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Аннотация
A deceased nun�s deranged spirit that has been remanded to purgatory, haunts a troubled young woman who moves into her dream home. Sister Catherine makes short order of tormenting Anna into remaining in the home with her for eternity.


Kathryn Dahne
CURSE OF THE NUN
Based on the Screenplay by Aaron Mirtes


Prologue:

KK rolled his shoulders a little to ease the tension in them. He pulled up the bulky headphones from their position around his neck before turning on the recorder. His ears immediately filled with the soft hiss of static from the recorder�s audio. He was sitting cross-legged on the bed, dressed in jeans and gray flannel over a dark t-shirt, headphones mashing his unruly hair back to his head where it escaped from under his baseball cap. The room around him looked simple, ordinary; a bedroom like any other. Nothing there that should inspire the sense of nervous anticipation running up his spine.
KK knew better.
There was a history to the land here, older and darker than the visual of the plain bedroom around him could ever hope to convey. His attention was split between the ouija board spread out on the comforter in front of him and the EMF reader lying next to it. He knew better than to believe the facade of normality around him; but knowing and proof were very different things.
This time he was going to leave with that proof.
�Sister Catherine, I come on behalf of the devil,� KK said, adjusting the volume higher on his headphones.
He�d done enough homework, to know that provocation was dangerous, but a sense of desperation had driven him to recklessness. He needed something to happen. He would make something happen.
�We will take and burn this holy land,� KK taunted. �You are an enemy of Satan and will face hellfire if you do not cooperate.�
Only the static of silence greeted him from his headphones.
�I know you�re here!� He shouted.
Nothing. Not even the faintest feeling of being watched.
KK turned his head, scanning the room for any sign that his words had caught the attention of something. He waited, hoping patience might pay off where provocation had failed. He took soft, shallow breaths, straining to hear any voice that might come through the recorder. His gaze flicked from the room to the board, the EMF reader, and back again. The device registered a baseline of 0.0 mG. The bedroom remained ordinary. Empty.
Disappointment curled in his gut as long moments passed. He had been so sure that it would work this time. KK�s shoulders sagged as he sighed dejectedly. He reached out and stopped recording, pulling his headphones off and dropping them back around his neck. Time to pack up and go. It seemed that Sister Catherine had no interest in playing his game tonight. KK leaned forward to begin packing away his equipment. He pulled off his headphones completely and laid them on the bed to avoid tangling himself in the cord. He moved to fold up the ouija board first.
His fingers had just curled around the edge of the board when the planchet flew across the surface to the word �No.� The EMF reader lying next to it suddenly jumped from 0 to 2 mG.
�Sister Catherine? Can you hear me?� KK asked, torn between hesitation and hope.
The EMF meter fluctuated wildly, lighting up and beeping erratically every time it spiked past 5 mG. KK felt the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stand on end, the atmosphere around him suddenly heavy and oppressive. The persistent normality of the bedroom now seemed almost uncanny, as if it was too normal to be trusted. KK flinched a little at a prolonged tonal beep from the EMF meter before it flatlined back to 0 mG.
KK reached out for it, unsettled by its sudden silence.
�Sister Catherine, are you��
The EMF reader was ripped violently away from his fingers as an unseen force sent it and the ouija board flying across the room. The sound of heavy, rattling breaths filled the silence in the wake of the resulting clatter. Fear spidered up the back of KK�s neck as he raised his eyes to the figure standing in front of the bed. Sister Catherine wore a nun�s habit that seemed to be made of draping shadows as much as cloth. Her face was obscured by darkness, but KK could feel her rage bleeding into the air around him.
�Shit,� he muttered softly. �Too far.�
She wasn�t moving, a frozen image at the foot of the bed, just watching him. Waiting to see what he would do next. He knew that he needed to get out of there, his animal hindbrain screaming at him to leave everything behind and just run.
He couldn�t run though. Not if he wanted proof.
�I was just trying to get your attention,� KK said in the most placating tone he could manage around the lump of fear in his throat.
