Do you understand? He let me inherit it. I'm... I'm his insurance policy. His chance at a second life.”
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      “Come on, Emil, that makes no sense. Your uncle? This whole thing... it has to be some sort of misunderstanding. Your uncle obviously cared enough about you to leave you this house. I don't think he'd... he'd do what you're claiming, would he?” Kelly was trying to reassure me, but the longer we stood there, passing the vodka back and forth, the less I listened to her ramblings.

      “You didn't know my uncle,” I said. “He wasn't a kind man. He wasn't, by any account, an especially good person. You know what Uncle Gustav cared about, Kelly? He cared about music and nothing else. He never married, never spent time with his family. When my grandfather died, he flew in for the funeral and left half-way through because he had to make another flight to a different performance. That was the kind of man he was—a genius, but a prick. He didn't like me, didn't think me talented in the least. So don't start with all of that feel-good bullshit.”

      “Fine, fine!” she replied. “But that still doesn't mean he's got it out for you. I admit, it's creepy that you've been dreaming of this song, but are you sure—certain—that you've never heard it? You must have heard him play it once before, and the memory—”

      “I'm pretty sure I'd have no trouble remembering a song like that one, named after me! No... it's all making sense now. My uncle gave me this house because he wanted to lure me here. And last night, he tried to overpower me, Kelly. He wants to do to me what those cultists did to their victims after the Newberg Killings. He wants another shot at life using my body. The shit in that book,” I slurred, “it was all true. Wainwright wasn't off the mark after all. Those cultists really did walk off in those bodies they'd marked, just as they'd intended to. For all we know they're still out there somewhere.”

      “Emil...” Kelly bit her lower lip. “I know that this is all weird and that it has you freaked out, but you're... you're starting to sound...”

      “What?” I snapped. “Crazy?” Marching back into the living room and sitting down at the piano, I started hammering at the keys, rattling off the Threnody for Emil at a fast tempo and demonstrating my mastery. “Let me explain something to you,” I said as I played, “I've never seen the sheet music for this. I swear I've never heard it in my life, and yet I've got it down completely. If you pull up my uncle's recording online it sounds just like this. It's like he reached into my head and taught it to me in my sleep because he wanted me to learn it. He wanted to know if my fingers could pull it off—if I'd make a good replacement body for his old one. I'm being groomed to perform his goddamn repertoire.”

      The piece's sinister refrain rang throughout the house, seeming to make the fire jump and pop with more vigor. Kelly sat down at the hearth, clasping her knees with her hands, and watched with a mix of nausea and awe as I ran through the tune. That I knew it like the back of my hand was clear even to her, and she didn't say a thing until some minutes later, when I'd finished and was sitting in silence, my head dropped against the fallboard.

      “Emil, you need to sleep.” She looked on the verge of tears. “You're acting insane, OK? Get some sleep in and then tell me if you still believe all of this. Me? I can't believe it. Not one bit. Maybe there's something going on here, but...” She looked around the room, out the window. “I haven't seen or heard anything in this house that makes me think what you're saying is true. So you've had some dreams... you've heard noises you can't explain. But that doesn't mean that your uncle is coming for you! Just... try to relax, OK?” She pulled the orange bottle of Oxys from her purse and held it out to me. “Pop one of these and chill out, please. It'll do you a world of good. And once you've slept you'll feel much better. I promise.”

      “Put that shit away,” I barked. Then, softening my tone, I held my head in my hands. “I-I'm sorry, it's... it's just that I'm not good with opiates. I never told you before, but the reason my career is on the rocks right now is because I started abusing Percocet back home. It got me into a bunch of trouble, and I was going through withdrawal when I messed up that show in Baltimore. Those things nearly ruined me, and if not for this inheritance I'd probably still be living with my parents, trying to steal money from them to afford another fix. I've been sober for a while and I don't want to go back to that.” I cracked a teary grin. “But I'll be honest, it sounds damn good right about now. I wish I could allow myself to take just one.”

      She put the pills away, hanging her head. “I'm sorry. I had no idea.”

      “Don't worry about it.”

      Reaching out to me, she tugged on my sleeve and drew me down onto the floor beside her. Patting her legs, she urged me to lay down. “Will you try and sleep? Just take a nap. If something happens I'll wake you up. If you have those bad dreams, I'll make sure to shake you awake. Just... try and sleep. You're scaring me and I don't think it would be safe to leave you here alone. Get some rest and see if that helps.”

      Despite my fear, I couldn't find it in myself to turn down her offer and I reclined across the floor in the warmth of the fire, setting my head upon her thighs like a child. Closing my eyes, I sighed a vodka-infused sigh and asked her, “If I start to have the dreams, will you really wake me? You won't drift off, will you?”

      “I promise,” she said, looking to the fire. “I'll keep an eye on you.”

      The silence deepened and I found myself drifting off to sleep against her, the booze going a long way to loosen up my limbs on the hard, wooden floors. “Thank you,” I breathed as I dozed off.

