
  
    
      
    
  


   


   


   


   


   


   BEWARE!


   


  This story contains brief moments of terror and mild violence. It could be too intense for some children under the age of twelve. It may be best to read Open House as a family, preferably with the lights turned low, right before bed...


  


  


   


   


   


   


   


   1. Sunday, 2:07 pm


   


  Shaken, Scott and Linda stumbled out of the house and hurried down the walk. He strode toward the pick-up parked near the curb, and she was close behind, nearly running to keep up with Scott's determined pace. All the while, Linda kept eyeing the red sign in the home's front yard: Open House, This Sunday, 1-3. It had seemed so inviting when she saw it before. Now? Now it seemed to be laughing at her.


   They quickly climbed into the truck, both doors slamming in unison. A moment later, the engine screamed, and the wheels screeched with fury, kicking up dust and leaving long ribbons of black rubber on the street behind them as they sped away.


   Neither spoke. Finally, when the house was little more than a speck in their rearview, a shaky sigh escaped Linda's lips. It was all that was left of the scream she'd been biting back since they'd seen what was waiting inside the house at 51 South Taylor.


   Scott merged onto the freeway before turning to see if Linda was okay. She was doing better, it seemed. Her color was slowly returning. There was life in her eyes again. It seemed to have done her some good, that ghostly wheeze.


   Their eyes met, and the corner of Linda's mouth twisted into a silent question.


   What was that? That wasn't real, right? It... it couldn't be.


   That was all Linda could think to call what they'd seen. It.


   Scott grinned, trying to show her everything was going to be okay. Instead, Linda felt her stomach sink. Scott was changing right before her eyes, morphing into something else. His grin turned thin and hollow. His eyes filled with a swirl of darkness that left them looking like tiny orbs of black glass. This wasn't the man she was going to marry. This was the monster she'd met while touring the Taylor house. It had clawed its way inside of Scott and was still there as they started across the bridge toward their side of town.


   Linda watched as his dark eyes fell on the road ahead of them.


   His empty grin grew. She followed his gaze and saw where his eyes had landed.


   "No! Scott, baby! Don't–"


   Scott jerked the wheel, and his Chevy went through the bridge railing so easily he felt a slight tinge of pride. His boys would talk about it over a drink tomorrow night – how strong the big block under Scott Robinson's hood had been to knock the railing free like it did. They would raise a bottle for him. His eyes were cold and dark, but he warmed to the idea of a night in his honor. The thought consumed him so thoroughly that he didn't even hear Linda screaming from the seat beside him.


   He wasn't even worried about the water waiting a hundred feet below.


   


   2. Sunday, 2:38 pm


   


  Isaiah spotted the red sign and pulled into the driveway.


   He'd already seen a number of houses, but from the car, Isaiah was feeling pretty good about this one. In fact, the old Cape Cod home almost seemed too good to be true. He quickly grabbed his copy of the Sunday paper and checked the listing to make sure it was something he could really afford.


   The yard was a good size. There'd be plenty of room for Brian and him to toss the ball around once the weather improved. The shrubs that circled the house were already blooming in a cascade of pastels that appeared incredibly vibrant on the white backdrop the house provided. He thought the picket fence was a bit much but knew others would love it on sight. The owners had done their due diligence. The home had curb appeal to spare and would suit even the most critical eye.


   Isaiah got out of his car, grinning sadly when he saw the home's wraparound porch. Boy, he thought. Brian's mom would love that.


   He'd spent a lot of nights fantasizing about a day when he and Brian's mother would finally be able to leave his tiny apartment behind for the house of their dreams. A big, wooden porch was always right at the top of her list. Seeing this one brought back memories: dreams and wishes the two had shared.


   Even now, trying so hard to move on, Isaiah missed her.


   He entered the house and found a slender man waiting in the foyer.


   "Come on in," the man said warmly. "Make yourself at home. Who knows? It might be yours one day soon."


   Isaiah extended his hand, wondering quietly if the man knew he was already coming off like a used car salesman. "Thanks," he said. "Hope I'm not too late. I saw the sign a few days ago. Wanted to make sure I added yours to my list."