A faint noise hissed out of his discarded headphones and KK scrambled to put them back on. A gruff, dark voice rasped over the static background: �Out� out� out.�
KK moved slowly, leaning over the edge of the bed towards where his backpack sat, trying not to take his eyes off the sinister figure in front of him if he could possibly help it. A lamp on the bedside table crashed to the floor, narrowly missing him as he jerked upright, bag in hand.
�Just getting my things,� KK said nervously.
The chanting grew louder through the headphones. �Out� Out� OUT!�
He fumbled discreetly for his phone and felt a hot surge of triumph as his fingers closed around it. He kept his face still. He was going to get his proof. He thumbed over to the camera function with a furtive glance then swiftly brought the phone up to snap a picture.
Sister Catherine�s face was illuminated, inhuman eyes set in a pallid face covered by a tracery of ink-like veins. Her shadow-bruised mouth dropped open impossibly wide as she let out a screech that KK felt down to his bones before she abruptly vanished. He looked down hastily to check the picture and muttered a few choice words under his breath. The room was there, but Sister Catherine was not. He grimaced as he picked up the audio recorder and realized he hadn�t been recording. He turned it back on with a huff of frustration.
�Sister Catherine?� He called out again.
The sound of his own racing heartbeat was all he heard in response.
�Give me something,� he demanded. �Anything!�
The feeling of unreality still permeated the room, but no further sign of Sister Catherine�s spirit manifested. KK switched off the recorder and packed up. He mentally berated himself for the missed opportunity and the perversity of spirits only showing up when his equipment was off. He opened the bedroom door to the hallway and with a last, unhappy look over his shoulder stepped through.
KK walked out of the closet on the opposite side of the bedroom and stopped dead in disbelief.
He looked between the closet and the door he had left through in confusion, trying to make sense of what happened. He�d gone out through the door in front of him. He knew he had.
�What the hell?� KK whispered, alarm sinking in.
He bolted for the bedroom door again only to be spat back out through the closet. This couldn�t be happening. There was no way. He panted frantically, his mouth gone dry from the fear that had hooked itself deep into his chest, and headed for the window. KK opened it to feel the chill, night air rushing in from the neighborhood beyond. He looked between the nearby houses for signs of their occupants.
�Hello? Somebody?� He yelled desperately. �HELP!�
All the surrounding houses were dark. No one could hear him. The clawing need to get out by any means possible had supplanted any previous desire for his proof. The door wasn�t an option anymore but the window might work. He was on the second story of the house and the darkened yard was several feet more below him than he was really comfortable thinking about. KK swung his legs over the windowsill in preparation to jump. The fall would probably hurt, he knew, but anything was better than staying where he was. He tossed his backpack out ahead of him and felt his heart stutter in his chest as he heard it tumble through the closet door again behind him.
�Oh no.�
KK sat there for the briefest moment, half in and half out of the window, as it began to dawn on him just how much trouble he was really in. The ice-cold impact of Sister Catherine�s hands propelled him forward.
KK stumbled through the closet door, arms flailing wildly as his brain tried to orient itself to the sudden shift in reality. He didn�t get a chance to regain his balance before Sister Catherine�s hand closed hard around the back of his neck. She slammed his head sharply against the wooden frame of the closet and KK dropped to the ground, ears ringing from the blow and spots flickering in front of his eyes.
He blinked at the ceiling, dazed and prone on the floor. Sister Catherine�s shadow-draped form walked away from him towards the bedroom door as a force latched onto his feet and flung him across the floor back into the closet. The room spat him back out the bedroom door directly into the ghostly nun�s path. Her foot crashed down hard on his chest, an impossible, immeasurable weight pinning him down. KK wheezed desperately against the pressure, fumbling in his pocket for something to defend himself. Sister Catherine loomed over him, a glint of silver in her right hand catching his attention. It was a crucifix, its base sharpened into a point like a sacrificial dagger. She held it raised over her head and swung her hand downwards, intent to end his life. KK managed to free the pentacle from his pocket and held it up in front of his face as a meager shield, eyes screwed shut as he braced himself for the impending pain.
Nothing.
Cautiously, KK opened one eye, then the other.