      My mind was folded into a deep, black sleep. Thoughts and fears were shuttled away and the machinery of my brain powered down. The circuitry had been going far too long without a break. It was a sleep beyond dreams. I was effectively dead to the world, comatose, and couldn't remember the last time I'd achieved rest so deep and peaceful and this. I could have remained asleep there for days, Kelly's faint perfume mingling with the scent of the fire and our bodies bathed in warmth.

      I didn't know how much time had passed when I felt her violently shaking me awake. It might have been minutes or hours. As my mind flickered back on and I was dragged into wakefulness, I only knew one thing: I was still miserably tired. “Emil!” she kept on hissing under her breath, her fingers digging into my shoulders painfully. “Wake up, Emil!”

      I looked up at her drowsily, yawning. My first reaction was annoyance. “What?” I asked. “W-was I having one of the dreams?” I had no recollection of any dream and just wanted to get back to sleep.

      She shook her head furiously. “N-no, it's not that.” She was staring across the room, away from me, facing the window. “There's...” She gulped, and I watched a bolus of fear descend her esophagus. “There's someone outside the window,” she gasped.

      Feeling suddenly alert, I rolled off of her and got up onto my hands and knees, focusing my sleep-heavy eyes on the window. The fire had died down a little bit; I'd probably been asleep for no more than an hour. Squinting at the window, its corners aglow in sparse moonlight, I had a look outside, into the yard, and spied a dark, human-shaped splotch standing some twenty feet away from the house.

      My heart jumped around my chest and I gained my feet. “No... not again...”

      “Emil?” she asked, standing and taking hold of my arm. “Who is it? Who's out there?”

      Before I could answer, a noise issuing from the upper level drowned out my squeak of a reply.

      Footsteps.

      Kelly seized at the sound, hands locked around my forearm. “W-what was that?” she asked, shaking. “Is there... is there someone else here?”

      Dividing my gaze between the foyer and the window, where the black silhouette remained sentry, I licked my lips and tried not to shudder. “I think there's been someone—maybe a lot of someones—with us this entire time.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, her voice threatening tears.

      “Do you remember what I said about the cultists? They believed that this land was special. A place where... where the borders of two worlds were blurred. This house... this property... the dead have made their home here, Kelly, and we're fresh meat. They've been waiting for us.” I backed away from the window just as a thunderous volley of knocks rattled the front door and the footsteps upstairs picked up. “They're coming for us.”
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      Strange shadows were cast in the firelight. Black shapes like reaching hands and half-formed faces were sent flashing about the walls as the fire leapt in the draft. Kelly and I backed up towards the piano, bumping it as we considered our escape.

      “T-they're outside?” she asked, looking to the front door which shook for the force of so many unseen hands. The figure outside the window hadn't moved an inch, but that he might invite himself in through the flimsy screen did not seem a stretch. “Where can we go?” she asked, eyes drawn to the ceiling where the stomping of many feet sounded.

      Every corner of the property had seemingly come to life just then. The house, which had been silent as the grave only moments ago, was now host to a relentless cacophony. Its tenants, often felt but seldom seen in waking life, were now stepping out of the shadows. Nebulous, leering faces peered in on us from over the bannister; on one of the window panes there materialized a large handprint that only moments ago hadn't existed there. This house, they made clear with their racket, had always been theirs, and the spirits were now being drawn from their restless hibernation to ruin the both of us. I wanted to run, to lead Kelly to some place safe and quiet, but no matter where I turned the darkness seemed to encroach from every angle.

      Pounding issued from within the downstairs bathroom, its door swinging open slowly and an ink-colored hand gripping its white jamb. Kelly and I dodged into the kitchen, knocking glasses off of the counter. All around us the ancient cabinet doors began to creak open, revealing knots of shadowed limbs within. Spectral fingers cut through the air and a flurry of hateful whispers followed. The whispering voices of dozens—hundreds—of people built throughout the house until the rest of the commotion was effectively drowned out. The speech of the dead was awful to hear, ebbing and flowing like a sea of dark water that overwhelmed the senses.

      Lights flickered as though invisible hands worked the switches. There was a rhythm to the dimming and subsequent brightening of the lights, and in those moments when total darkness reigned in the house I felt myself standing in a dense crowd, shoulder to shoulder with strangers that I could not fully visualize in the light. Perhaps that was why the lightbulbs had all been missing previously, because the denizens of this house preferred to dwell in darkness.

      We ran, hand in hand, for the stairs. What we hoped to gain by heading to the upper story I can't say. We wanted only to find a safe spot, a place not overrun by inky apparitions, though as we sped up the stairwell, shadows blossoming in our wake, we soon realized we'd gain no respite in any of the upstairs rooms. We darted into my bedroom, flicking on the lights only to find someone—a man-shaped shadow, standing inside the closet, facing the wall. It began to turn, intending perhaps to face us, but we didn't stay around long enough to glimpse its face. From the upstairs bathroom there arose a clatter. Something was thrashing within the shower, against the plastic curtain, and a series of bestial howls echoed through the small space as a black foot stepped over the edge of the basin. In the next bedroom, a mess of humanoid shadows crawled over one another in a writhing mass, their bellies touching the floor, like a mound of frogs. Again the lights dimmed, and with this dimming came a monstrous resurfacing of near-deafening whispers.