   "Sure," the man said. "I'm here 'til three so there's plenty of time. The place is empty, so what you see is pretty much what you get. My name's Andrew, so if you have any questions..." His voice trailed off.


   Isaiah took it all in: the hardwood floors, the antique windows, the oak staircase that led to the old home's second floor. It was a gorgeous entry, the old-world craftsmanship masterfully restored. Somehow the interior was even more impressive than the view from outside. Someone had put a lot of time and money into this place. And love, a lot of love.


   "How many bedrooms?"


   "Three," Andrew answered. "Two and a half baths."


   Nodding a quick reply, Isaiah opened a closet just inside the front door and found himself overcome by an icy pocket of air that escaped from inside. It caught him off guard, the way it washed over him. It was so cold it left him strangely unsettled. The sun had been beating down on the house for hours, and yet, here he was, feeling like he'd just opened a meat locker. His mind was playing tricks on him, too. For a moment, he actually thought he smelled the stink of rotting meat.


   "Air conditioning?" he asked.


   "I'm sorry," Andrew began. "I was planning to put it in this summer, but... well... something happened... it doesn't look like I'm going to be around that long."


   Isaiah looked over at Andrew and saw the man's gaze had fallen to the floor. "Oh well," he said. "I've been living without air for a while now. I ever want it bad enough I suppose I can put it in myself."


   He turned, ready to close the closet door and move deeper into the house when something occurred to him...


   I could wait in this closet, he thought. They'd never expect it. They'd come in without knocking – like always – only I'd be waiting for them: her and her new man.


   Isaiah pushed the heinous thought from his mind with as much force as his consciousness would allow. He clenched his jaw in the cold, beads of sweat forming on his upper lip. He couldn't take his eyes from the deep recesses of the closet, watching as the tiny room turned darker and darker and–


   "Is it just you, then?"


   Isaiah shook from his trance, finally closing the closet door.


   "Most the time," Andrew explained. "My son will be with me on weekends. A few days during the week, too."


   "Ah," Andrew began. "Divorce?" He tried to be delicate with his question.


   "Yeah. Well, no. We were never married. Lived together a while, just never took the plunge." Isaiah put his hands into the air and wiggled his fingers. "Lucky me."


   "It's tough when kids are involved."


   Andrew's eyes narrowed as Isaiah passed beneath the entry's archway and into the living room. Isaiah was studying the ceiling and didn't notice.


   "Yeah, well, my ex seems to be doing just fine."


   Isaiah said it with a bitterness that surprised even him. Theirs was an ugly break-up, no question, but Isaiah had done a remarkable job staying positive through it all. He was proud to have navigated those waters without getting lost in the ugly whirlpools that suck so many down when they decide to go their separate ways. Still, all at once he was feeling differently about things. Cynical. Hateful, even.


   "Anyway, she's moving on so I figure it's probably time I do the same." He stabbed a finger into the next room. "Kitchen through there?"


   Andrew led Isaiah through the house, sure to mention any amenities of interest. It seemed a little rehearsed, but Isaiah played his part, asking questions when it was appropriate so Andrew wouldn't feel like he had wasted his time.


   They went upstairs together, the old wood of the staircase yielding a moan of protest beneath their feet.


   "Master bedroom's at the end of the hall," Andrew explained.


   "You aren't coming?"


   "W-what?" Andrew stammered. "No. I should stay by the front door... in case... well... in case anyone else should come."


   Isaiah studied his expression. His attitude had changed, it seemed. He was quiet now. Subdued. Andrew had ditched the salesman shtick. When he talked about the master bedroom he almost seemed to be asking a question. Like, Is the master at the end of the hall? Or, Do you really want to go into the master? All at once, Isaiah was curious to know exactly why Andrew was selling but felt it was probably rude to ask.


   He went through the motions, poking his head into one of the bedrooms before stepping into another and eyeing a closet he had no intentions of opening – not after the last one. He continued on, stopping to spend an appropriate amount of time in the hall's bathroom before turning his attention to the bedroom Andrew had mentioned.