His own hands, trembling as they held up the large pendant, were the only things in his immediate line of view. He struggled into a seated position and looked around the empty room. His ears were still ringing from the blow to the head and it took him a moment to really register the sound of his discarded EMF meter. It lay on the floor where it had been flung out of his hands, emitting a shrill, electronic tone each time it registered a fluctuation above 5 mg. The beeping was regular and measured, like a heartbeat.
KK swallowed heavily and clutched the pentacle a little tighter, drawing it closer to his chest.
Cold fingers wrapped around his face and KK screamed, scrambling away from the hand as terror consumed him. An unseen force gripped his ankles, dragging him across the floor and towards the bed. KK�s frantic pleas were downed out by the constant screech of the EMF meter. His fingers dug into the carpet. He could feel his nails ripping as he tried futilely to drag himself away from whatever was pulling at him.
KK vanished beneath the bed. His world became a blinding wash of pain, every nerve on fire from the inside out. The only noise was a desperate, high keen of an animal being devoured. He couldn�t even recognize it as his own voice.
As swiftly as it started, KK was flung back out the far side of the bed and slammed hard against the wall. He stayed sprawled there for a moment, his breathing labored as he failed to pull enough oxygen into his burning lungs. He coughed hard, a metallic taste falling thick across his tongue. A dark red smear of blood stained his palm and dripped down his chin as he pulled his hand away. KK stared at it in something close to bemusement, shock setting in swiftly as his vision started to close in around him.
�Definitely too far,� he choked out as blackness rose up to claim him.

Chapter 1:

Anna Winter dashed down the driveway, rain dampening her dark hair and soaking through her black clothes. Mike and Claire were loading a few more boxes into the moving van as she hurried to retrieve their lunch. Thunder rumbled in the distance, ominous and oppressive. Joke�s on the universe, she thought. One more night and they were gone from this place. A brighter, better future than she could have ever imagined for herself was just another sundown away. She tried to ignore the intrusive feeling that it wasn�t something she deserved. The ugliness was behind her now; it was time to move forward. For Claire�s sake if nothing else.
She splashed to a halt next to the car at the bottom of the long driveway. The magnetic sign affixed to the top garishly declared its purpose to any who cared to notice.
�That�ll be twenty-nine-oh-nine,� the pizza man drawled, handing over the box with a look that Anna couldn�t quite decipher.
Anna hunched over it slightly to protect the cardboard from the rain as best as she could. Trying not to feel like she was being judged, she handed over two bills and a handful of change from the pockets of her dark clothes.
�Thanks,� she called over her shoulder as she turned to make the dash back up the driveway to the moving van.
She was halfway there when the voice of the delivery driver stopped her.
�Wait!�
She turned around, still trying her best to keep the majority of the rain off of the pizza box, and gave the driver an impatient look. The chill of damp fabric clung to her skin, setting off goosebumps. Anna fought against the desire to shiver.
�This is twenty-one-oh-six. I said twenty-one-oh-nine,� the driver said.
Really? He was going to give her a hard time over that?
�It�s three cents,� she said incredulously.
The driver just shrugged and continued to look at her expectantly.
�I don�t have three cents,� Anna declared.
What Anna did have was a hungry family and rapidly declining patience. She was wet, tired, and beyond ready for this day to be over. The driver didn�t appear to have any sympathy and merely shrugged again, dismissive. She�d been on the receiving end of looks like that often enough in her youth and her temper flared hotly.
Anna reached into her pocket, scowling, and pulled her hand back out with her middle finger raised. She gave him her best sarcastic smile as she flipped him off. Anna turned and sprinted the rest of the way up the driveway, ignoring his annoyed shouts behind her. Asshole, she thought scathingly.
Mike and Claire were sitting in the back of the truck as she approached, voices overlapping as they cheered her on.
�Hurry, Mommy!�
�C�mon, honey, don�t let the pizza get wet.�
Anna triumphantly climbed into the back of the van, handing the pizza over to Mike, who took it from her with an amused smile.
�Your makeup, Mommy,� Claire giggled, pointing at Anna�s face.