      Backing into the hall, we realized there was nowhere to go. We might try and leave through the front door, but what awaited us outside—or if the spirits would persist beyond the borders of the property—remained to be seen. “Come on,” I said, dragging Kelly back towards the stairs. “We need to try and leave. I don't know if we'll make it far, but we have to get the door open and--”

      The look in her eyes was vacant, glassed over.

      She was about to faint.

      “Kelly! Stay with me!” I shouted, taking her in my arms and shaking her gently.

      She took a deep breath and for a moment her legs recovered. “What... what are they?” she asked as the whispers temporarily receded into a background hum.

      “This house... it's a beacon,” I said, dragging her downstairs. “If there's a body to inhabit, the spirits of the dead will come here to claim it. We have to get out of here.” I took the stairs down two at a time, dragging Kelly behind me and shouldering her weight as we dropped down into the foyer. The front door was still being assaulted from the outside, and I reached out to disengage the deadbolt with incredible hesitance. Without knowing what I'd find on the other side, I unlocked the door and yanked it open.

      That was when Kelly's mind went. She lost her balance, fell from my grasp and hit the floor. Out like a light.

      It was just like the dream I'd had the night before, except this time, I felt reasonably sure I wasn't dreaming. Whatever this was, it'd been substantial enough to embroil us both. I'd opened the front door of the house, but all I saw before me was the foyer; a mirror reflection of the room in which I presently stood. What... what the hell? How?

      I knelt down and tried to rouse Kelly, watching as greedy hands struck out from thin air and groped at her blindly. Her hair was pulled, her arms and legs grasped roughly by hungry specters. I fought back against them, trying to lift her up off of the ground, but felt my own body overcome by a wave of bitter cold. My joints froze up on me and my lungs burned with iciness as the ambient temperature took a nosedive.

      “Kelly!” I shouted, pawing feebly at her. My entire body trembled and I could hardly stand. I fell to one knee, my breath taking the form of fog in the cold air. “Come on, Kelly!”

      Her eyes snapped open only for an instant. She looked drugged, dreaming, and she resumed her unconsciousness with a groan. All the while her body shook for the tugging of countless phantom hands, the owners of which vied to take possession of her.

      This was what the house had wanted all along. The spirits had been gathering for some time, ever since I'd moved in. I'd been a fool not to realize it. Without my even knowing it the dead had accumulated like falling snow, coming to infest every inch of the property over the course of my tenancy. Now there could be no running from them. The house was packed with spirits in search of new bodies. Very soon now the two of us would succumb, would be torn apart for use in the barbaric rituals the Endless Circle had used to miraculous effect so many years previously. Emil and Kelly would cease to exist, but our bodies would find new life in three days' time, with new captains at the helm.

      Kneeling in the foyer, I came to know true despair.

      Trying in vain to wake Kelly, the lights throughout the house began to blink off, and this time they did not come back on. Room by room, the lights were snuffed out. First in the upstairs and then in the lower level. The foyer light was the last to go, and when it did, the whole of Weatherby House was painted black. Even the fire had gone out, each individual ember suffocated till only its smell remained in the chill air.

      If not for the solid ground beneath my knees I'd have thought myself falling through a limitless abyss. All around me, foreign bodies—things of substance—moved against me. The whispers once again reached a crescendo, and I fell onto my side, covering my ears in a futile attempt to block them out.

      And then the movements and whispers ceased.

      Perfect silence came to rest over the house, and from some distant place came a faint glow—moonlight. I clawed at the floor, reaching out towards Kelly who did not stir. For the moment, the two of us seemed alone in the house, the spirits having suddenly vacated. “K-Kelly,” I sobbed, my voice giving out. “Kelly, wake up...”

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      My eyes canvassed the darkness as deep, resonant steps broke the new quietude. They were recognizable for their force, must have been the steps of a very large man. I'd heard their kind before and knew who they belonged to before they even ceased at the foot of the stairwell.

      Crouching in the darkness, I became aware of another presence in the foyer with me. And it wasn't Kelly. An imposing figure was cut in the corner of the room, catching some of the sparse moonlight. Broad shoulders supported a doubtful, nebulous face.

      “Uncle Gustav,” I muttered, fists balled.

      When the figure laughed a noxious, ice cold laugh, I knew I was correct.
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      With a face cut from shadow and only two pale, yellow eyes visible in the moonlight, my uncle blended in so neatly with our surroundings that I could scarcely be sure he was there at all. When his voice—a parched, wheezing thing not so unlike his voice in life—rang out from all around me, it was all I could do to listen. He had no mouth that I could see within that nebulous mask of darkness, and yet the words came all the same, and from every direction. At hearing his voice, my body began to shut down out of sheer terror. I slumped against the wall and only narrowly avoided falling backward.

      “It is time, Emil,” said my uncle. His body didn't move, and despite his great stature he cast no shadow. Those eyes of his, though—yellow orbs that glowed vaguely in the light of the moon—moved quite a lot. They studied me for a time, seeming to narrow in amusement, and then moved to Kelly who remained unconscious on the floor. “I can wait no longer. There are things in this house that would happily claim you, that would steal my prize.”