   The master bedroom wasn't empty like the rest of the house. In fact, it had the cluttered look of a room that was very well lived in. The bed was unmade. Last night's dirty clothes were piled near a cluttered dresser. Isaiah found it curious Andrew had left the room in such a state, but he was thrown completely off balance by something else.


   The cherry bedroom suite looked just like his.


   "I thought you said the place was empty?"


   Isaiah turned to find Andrew was no longer standing atop the staircase. He'd retreated down the stairs just as he promised.


   Isaiah stepped through the doorway, and his stomach knotted. He couldn't understand why the sight of a bedroom suite had left him in such a state. But it was more than the furniture. It was everything. The clothes, the clutter, the way only one side of the bed had been slept in – it all seemed a bit too familiar.


   The room was particularly large for a house this age, its main feature a cozy reading nook that looked out on the wooded backyard. A huge maple tree stood just outside the window. Too close, really. Its gnarled branches reached for the house in a way that was sure to scare Brian in the darkness of night. Isaiah guessed it was older than the neighborhood and assumed no one felt they could chop the relic down when they settled in the area more than a century ago. So it stayed, for a hundred years, looming at the window like an ancient custodian of the property.


   Isaiah was ready to leave when another gruesome thought tried to take over. This time, though, Isaiah was ready, latching the door of his mind before the idea was able to kick it down and come inside. He forced his eyes from the knotted tree and moved them to a cracked door that led into the last room of the house: the master bath.


   There was a thick stench of mold hanging in the air, almost more than Isaiah could stomach. A toothbrush broke under his foot as he entered the dark room, flipping a switch on the wall to no avail. His eyes adjusted quicker than he expected, and he saw all the drawers had been pulled open in the vanity beneath the sink. The mirror above the sink had shatter-lines that worked together in creating a spiderweb effect, splitting the mirror into a dozen puzzle pieces, each offering its own reflection of Isaiah, the bathroom... and the small boy standing in the doorway behind him.


   Isaiah whipped around but found he was still alone. His mind was playing tricks on him again, it seemed. Although, Isaiah was beginning to suspect the Taylor house had gotten in on the fun. His mind and its new friend were having a grand ol' time, too. After all, Isaiah had recognized the boy they'd put in the mirror for him.


   Isaiah moved to leave, firing one last look into the mirror before stopping dead in his tracks. His son was still there, staring back at him through the mirror.


   "Mom's early," Brian said in an even tone.


   Isaiah couldn't push this image from his mind as he'd done with the others before. And it wasn't just the sight of his son that had him so frightened. It was his own reflection – or more appropriately, the lack of one – that scared him. When he turned to face the mirror again, his reflection hadn't moved to greet him. Instead, he felt like he was looking through a broken window – a window into another world, perhaps – where a strange version of himself was taking a knee beside his son.


   "That woman," the man in the mirror snarled. "I swear. Did you let her in?"


   "Isaiah? Brian? You guys home?"


   Brian was about to answer the woman's voice, but the man in the mirror wrapped a hand over the boy's mouth before he could.


   "I know we're early," she continued. "I hope it's not a big deal."


   Isaiah watched as the man in the mirror tightened his grip. Brian's eyes bulged, surprised by the force his "daddy" was applying.


   "No," Isaiah whispered, his gaze fixed on this other world. "What is this?"


   Brian tried to push the hand away from his mouth, desperate to break free.


   "We'll be right down," the man in the mirror said.


   Brian batted with a balled fist, but the monster flung his small body to the floor and pinned him. He had much better leverage there and used his free hand to cover the boy's nose, all of his weight concentrated behind those large hands that covered Brian's cherub-like face.


   "What is this?!" Isaiah screamed. He took his eyes from the mirror/window, seeing there was still no one in the room behind him. But when he turned again, he saw Brian's arms were flailing, his legs kicking. "Stop! Brian! Stop it!"


   Isaiah threw himself at the broken mirror, pulling a piece of glass from the wall and throwing it to the floor. He began to sob as he pulled the puzzle apart, praying he would find entry into the world where his son needed saving. But he found nothing of the sort. There was nothing but a brick wall behind the mirror. With trembling hands, Isaiah collapsed, leaving just two pieces of the mirror in place on the wall.