Anna didn�t need a mirror to know that the rain had finally gotten to the heavy mascara around her eyes, which was now smudged down her cheeks in places. If the delivery driver hadn�t insisted on being so fucking pedantic about three cents she might have avoided looking like someone had tried to drown her. Still, she smiled indulgently at her daughter, swiping a finger through the smudges and motioning in her direction.
�What�s so funny? You want some?� Anna teased, mock-threatening with her makeup-smeared finger as the ten-year-old shrieked delightedly and tried to scramble away.
She caught Claire with her other arm and dragged her close, pressing a noisy kiss to the girl�s cheek instead. Claire would never have to deal with a world that was indifferent to her pain and problems. Not like Anna had growing up.
Mike chuckled to himself, watching them with obvious affection as he opened the pizza box to retrieve the first of the hard-earned slices. Outside the rain drove down harder, showing no signs of letting up. Anna hoped they wouldn�t have to move the last of the boxes in the rain tomorrow. Never mind dealing with the extra clean up that wet shoes would require. She did her best to shake off the black mood she felt creeping up on her and reached for a slice of her own.
They made short work of the large pizza, ravenous after the day of packing and loading boxes. Anna held Claire close against her, running her fingers through the lighter hair that was nothing like hers. In many ways, she was thankful that Claire seemed to be nothing like her; Anna wanted so much better for her daughter than what her own life had been.
�Packing all done?� Anna asked Mike as he finished off the last slice.
�Think so,� Mike replied, surveying the already loaded boxes with a satisfied look. �All except for what we�ll be using tonight.�
�Thank God,� Anna decreed fervently. �I can�t believe your aunt let us stay here this long.�
Mike was a wonderful, charming person and one of the sweetest people Anna had ever met. His aunt on the other hand was, in Anna�s firm opinion, a bitch.
The first time they met, Donna had openly accused her of being a gold digger and using Mike as her �golden ticket out of the slums for her and her daughter.� Mike had been furious and it had strained his relationship with his aunt for a good while.
It�s not like Anna hadn�t understood where Donna was coming from. Anna had never made much of a secret of her past, and it certainly wasn�t pretty. Messed up childhood; bounced from foster home to foster home with her sister, and a previous marriage that could only politely be called disastrous. Then, of course, there was the other thing. So yes, Anna could understand Donna�s concerns about her nephew�s choice of wife. The thing that really pissed Anna off was Donna�s refusal to get to know her and let Anna prove that she was more than the sum of her past mistakes.
The second time she had met Donna, the woman had spent an entire dinner party talking to everyone but Anna in the most obvious manner possible. Mike had been angry, but Anna was the one who lost her temper that time. She and Mike had been forced to leave early before it could devolve into more than an embarrassing argument between them.
The last time Anna had seen Donna was when she and Mike had met her to sign the rental agreement. Anna had been quite certain that she had seen less paperwork during the entirety of her divorce from her first husband. Reams of paperwork were stacked on the table and Donna kept making exasperated noises as Anna tried to carefully read each paragraph. During this, Donna made it explicitly clear that she was doing this as a favor to her nephew only, and that she had plenty of other interested renters. Which, all things considered, was fairly mild on the bitchy scale and Anna was largely able to ignore it. She did however take great delight in dragging out her careful read through of the contract to see how severe she could get the tic in Donna�s left eye to become.
The stated slew of other renters, of course, had been a lie.
They had gone to view the house not long after Mike had brought the possibility to her attention. It was a fairly standard looking two-story house. Not as cookie-cutter as some of the neighboring houses, but modest and understated in its design. Beige siding offset by neat white trim around the windows and doors, plain and unremarkable. The outside was well maintained, but there was a forlorn air about the house that could be felt, suggesting that it had been sometime since the inside had been occupied.
The front door was the predominant feature of the house�s exterior. It was a heavy wooden piece that looked far older than the rest of the house. There were two large full-length windows on either side of it, with dark curtains draped across them. It had given Anna the impression of a sad-eyed hound. Mike had run his hands along the door�s frame, noting where it didn�t seem to fit quite right and muttering about having to reseal it if they moved in. All Anna could think about was getting rid of the window curtains.