      “You mean my body?” I asked, face quivering beneath a layer of fresh, cold sweat.

      “Life is wasted on the living,” continued the black specter, the shadows all around us alive with his voice. “This house has fulfilled its purpose.” The next sounded as though it came from behind a smile. “You should feel honored to serve as my vessel. I'll put that body to good use, scrub your feeble talents from the world and bring true art once again to the masses.”

      I wanted to spit at him, to rush him, but I couldn't move an inch. When I replied, my voice was so quiet and shaky I wasn't sure whether he'd hear me. “So that's why you've been teaching me your music, is it? You wanted to test these hands of mine, huh?” I gulped, summoning up a poor excuse of a smile and uttering a hollow threat. “Would be a shame if I... I cut one of my fingers off, wouldn't it? You wouldn't want me then, would you?”

      Uncle Gustav called my bluff, his stiff, broad shoulders unflinching. “An empty threat. You haven't got it in you. You lack passion, courage, Emil. And that's why you've always been a second-rate pianist. You should look at this as a gift, really. By entrusting that body of yours to me, you'll be able to make a contribution to music in a way you could never hope to as a pianist.”

      Anger stirred within me. I shook my head. “Don't say that. You don't know a thing about me,” I muttered, baring my teeth. “Don't talk like you've followed my career—like you know what I'm capable of!”

      Uncle Gustav chuckled to himself. “From the moment you first arrived in this house I've watched you, Emil. I've listened to every note you've played, watched every action you've taken. Only under my tutelage will you ever make something of yourself.”

      He wasn't exactly offering me piano lessons; he wanted to use my body as raw material with which to stage his comeback. I backed away, taking Kelly's arm and trying once again to rouse her. “Kelly, wake up. Wake up. We're leaving...”

      “No,” said the specter. “You won't. Neither of you will. In fact, there's much to be done, Emil. The two of you will be bound, subjected to constant horrors until you break and offer up your bodies willingly to the dead. They've come here slowly, drawn to the house as though it were a beacon, and there now exist so many within it—thirsty souls, desperate for life—that you could never hope to escape them all. Your minds are fragile things, spoiled by fear. And the very worst is yet to come.”

      “I won't give in,” I shot back. “I know how this works, and I won't be giving in. You can only fill my body if I break down and give up the will to live, but I'll fight you till the very end. I'll never let you have what you want.” I shook Kelly once again, the shadows moving in around her as I did so. Apparitions grasped at her from every direction, and upon my own body I felt the touch of cold spectral hands.

      “The girl will break,” he said. “When you've seen what we subject her to, you'll pray for death yourself. A hundred hands will hold her down and she will never know rest from the nightmares. You know what that's like, don't you, boy?”

      “No, she's... she's strong. You can't break her. Not like that.” I lifted her up in my arms and shook her violently. “Kelly! Wake up! We have to find a way out—”

      “There is none,” came the wheezing reply.

      “Kelly, please!”

      “You will both die in this house, and you will come to wish for death. You will give up your bodies happily if it means a reprieve from the horrors, boy.”

      Kelly opened her eyes, hands suddenly clawing at the air. Her mouth fell open and a loud scream burst from her mouth, cutting through the space like a siren. Arching her back, she fell from my arms, smacked her head on the floor and began to thrash.

      “W-what are you doing to her?” I demanded, looking to the corner.

      My uncle wasn't standing there anymore, but I could still hear his voice. It was tinged in laughter. “Giving her a taste of what awaits her,” he replied.

      I watched as Kelly broke into sobs, her body covered on all sides by what appeared to be gaseous shadows. Stepping closer to her, I noticed she was covered, in fact, by a dozen or more specters, their doubtful, hazy bodies clinging to her. They whispered in her ears, probed her body with their blurred hands and wrapped their fingers around her very heart. She screamed and cried as if in great pain and pulled her way across the floor, to the living room, where she took to hiding beneath the piano. I screamed her name several times, had tried to grab her, but she was unreachable.

      Just like I'd been the night before, she was stuck in a hideous nightmare she couldn't wake out of.

      The spirits in this house intended to terrorize the two of us this way until we cracked.

      It would take time, but eventually I knew they'd win out. You could only deprive a man of sleep so long, subject him to so much darkness and terror, before he lost his mind.

      From behind me came a deep laugh. “She's so frightened she doesn't even recognize your voice,” said my uncle. “Why don't we reach into that head of yours, show you something of the suffering to come?”

      Loud footsteps sounded to my back. A chorus of whispers rose and fell as I burst out of the foyer and into the living room. I needed to get out of this house, to find some way to break free of my uncle's influence. This was a nightmare; a real, genuine nightmare. I wasn't asleep, but my reality had been intruded upon by the spirits who'd made a pilgrimage to this house.

      And it wouldn't end until I either made it out of the house or I gave my uncle what he wanted.

      I headed straight for one of the living room windows and was prepared to break it with my bare hands when I suddenly wiped out against the wall.

      There weren't any windows there any longer. They'd been replaced by mirrors.

      In their reflections, shifting furtively behind my terrified reflection, were countless undulating black shapes. They walked and crawled over the floors, walls and ceiling. They stood atop the piano, while still others dove beneath it to further torture Kelly, sending her into a fresh series of wide-mouthed screams.