   "Please... what... stop this... make it stop..."


   His sobs turned to gasps as he watched his son's body go through its final throes, one final kick as the last bit of life left his body in a rattle.


   The man in the mirror came to his feet, studying his handiwork, not with pride, but with a killer's remorse. He was choking back tears, just moments from breaking down like his real life counterpart until he heard Brian's mom call from downstairs again.


   "C'mon, guys. Are you up there?"


   Isaiah wiped his tears, watching as his reflection picked up one of the glass shards he had pulled from the wall in the real world.


   "Don't you touch her!"


   But the man in the mirror couldn't hear Isaiah. Instead, he left the room, tucking the jagged piece of glass behind his back as he went.


   Isaiah jumped to his feet and rushed through the door.


   He came to an abrupt halt, eyes on the bedroom window. Outside, day had turned to night. The wind was howling; rain was coming down in sheets. But this mattered little to Isaiah. There was a body dangling from the maple tree outside, swaying back and forth with a noose tied around its neck just as he'd imagined a few moments before.


   It was the man in the mirror.


   It was him.


   "No! Stop it! Stop!"


   Repeating his plea again and again, there was madness in Isaiah's voice as he staggered down the hall. He took the stairs three at a time and nearly fell when he turned his ankle near the end.


   Expecting resistance, Isaiah put his shoulder through the front door, nearly knocking it from its hinges as he exploded out of the Taylor house and into–


   A beautiful, blue-sky day.


   The outside world hadn't changed, after all. It was just as he'd left it. Children were playing in a nearby yard. A lawnmower was coming to life in the distance. There was a large limb in the street like deadfall that had come to earth in a storm, but everything else was the same. An easy Sunday afternoon.


   Sweating profusely, Isaiah collected himself, tucking the front of his shirt into his pants as he hurried through the yard toward his car in the driveway.


   "Hey, buddy? You okay?"


   Isaiah looked over and saw a neighbor man had stopped pulling groceries from his car's trunk to check on him.


   Isaiah didn't answer. His thoughts were still with his son. Even if his experience in the Taylor house wasn't real, Isaiah needed to hear Brian's voice. He needed to know the little guy was okay.


   But even in his current state, Isaiah understood he'd have to settle for a phone call. This was one of her days with Brian. Isaiah wouldn't be able to see him.


   He looked over his shoulder and saw Andrew was standing on the porch with a single hand raised in a motionless wave. Isaiah didn't respond, instead climbing into his car and pulling away.


   That woman, he thought. I have to fight for time with my son because of her. She runs away, and I get punished.


   Isaiah hoped he'd get all of his time with Brian this week. He hoped his ex would show up on time and give him a chance to enjoy the full three hours he was allowed on Tuesday evenings.


   He prayed she'd be fair this week. He needed time with Brian, this week especially. He prayed she'd be fair, and somewhere deep inside, in some dark place he didn't recognize, Isaiah dared her to be anything but.


   He looked into his rearview mirror and watched the Taylor house disappear from sight. He didn't notice that his blue eyes had changed in color. They were dark and vacant now – solid black – eyes the color of midnight.


   


   3. Sunday, 3:10 pm


   


  Andrew watched from a living room window.


   A car had stopped in the street, and an athletic young man was already out, dragging the large tree limb from the street to the shoulder.


   A woman leaned her head through the passenger window. "You need any help?"


   "I'm fine," he explained.


   The man dusted his hands and got back in the car. But they didn't leave right away. There seemed to be a slight hesitation on their part. They'd spotted the sign in Andrew's yard. He was sure of it.


   Andrew watched a few minutes longer as the couple sat talking then grinned as they pulled into the drive. The house had them.


   She was first out of the car. Pregnant, she walked a few steps with a hand at the small of her back for support. He hurried around to help, but she was quick to shoo him away.


   Andrew's grin widened. They were perfect.


   He waited for them to climb the steps onto the porch then pulled the door open before either had a chance to knock.


   "Here for the open house?" he asked.