Anna had asked around about the property after they left and was told there was a long list of missing persons that seemed to come up attached to it. Mike had confided in her that Donna had gotten the house cheap for that very reason. Anna would admit to a certain amount of disquiet at the revelation, but it was a cheap option and they had never planned to stay for very long. Anna set aside the misgivings, reasoning the house could have whatever questionable history it wanted, that it would never be as terrible as some of her foster homes growing up.
Mike�s amused laughter pulled Anna�s thoughts back to the present.
�Donna has three houses. I bet she forgot we were even here,� he said, shaking his head.
Anna rolled her eyes and tickled Claire, who giggled and squirmed. �Three houses, huh? I�m excited to finally have one!�
�I know, and here you thought it would never happen,� Mike teased her, tugging on a still slightly damp lock of dark hair.
Anna smiled softly at him.
�I didn�t,� she agreed. �We�ve come a long way.�
It sometimes still seemed like a dream she might wake up from at any moment.
�Understatement,� Mike said with an amused smile, producing a photograph from somewhere next to him. �Look what I found.�
Anna snatched it from his hands and promptly groaned at the image. It was of her, heavily pregnant with Claire and looking like she had just walked out of a goth nightclub. She was dressed in black baggy pants that seemed to be mostly made up of buckles and pockets, with a black lace-collared shirt made for someone three-times her weight in lieu of a proper maternity outfit. Her arms were adorned with clunky silver jewelry from wrist to elbow. She had at least four piercings in each ear, one in her nose, and two in her left eyebrow. Her past self stared out at the camera with a slightly haunted look that sent a shiver of remembered pain down her spine. Anna flipped the photo over to see the scribbled date of �Jan 2008� on the back.
�Where did you even find this?� Anna demanded, shaking her head at the image of her younger self and trying to push away the associated memories.
Claire had been the only bright spot from that time in her life, but Mike�s amusement at the image was infectious.
�Your sister gave it to me,� he said with a grin.
Anna scowled at the photograph. Of course Tricia would have photos. She made a mental note to call her sister at some point this week and chew her out for saving them. Tricia would find Anna�s revenge to be swift and pointed. Possibly in the form of a glitter-infested scrapbook.
Anna rolled her eyes. �Can we lose it in the move?�
�No,� Mike said, snatching the photo back. �You�d regret it.�
�Maybe you would,� Anna muttered under her breath.
Mike carefully tucked the photo away in a box as if it was something he found precious. Anna still didn�t really understand how someone like Mike, a well-respected oral surgeon, had ever given her a second look. They had met after Anna had gotten out of rehab. Claire had been utterly terrified of seeing the dentist so Anna had coaxed her into going by promising to go first.
Anna hadn�t anticipated exactly what toll her former lifestyle had taken on her mouth. She�d been referred to an emergency oral surgeon almost at once. Mike, as the junior member on staff, had been the only one in the practice with room in his schedule. Several visits of awkward flirting later, Mike had finally asked her out on a date. For Anna, the whole thing seemed like the unlikely plot of some Hollywood rom-com, but she had decided to take the chance. It had arguably been the best decision of her life.
Sometimes though, it still seemed almost too good to be true.
�You�re not gonna make me, like, change my look or anything right? Ditch the nose ring, go blonde?� Anna asked suddenly.
Mike laughed incredulously, then frowned when he realized that Anna had not.
Some of the anxiety she�d been pushing away for the past few weeks bubbled up to the surface as she thought about her younger self in the photo. Anna had toned down her old gothic look quite a bit since marrying Mike. She�d gotten rid of most of the piercings save for one in each ear and her nose-ring, and while her clothes still tended to be dark, she did wear more than black on black. None of that, however, meant that she wanted to look like what a proper suburban housewife probably should. She tried to picture herself in some frilly pastel sundress and failed.
�You�re serious?� Mike asked.
Anna tilted her head to the side, half-shrugging while trying not to disturb Claire.
�We�re moving to such a nice neighborhood and your position is so big I don�t want to��
Mike cut her off with swift kiss. He pulled back and fixed her with a serious expression.