      To my back continued the footsteps, and in the corner of the mirror I caught a flash of pus-yellow eyes. A grey hand touched my shoulder and I felt the breath robbed from my lungs. Standing behind me, a jagged black smile spreading across a jumbled face that looked like visual snow, was my uncle.

      What I saw next I can only call a hallucination. The scene was so real, its sensory details so striking that I couldn't help but fall prey to it completely. I was laying on my back against the hard floor, and on top of me I could only see white.

      A white sheet, I realized.

      My hands were bound in rope, but I managed to pull the sheet off of my face and to take in my surroundings. I was in the living room. A burst of warmth came from the hearth where a large fire roared. It was dark in the room—pitch black except for those things that the firelight could reveal. I turned to my right and realized I wasn't alone.

      Kelly was there, hands and legs tied, and flanked by two dense shadows. When my eyes adjusted I realized they were more than just shadows; they were men. Familiar-looking men. I'd seen them before, and it took me only a moment to realize where.

      From the book... they're... they're two of the cultists. The Endless Circle.

      Kelly's long hair had been chopped off roughly and thrown into the fire. Several locks had been strewn across the floor and hearth in the process. The two men, tall and sturdy twenty-somethings, now knelt down beside her. Something in their hands threw off the firelight, and I had to lean forward to see what it was.

      Razorblades.

      Each of them choosing an arm, the young cultists brought their blades up to Kelly's quivering skin and began to slice. They went in easily, sank into the flesh as though it were butter, and the screams this drew from her mouth were awful to hear. Carefully, unbothered by the cries of their victim, the cultists set about shaving off her topmost layers of skin. Their hands moved slowly, deliberately, with the practiced touch of true craftsmen. Blood seeped from her lily-white arms, dripping audibly onto the floors.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, attempting to break free of the vision. None of this is real. It's like a bad dream. Uncle Gustav thinks he can break you by showing you this stuff but if you can only block him out, then—

      I opened my eyes, and the sight that came into view sent me reeling.

      The cultists had gone, leaving Kelly a writhing, bloody mess on the floor.

      Her limbs were still bound, but her skin had been left parted and hanging from her frame in meticulously-shaven sections, the tender, blood-soaked tissues beneath left to sting in the open air. Dizzy with pain and fright, she stared up at the ceiling, eyes red but out of tears, and gasped.

      Perhaps this wasn't real, not yet, but it would be very soon.

      This was the fate that awaited us both.

      They'd carve us up, keeping us alive until we finally couldn't take anymore and embraced the sweet release of death.

      Footsteps sounded as the cultists returned. Kelly's eyes shot wide and her arms and legs squirmed in their restraints in anticipation of the suffering to come.

      No... no! That's enough! I don't want to see this anymore! “Leave her alone!” I pleaded, tugging on the rope that bit into my wrists and ankles. “Don't hurt her anymore! She's only here because of me!”

      The scenery changed again. My eyes snapped open and I was presented with a blank wall. I'd been standing before it, in the corner of the living room, my cheeks damp with tears. There was a rustling to my back, from underneath the piano. Kelly was there, still twitching, her howling screams reduced to raw grunts. The darkness still clung to her, crept inside of her, and she cradled herself in a tight fetal position.

      My uncle's voice entered the room, though there was no sign of him. “The reality will be much worse than that,” he mocked. “The real will transcend the imagined, I promise you!”

      “No!” I shouted. “That's enough! Leave... leave her alone.” I walked to the piano and tried to pull Kelly out from underneath. Like a frightened animal she fought me every step of the way, continuing to cower. She looked completely out of it, her mind squashed underfoot like a grape. I wasn't even sure she knew where she was, that she recognized me. “Kelly... leave Kelly alone. I brought her into this house, but it's me you want, isn't it?”

      For a moment there was silence. Then, “I want you, Emil. But the restless dead want the girl. You might have brought a hundred—a thousand people into this house and it wouldn't have been enough. When the living tread here, the dead must come. She is lost, will be filled up and worn by the highest bidder. He who breaks her mind and sees her embrace death will win her in the end.”

      “No... no, I won't let you do that!” I screamed. “She wouldn't be here if not for me. She doesn't deserve this. Take me, if you want, but let her go!”

      “What's this?” came my uncle's reply. The other shadows in the room, which had been circling Kelly up until that moment, seemed to pause, to shrink away from her. “The girl is a lost cause.”

      I took a step forward, barely able to see my surroundings in the dark. Except for Kelly's pale face in the corner beneath the piano, I could only make out the larger shapes in the room; the piano and bench, the mantle. I could make out, too, certain shapes moving within that darkness; things possessed of a richer and more perfect darkness than our surroundings. “Let her go and you can have me,” I said. “If you want my body, then I'll submit... but you have to let her go. Let her out of the house and you can take me, Uncle Gustav.”

      For the first time in a long while, there was utter silence in the house. There were no whispers, no strange rustlings or disembodied laughs. The quiet, rasping reply to my offer came directly into my ear, sending me into terrible shivers. “You would give yourself up without resistance to save the girl? You would spare me the trouble of breaking you?”