   "If that's okay. The sign says three, but–"


   "It's fine," Andrew said, cutting her off. "I haven't had many lookers. I'm not going to slam the door in your face over a few lousy minutes."


   "We'll be quick," she continued. "I promise."


   Andrew shut the door behind them.


   "I'm Danielle. This is my husband, Mike."


   Andrew took Mike's hand, noted its firm grip, then watched as it moved back to Mike's side, instinctively taking Danielle's when it got there.


   "We appreciate it," Mike said warmly. "We were hoping to give you guys a look."


   You guys? Andrew asked himself. If only they knew.


   "You have a lovely home," Danielle began, ready to make small talk as Mike looked the house over. Andrew watched Mike open the foyer closet – a closet that had already planted a few spoiled seeds in another homebuyer's mind.


   Mike nudged Danielle. "Think there's enough room for all your furs?"


   "You mean the one coat I own you keep promising to replace?" Danielle asked. "I think we'll manage." Smiling, she smacked him across the bottom as he walked by her and into the living room.


   Andrew was happy to see the couple doing so well. Scott and Linda had cooled on the house immediately after coming through its door. Isaiah had begun walking a path toward madness shortly thereafter. Mike and Danielle, though – they seemed to be doing just fine.


   "What are you asking?" Danielle asked.


   "$159,000."


   Already inspecting the windows, Mike looked back at his wife with surprise.


   "I've got flyers in the kitchen," Andrew added. "Let me grab you one."


   Andrew disappeared into the next room but listened to their quiet excitement through the wall. He was quite taken with the young couple. It was hard not to be. He'd bet everything he had – what little was left – that they were high school sweethearts. He had a knack for knowing little things like that. It was a useless talent, really. And he'd been wrong about the man who sold him the Taylor house.


   And now you're going to do the same thing he did? Pawn this place off on someone else? Destroy their lives the way yours was destroyed?


   He was lost in his thoughts when they came giggling into the kitchen. Andrew handed Mike the flyer then led them through the rest of the house. Danielle and Mike stole playful looks as they followed. Always flirting, these two.


   It doesn't have to be this way, you fool. Warn them before it's too late. Do something right for a change. Find a little hope in the nightmare your life has become.


   Andrew didn't say these things. Instead...


   "You've got a loft upstairs, three bedrooms and two baths. I'll wait right here. Take your time, though. I don't have anywhere to go."


   He watched them head upstairs, knowing that it always seemed to happen there. That's where Isaiah had had his experience. That's where Andrew's daughter had seen it for the first time. And, of course, it was upstairs where his family's three-week stay in the Taylor house had come to its bloody end.


   Andrew braced himself, ready for anything, praying for the sanity he hoped escape would bring.


   Upstairs, Mike and Danielle stood in the center of the empty master bedroom, both admiring the reading nook beneath the eaves.


   "It's perfect," she said. "You know it is."


   "Maybe," Mike began. "But we weren't going to start looking until next summer. You really want to buy the first place we look at on a whim?"


   "Are we going to find a better deal?"


   Mike shot her a smirk. It was the first moment between the two that was anything but sickening sweet. He knew what she was trying to do, subtly talking his language. He'd always looked at their first home as an investment, a college fund for the baby.


   He walked over to the window. She went into the bath.


   "Oh my god!" Danielle hurried back into the room, scooting across the floor to her husband's side. "You won't believe the tub. It's gorgeous."


   Mike didn't respond. His eyes were fixed on something outside. He raised his chin, a small nod to point Danielle in the right direction. She followed his gaze and quickly found what had captured Mike's attention.


   Something was curled up at the base of the large maple tree just outside the window. It moved as soon as Danielle spotted it, two dark eyes appearing from inside the large pile of fur.


   "Aw!"


   The fawn looked up at them.


   "Baby?" Danielle whispered. "Does he see us?"


   "I don't know."


   It clumsily came to its feet, stumbling a few times before running for the woods that lined the Taylor property. It stopped near the tree line, looking up at them once more, black eyes gleaming in the afternoon light before it turned again, disappearing into the woods for good.


   Danielle turned to her husband with a doe-eyed look that made him think of the fawn. Mike gave in with a slight nod, and Danielle signaled her excitement with a high pitched shriek.