�Never,� he assured her firmly. �It�s who I married.�
He kissed her again and then paused as if considering something.
�Just maybe let�s not go back to the �08 look?�
Anna snorted. That was easily done.
�Deal,� she agreed.
They all headed back inside when there was a break in the rain, splitting up in separate directions in the house to finish up any last-minute tasks. Anna walked through the upstairs hallway, checklist firmly in hand as she tried to surmise what was left to be taken care of. Anna knew she might have been a little obsessive about the move, but this was a big step and she wanted this to go well. A new life, and a fresh start. That was what she wanted now more than anything, even if�
Crash!
Anna jumped at the sudden noise behind her. Had Mike dropped something? She turned around and walked into the spare room where it sounded like the noise had come from. Anna had been certain that Mike was still downstairs with Claire. Hopefully it had been nothing too fragile. She couldn�t even think of anything they had in that room, save for extra moving boxes they had set up and ended up not needing. Anna looked down to see �breakdown extra boxes� still unchecked. Maybe Mike had started in on that and had tripped on something. Anna pushed open the door and frowned.
The room was empty.
No Mike looking sheepish, just an old cardboard box, overturned on the floor with its contents spilled out around it. Anna crouched down to inspect it, none of the objects familiar to her. The cardboard was damaged and musty smelling, not one of the crisp new ones still stacked in the corner. The word STAY was harshly scrawled in large letters along one side. In front of it there was an old, leather bound bible, the gold print on the cover peeling away in places as if well worn by many fingers. On top of a stack of faded documents that appeared to be old church records, there was a large silver crucifix, remarkably untarnished and still gleaming brightly.
Anna shifted the crucifix off to the side to rifle through the records. She flicked through them, the paper brittle beneath her fingers as she carefully turned each page. Much of it looked to be donation records, items, amount, and benefactor each listed in neat, handwritten columns. Anna chuckled to herself at some of the odder donations listed. The taxidermy bat was probably her favorite.
An old black and white photograph had skidded the furthest away in the tumble. It was of a group of nuns and a priest standing grouped together outside what Anna assumed was their convent. Anna picked it up, staring down into the grayscale eyes of a young nun in the very front. She frowned at the picture, gently running her fingers over it. The nun looked so haunted, so sad. It was the same look she had seen in the photo of her younger self.
Anna found herself half-hoping that the young nun had found some sort of solace. She supposed that it was one of the reasons a person would become a nun. There was a lot to give up on that path, but she could understand wanting to find peace at any cost. At least a nunnery was a healthier choice than drugs.
Anna couldn�t figure out why Donna would have a box of old church stuff. She had never seemed the type. Still, it was obviously not one of theirs and the daylight was fading. Anna cleaned up the scattered items and headed over to the nearby open closest where they appeared to have fallen from. She didn�t spare any further thought to how the box had managed to tumble so far away on its own. Her mind back on her checklist, she headed off to find Mike.
Mike was trying to shove the pizza box into the kitchen trash when she finally located him.
�You okay up there? I heard a crash?� He asked, looking up as she entered the room.
�I found some old church stuff of your aunt�s. It had fallen off the closet shelf in the spare room.�
�Church stuff? My aunt is a lot of things, but a church girl definitely isn�t one of them,� Mike said wryly.
Anna snorted as she handed over the checklist. She definitely had to agree with Mike on that point.
�Everything�s all packed,� she informed him happily.
�Good. Now let�s hope we didn�t take any of her stuff on accident. We�ll never hear the end of it.�
Anna could only imagine the accusations that would fly if they had. She smirked and moved closer to him.
�You�re just lucky you don�t have to be the one to deal with her tomorrow,� she mock-accused, lightly poking his chest with her fingers.
Mike leaned in closer. �I am.�
Anna tilted her head back to look up at him coyly.
�You might have to find a way to make it up to me.�
He smirked in response.
�I might,� he agreed in a low voice, lips almost brushing hers.
Anna grinned mischievously at him, grabbed the trash bag out of his hand and sauntered away. Mike�s laughter followed her into the garage.