      I nodded. “Just... just let her out. Let her out and... you needn't break me at all. I'll give myself over to you.”

      “So be it, then. Your life is mine, Emil, and the girl will be allowed to leave.”

      Shadows faded into the background and the windows, heavy with moonlight, returned to their proper places. The fire was reignited and the living room sat aglow in its light. Feeling woozy, I stepped towards the piano and palmed at my eyes. The house had gone back to normal, appeared harmless and ordinary. Moments later, the lights came back on.

      I knelt down beside the piano and drew Kelly up off of the floor. She was sobbing, and looked up at me with an expression of incredible confusion. Her face was a mess of running mascara and she had a bright, bleeding mark on her forehead where she'd dashed her brow against one of the walls. Noticing the lights on overhead and the seeming normalcy of the scene, she buried her face in my chest and wept. “W-what... what was that?” she managed after a time. “Was that... was it real, or...?”

      I forced a smile. “No, of course not,” I said. “It was a dream. A bad one. But it's over now. You should go, Kelly. Thanks for stopping by.” My heart ached at the words. I didn't want her to go, to be left alone here, and yet I couldn't stand the thought of her staying. If she did, those “nightmares” would never stop.

      She could hardly stand. I helped her to her feet and let her lean on me till she felt sturdy. All the while, she looked around the room through narrowed eyes, as if waiting for the terror to resume. Thankfully, it never did. We stood awkwardly in the living room until, finally, she started for the door. “Come on,” she said. “Let's go. I don't care where. We can never come back here again. There's something about this house. It makes you... see things.”

      I let her drag me all the way to the door, but stopped right there. “Sorry,” I said. “I'm staying.”

      Trembling, she took a handful of my shirt and shook me. “Why? Why the hell would you stay here, Emil? Are you insane? You... you saw all of that, didn't you?” She rubbed at her aching forehead, breaking once again into sobs. “This house... this house is...”

      I reached over and picked up her purse, which had been sitting on the floor. I unzipped it and took hold of the orange bottle within, slipping it into my pocket. Then, handing her the bag, I nodded to the door. “I know what this house is. Now, please, go. And never come back.”

      Hurt overtook the fear in her eyes and she shook her head. “No, I won't. I won't leave. Not without you. If I do, then...”

      I reached over and grasped the doorknob. The door opened without resistance, and to my surprise the scene outside was normal. The night was breezy, and the open field in front of the house was painted in dew and moonlight. I could see our cars in the driveway, and a part of me felt that, if I made a run for it, I might be able to make it out myself...

      From the kitchen there sounded a loud creak, as of someone shifting their weight on the floorboards. It drew Kelly's gaze, but before she could say anything, I gave her a push towards the door. “Get out,” I said. “Please, don't make me force you. There isn't a lot of time. If you don't... then I can't guarantee you'll be safe. Leave here, Kelly. And don't you dare come back. Don't bring anyone here, either. No cops... nothing. It isn't safe.”

      She shuffled out onto the porch, looking at me confusedly. “Emil, why?”

      “Those things you saw... do you want them to come to pass? If not, get out of here and stay away from the house for good,” I said.

      For a while, I stared back at her. There was a presence looming in the background; I could feel it as surely as if it had me in a choke-hold. The air around me grew colder, and not simply for the entrance of the breeze. The spirits of the dead were still in the house. They'd sunk into the background, were out of sight for now, but if I listened hard I could still hear their whispers coming through the walls.

      What if I made a run for it? I thought, standing at the door. If I ran now, maybe I could escape. And as long as I didn't come back to the house, Uncle Gustav would never be able to—

      Outside, I saw a tall, leaning figure standing in the yard. There was another, near the road, which seemed to be staring at the house.

      The dead were still coming. Still pouring into the house.

      If Kelly didn't get out, and soon, it would be too late.

      “Go, now, to your car,” I said. “Goodbye.”

      And then I slammed the door shut; one of the hardest things I'd ever done. I collapsed against it, watching Kelly's shrinking form through the peephole. She'd remained on the doorstep awhile, knocking feebly at the door, but when she realized I wasn't going to open up, she'd started for the car. When I heard her engine going, I stood at the window and watched her pull out of the drive. She started onto Stratford Road and drove slowly back to town.

      The sound of her car faded into the distance. I sighed with relief.

      I was alone in Weatherby House once again.

      Well, not exactly.

      With a sigh, I stared out the window at the three shadowed figures that now littered the yard and clutched the pill bottle in my pocket. Then, walking over to the piano, I took a seat at the bench, twisted the white cap off of the Oxy bottle and downed them all at once. Crunching the pills between my teeth—a fatal dose many times over—I tossed the empty bottle across the floor and choked them down. When I'd swallowed them all, I began to laugh.

      Setting my fingers on the keys of the Steinway, I started drowsily into Chopin's second piano sonata, his famous Funeral March. “Well,” I slurred, bits of the pills sticking to my lips and chin, “you can come on out, now. I'll give my body to whichever one of you bastards can get here first. But you'd better work quick,” I said, slowing the piece down a touch. “Because this body of mine is about to spoil.”