   Downstairs, Andrew hung his head.


   He'd been right. They were perfect.


   The house had them.


   


   4. Sunday, 7:24 pm


   


  It wasn't the phone call Andrew expected.


   "Just wanted to see how the open house went," his neighbor said.


   "Not bad," Andrew sighed. Two hours in the Taylor house had drained him both physically and emotionally. He wasn't in a talkative mood. Besides, it wasn't like Steve from next door was a long, lost friend – he just liked to act that way.


   "That's good news, buddy. I wasn't around that first hour so I didn't get to see what kinda turn-out you had. Any interest?"


   "Maybe," Andrew said. "You never really know until the phone rings."


   "Did anyone... anyone ask..."


   Andrew closed his eyes and shook his head.


   Please don't go there, Steve.


   "Hey! You see what happened to your tree?"


   Andrew rubbed his eyes. "What about it?"


   "It was the darnedest thing. Not a cloud in the sky, then – BAM! – a bolt of lightening hits that tree o' yours and sends a limb fallin' into the street."


   Andrew perked up a bit. "Really?"


   "It was crazy strange," Steve continued. "I was gonna get it for you, but there was some young guy out there before I even had the chance. He looked at your house, I think. Him and his pregnant wife?"


   "They did," Andrew answered. "I've got to let you go, alright?"


   "Sure! I'll talk to you later, buddy. And remember? Me and Helen are praying–"


   Andrew hung up before Steve had a chance to say goodbye.


   It didn't surprise him to hear about the limb and how it had fallen. It had all seemed a little too perfect at the time. In fact, if Mike and Danielle had told him about the fawn, that wouldn't have surprised him either. After all, he'd walked through the house as a buyer once. The house had a way of reeling you in if it wanted to.


   Andrew got up from the bed and began to pace back-and-forth across the seedy motel room that had served as his home for the last several months. It was a mess. There were books stacked in a misshapen pile on his nightstand: large volumes that detailed the history of his small town. Papers were scattered across a table near the window: genealogy records about the people who'd built the Taylor house and their dark past. And, of course, somewhere in the disorder, there was a tattered diary, all that was left of that family now, every horrendous detail documented by a helpless little girl.


   Are you really going to do this to them, Andy?


   He took a framed picture from his nightstand: he and his wife in the park with their daughter. The picture had become something of an addiction since losing them. Holding it was a compulsion that left him depressed, not only because he'd lost his family, but because looking at it always made him feel a bit further from the life he once enjoyed. The picture was only a few months old, but that day in the park seemed like a lifetime ago. He studied the photo. His appearance had changed drastically in the time since it was taken. His face was thinner now, his hair gray around the temples. Dark bags were a permanent fixture beneath his eyes. He'd aged a great deal since that outing, but his wife and daughter looked exactly as he remembered them. Well, as he wanted to remember them.


   He set the picture aside, worrying a time would come when he'd look at it and wonder if he'd ever been a part of that family at all.


   The call he was expecting came shortly after the first.


   Mike and Danielle hadn't had any trouble finding a realtor. The woman on the phone explained that she would be submitting an offer for the full asking price first thing in the morning. Andrew explained the house was for-sale-by-owner, and the realtor asked a few questions about that before saying goodbye.


   Andrew set his phone on the bed.


   My god, he thought. It's over. It's finally over.


   But it wasn't. Something wasn't right. The weight he'd been carrying for months hadn't lifted from his shoulders as he thought it would.


   His thoughts turned to Scott and Linda, the first couple to visit the house. He'd known right away they wouldn't be a good fit. Sometimes he felt guilty about his useless talent, judging people the way he did, and yet, he'd only been wrong that once. He saw the couple and immediately spotted a man who was likely to drink himself into a stupor and a woman whose eyes were likely to wander to other men when he did.


   The house kicked Scott and Linda out in a matter of minutes.


   Isaiah had been much harder to read, but when he started talking about his son, hinting at a bitter break-up, Andrew knew the house wouldn't want anything to do with him either. He'd lost a lot already. There wasn't much for the house to do there but pick the bones.