      At once, every light in the house went out. The fire was choked and the windows vanished. I was plunged again into a dark world of nightmare. All around me I sensed a sudden rush of movement, as of a thousand black hands jutting out of the walls and reaching towards me.

      Yes, that was it.

      I looked up from the piano, squinted through the darkness, and watched as thousands of black hands came through the floor, the walls, the ceiling, all making manic grabs towards me.

      It didn't matter.

      Soon, one way or another, I was going to enjoy a fine, deep sleep.

      And anyway, I didn't need the lights on. I knew where the keys were, could play this piece blindfolded. Chopin's Funeral March went on uninterrupted until I felt that cold hand on my shoulder and knew it was time.

      The first movement ended and I took my fingers off of the keys. The notes hung in the air for a while.

      And then there was silence. And darkness.

      Oblivion.
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      With far too much alcohol in her system to drive straight, Kelly took things slow. She pointed her Volvo in the direction of home and kneaded at her temples as she paused at a red light. Her heart was still pounding, and she looked repeatedly into her rearview, expecting to find some shadowy presence lurking in her backseat.

      She was out of the house, but the terror remained.

      You drank too much, she told herself, cracking a window open and letting the cool night air in. It was all a drunken dream, right? She fiddled with her phone, thinking to call Emil. If I call him, he'll pick up and set me straight. It was all just a bad dream, like he said. He's probably sitting around right now, playing the piano. Unable to focus both on the road and dialing the phone, she set her cell in the cup holder and decided to wait until she got home to call him.

      Traffic was light. There were no cops out just then, thankfully. She took a handful of backroads into her neighborhood, narrowly missing mailboxes and trashcans as she swerved. She prayed her parents weren't still up. They'd be pissed if they knew she'd been driving drunk.

      But what could I have done? I couldn't stay there until I sobered up, she thought with a hiccup. Emil kicked me out... because he was worried about me. Why didn't he come, too? Wasn't he scared? Her thoughts were coalescing into a drunken blur and she felt her eyes getting heavy. Spotting her parents’ house, she coasted into the driveway and parked crookedly, shifting into park and resting her head against the steering wheel until she felt she could compose herself.

      The lights didn't look to be on inside. That was a good sign. Taking a deep breath, she picked up her phone, and when her clumsy fingers finally cooperated, she dialed Emil.

      The line rang and rang, but to her dismay her call was shunted to voicemail.

      “Damn it,” she muttered, trying again. “You'd better pick up, Emil. I know... I know you're there.”

      Placing another call, she waited a few moments before hearing his voicemail message for the second time.

      She climbed out of the car, legs wobbly, and started for the door. Shouldering the phone, she tried a third call, fumbling with her keys. Come on, Emil... come on... pick up. You're there, aren't you?

      Pushing open the front door of the house quietly, so as not to wake her parents, Kelly set foot in the living room. At that moment, when the call should have transitioned to voicemail, there was an odd crackling on the line. “E-Emil?” she breathed into the phone.

      Then, looking into her parents’ living room, her heart skipped a beat.

      The phone fell from her hands, clattering onto the wooden floor loudly.

      All of the floors in her parents’ house were carpeted.

      Kelly felt the door close softly behind her and stared out into the foyer of Weatherby House. It was dark, empty; no signs of Emil or anyone else entered into view. Rubbing at her eyes, she looked the room up and down, trying to figure out what was going on. Her stomach began to roil and the night's drinks hit the floor in a foaming torrent.

      Falling to her knees, Kelly began to sob, reaching behind her in the darkness for the door. Her hands failed to find it however. It was as though the walls had eaten it up completely. Scanning the ceiling, she saw the light fixtures, empty of bulbs, and continued till her gaze reached the top of the stairs. “E-Emil? Are y-you there?” she whispered, cheeks streaming in tears.

      She could hardly breathe and cradled herself with her thin arms. This can't be happening, she thought. I left the house. I left it. I drove away from it.

      Her cell phone was still on the floor, screen still glowing. From its receiver there came a curious noise; quiet at first, but then growing in volume until she couldn't be sure it was coming from the phone at all.

      A swell of whispers.

      Shuddering, she reached up and covered her ears feebly, slumping against the wall. The whispers of the dead grew into an uncontainable crescendo.

      Moments later, her phone went dark, leaving her stranded in perfect blackness.

      That was when she realized she wasn't truly alone. In the absence of light, she came to sense the others in the room; the multitudes crammed into the space around her, which she'd hitherto thought empty.

      Her screams were cut off by their cold, shadowed hands.
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      Stuffing the box cutter back into his pocket, the shopkeeper, Mack, lifted a stack of CDs from the box and began arranging them on the shelves. It was a Tuesday, the day when Fratelli's Books and Records in Newberg received their shipments from distributors. Aside from doing a good deal of business in the way of used CDs and records, the manager would sometimes arrange for orders of more popular releases.

      When the thing had been emptied, the man, working a hand over his handlebar mustache, took to cutting down the box. There were a few boxes left for him to unpack, and they were stacked behind the counter in a teetering mound.

      The chime wrapped around the handle of the front door sounded and Mack stood up to find a new customer entering. It was Cecilia, owner of the laundromat next door, with her young, sleeping daughter in tow. The two greeted one another and made small-talk about recent business. Cecilia often came in on Tuesdays to have a look at the new releases and to catch up with Mack, an old friend.

      Straightening her white-framed glasses and keeping her voice low so as not to wake the toddler in her arms, she asked, “So, get anything good in today?”

      Mack shrugged. “Depends on what you're looking for, Cecilia. We got some new foreign stuff in; this garage band from Japan called Guitar Wolf is supposed to be passing through Portland on a tour, so the manager ordered a case of their albums for us to stock. Knowing you, though, that isn't your taste.”

      She grinned. “Right you are. Got anything more relaxing?”

      Looking to the row of CDs he'd just finished stocking, Mack picked up a disc in a dark blue sleeve, giving it a little shake. “This might be more your speed. It's a popular one; manager even ordered extras. Do you like classical music?”

      “I do,” replied Cecilia.

      “Here, come with me,” said Mack, walking her back to the counter. Behind the register, plugged into a dusty wall socket, was an impressive sound system. Wires spread from it all across the floors and up onto the walls, where they terminated in a series of imposing speakers. From a blank case in a binder, Mack produced a CD, which he placed into the stereo. “Manager hasn't been able to get enough of this guy. He goes by the name Erik Weatherby and he's the hottest thing in classical music right now. A virtuoso pianist.”

      The first track of the CD began. Seemingly recorded live at a recital, an enthusiastic announcer introduced the performer and a flurry of applause sounded. Shortly thereafter, following a silence, a curious tune began. It started off faintly, a sort of somber, airy melody, but quickly transitioned into something forceful, resembling a march. It sounded to her like something you'd hear performed at a funeral.

      Listening for a minute, Cecilia nodded. “Whoa, he's pretty good. This is an interesting piece. I've never heard it before. Is it... Bach? Or...”

      Mack shook his head, plopping down onto a bench with a box full of new releases on his lap. Cutting away the tape that sealed it, he set it down onto the counter and cleaned his hands off against his cable-knit sweater. “Nope. I guess he's sticking mainly to the works of—what's his name? Big composer, died some months back?”

      “Oh! He's playing Gustav Abbado's works?” asked Cecilia.

      “That's the one,” replied Mack. “It's really something else. He's been gaining a lot of attention in the music press lately for the strength of his performances. Besides all of that, though, no one knows where he came from. Says he's from somewhere in Europe and claims to be self-taught.”

      Listening to the sinister march over the speakers, Cecilia smirked. “Self-taught? There's no way! He's too good.”

      Mack shrugged. “Well, that's his story, anyway. I think he's probably being mysterious just to stir up more interest. He's a great player, though. No doubt. Some are even calling him the second coming of Gustav Abbado, though maybe that's a little premature.”

      Losing herself in the song and stifling a little shudder for the mood it created, Cecilia nodded. “I can see why they'd say that.”

      “Anyhow,” continued Mack, “you were asking about what new stuff we had in. Lemme see here...” Flipping through a small catalog, he began listing off a handful of circled entries. “In the way of classical music, we did get a really good recording of Mitsuko Uchida performing with the Cleveland Orchestra, and its reviews are glowing.”

      “No, that's OK,” replied Cecilia. “I'll take a copy of this one, the Erik Weatherby,” she said, pointing to the speakers. “It's incredible.”

      Plucking one of the Erik Weatherby CDs off of the rack, Cecilia handed over her debit card and said a few parting words to Mack as she left the record store. Walking her daughter over to her SUV, parked in front of the laundromat, she carefully set the child in her safety seat and buckled her up—somehow, without waking her. Hoping to enjoy some peace and quiet, Cecilia stretched and slipped into the driver's seat, starting the car and inserting her new CD into the player.

      As before, the strange, somber tune, with its ominous overtones, began to play. Closing her eyes, she imagined what it must be like to be such a talented pianist, and rapped along with the piece on her steering wheel. Spying the time on her dashboard clock, she realized there was still much to do. She'd have to get home and cook something for dinner, would have to give her daughter a bath and more... Man, wouldn't it be nice to be a concert pianist for a living? To be born with that kind of raw talent? I'll bet those people don't have to worry about a thing. All they have to do is practice the piano.

      Flipping the CD over, she had a look at its reverse side. There was a track listing there. The first song was apparently called “Threnody for Emil”. What a strange title, she thought.

      There was something else on the back of the CD case, something which she studied for a longer while than she did the track listing. It was a photo of the pianist, a young man, taken beside a black Steinway piano. He smiled widely, hands folded in his lap, and he wore a well-tailored black suit.

      There was something about him. Maybe it was the eyes, narrowed in a smile. Perhaps it was his posture, or his body language. Cecilia shrugged it off and set the empty case down in her passenger seat, shifting the car into drive.

      For a second there, she’d thought she recognized Erik Weatherby—thought she'd seen him before.

      No, of course not.
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      Thank you for reading! I hope you've enjoyed Stirrings in the Black House. Want to know when my next book comes out? Consider joining my mailing list below for news and updates!

      

      Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      

      http://eepurl.com/bovafj
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