   But then there'd been Mike and Danielle.


   First loves share a giddy optimism that seems naive to those who have forgotten how great it can be. Unscarred, it's only in that first relationship that we give our hearts away completely. Love is rarely as all consuming as it is the first time around. And for a couple to find true love their first time out? That's special.


   Mike and Danielle were special. Andrew knew it. So did the house. It wanted them. Theirs was a world worth wrecking.


   They don't deserve this, Andy.


   He crawled into bed, ashamed. Was he just as bad as the monsters waiting inside the house at 51 South Taylor? Was he worse for doing the home's bidding?


   He tried to convince himself it was out of his hands but knew that was a lie.


   You have to tell them, he thought. You can't let them buy that house.


   He sat in silence.


   And what would you say, genius? The house is haunted? They'd laugh you out of the room.


   He took the picture in hand once more, hoping the family he lost would inspire him to save another.


   You could tell them what happened...


   Andrew studied his wife a long moment then shot a quick glance at his daughter in the new sled they'd taken to the park that day. He loved her so much, but her smile was starting to look more and more like the empty grin she'd worn in the house on the night everything ended. He found she was getting harder to look at despite his compulsion to sleep with the picture in bed beside him. Had the house clawed its way inside of her that soon? He looked away, convinced a day would come when her eyes would be black as they'd been on that final night in the Taylor house. Her eyes had looked so strange. Some might have compared them to black glass, others to the color of midnight. But Andrew knew the truth. It was a color he knew all too well.


   It was the color of blood in moonlight.


   He held the picture to his chest as a child might a stuffed bear or fuzzy blanket. He lay down and pulled both knees into his chest. This was how he fell asleep these days: every light on, like a toddler afraid of the dark.


   Tell them what happened...


   Mike and Danielle hadn't found their dream home.


   Their dream home was a nightmare.


   And it had found them.


   


   


   THE END


   


  There are more Nightcrawler Tales to come! Sign up below to for updates and be one of the first to know when the next Nightcrawler has been released...


   


  http://erichobbsonline.com/keep-in-touch/


   Now it's your turn!


   I looooove a good haunted house story! When they're good, they keep you up at night. But when they're great, they can make you ask questions about your own home: Why does the floor creak? What's that stain on the basement floor? Why won't that tree in the yard bloom like the rest? Why can't I sleep? It's three o'clock in the morning, dang it!There's a story in all those questions, and I'm hoping you can come up with a few questions of your own.


   Write a story of 500-2000 words about the night you first came to realize your house was haunted...


   Start in your bedroom. You're up past midnight. Everyone's gone to bed, but you can't sleep because the house is filled with the smell of chocolaty goodness. Your mom made cupcakes, and while she promised you one tomorrow, you just can't wait. You have to have one. Now!


   You climb out of bed, slowly tiptoeing into the kitchen. You sneak one of the treats, and its just as good as you expected. When finished, you wipe the icing from your face with the sleeve of your pajamas and start down the hall once more. But you don't make it far. You stop dead in your tracks when you hear a strange scratching sound in the hall bathroom. You inch toward the door, sure that all you've heard is a tree branch scraping the window. But as soon as you're in the doorway, the toilet seat pops open, then falls back into place, letting you know that those scraping sounds have come from something hiding inside.


   You take it from there. But remember, subtle is good. Like Open House, this is just a snapshot of a much larger story. It doesn't have to end in a blood bath. Maybe you get in trouble for the cupcake before working up the courage to open the toilet. Maybe you run away and are so scared you refuse to use your bathroom the next morning. Or maybe you get a glimpse at the evil waiting inside your toilet and realize you have to get your family out of the house before something terrible happens. Only you can figure it out... but you've got to start writing.


   Take your time and be sure to proofread your work when finished. Remember, the best stories will be published to the Nightcrawler website this spring. I usually go through five or six drafts before uploading a book to Kindle. Once you're sure its your best work, send it to me athobbs.eric@gmail.comalong with your name and age. I'll give it a read and let you know what I think. Until then--


   


   Happy Writing,


   Eric Hobbs
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