It was still raining even as the afternoon wore on into evening, the sound amplified against the roof of the garage. Anna dumped the trash bag into the large bin just as her phone started to vibrate in her pocket. Once her hands were free of their burden she pulled it out to check the ID. Her heart leaped into her throat as she saw the display read �INCOMING CALL: LEX.�
Anna bit her lip hard, unwilling tears pricking at her eyes as a thousand different memories suddenly played themselves out in her head.
She and Lex had met in high school, the perpetual outcasts bonding together against the world. He had been older than her by a couple of years and teenage Anna thought he was the coolest person ever. The fact that he had paid attention to a skinny little nobody like her had blown her mind. That had been Anna�s first taste of addiction, the thrill of being noticed, wanted. Lex had been so attentive to her, wanted to be around her all the time and was always asking what she was up to. Anna had been too naive to see the warning signs for what they were.
She viciously jabbed the decline button and shoved the phone back into her pocket. She only made it another two steps back towards the house when it buzzed again. Half reluctantly, she pulled it out to look at the screen. �VOICEMAIL: LEX� was emblazoned across a banner under the date and time.
Anna hesitated, her finger hovering over the option to listen. There were a million reasons to just ignore it. A million good reasons.
She pressed play.
A voice sounded out from the phone�s speakers, slurred and oh-so-familiar.
�Hey Anna, it�s Lex. Call me. I want to catch up, maybe see Claire. I heard you were moving up to Ridgedale of all places and I thought we could��
Anna could feel the tears pricking at her eyes as she quickly hung up. She typed out a quick text message reading, �If you call this number again, I am calling the cops.� She reread the message twice before deleting it.
That was behind her now. She needed to let it go.
Anna headed back into the house, shoving her phone back into her pocket with a grim expression.

Chapter 2:

The rain had finally let up by the time night had fallen. Anna peaked into Claire�s room, wanting to tuck her in before heading off to bed herself. The room itself didn�t seem like a child�s bedroom at all. The walls were plain, beige with a single cream accent wall. The curtains over the windows were off-white and impersonal. The lighting fixtures were simple, unadorned brass. Even the bed was plain hardwood. Mike�s aunt would have had fifty fits had they tried to do anything that would have personalized the space for the ten-year-old.
Anna couldn�t wait to help decorate Claire�s room at the new house. She smiled widely as her eyes landed on a giggling lump under the floral-print covers.
�Claire?� She singsonged, playing along.
Anna made sure to make a great show of looking around the room as she entered.
�Where is she? She�s got a big day tomorrow?�
The lump giggled again and shifted slightly.
�I know I heard something� is she in here?!�
Anna bit back a smirk as she opened the closet door and pretended to be surprised to find it empty.
�No! How about in here?�
Anna pulled open a nightstand drawer and the lump giggled louder. She circled around the bed, preparing to pounce.
�Maybe she�s under - here!�
Anna pulled back the covers with a dramatic flourish, only to find the bed empty.
�Mom?�
Anna jumped and whirled around, her heart almost galloping in her chest as Claire, dressed in her pjs and hair freshly wet from the shower, fixed her with a confused look from the doorway.
�You sure are a good hider,� Anna said in a slightly stunned voice.
Claire just looked even more confused.
�I wasn�t hiding,� she said, hopping up onto the bed.
�Sure,� Anna replied, trying to swallow back her own confused fear with an attempt at normality. �Did you brush your teeth?�
Claire tilted her head back and proudly showed off her freshly brushed teeth. Living with an oral surgeon meant dental hygiene was of paramount importance to their family.
�Perfect. Excited to move into your new room tomorrow?� Anna asked, sitting down on the edge of the bed to tuck the covers in around her daughter.
�Very,� Claire said with an eager smile.
�Can you believe it, your very own room?�
�This is my room,� Claire said, as if she didn�t quite grasp the distinction.
�Not some boring guest room, your own room. One you can decorate however you want.�
Claire shrugged. �I�m just happy I don�t have to sleep on the floor like the old house.�
Anna�s heart broke a little at the declaration, and she reached out to smooth some of the damp locks away from her daughter�s face. Claire had still been pretty young when Anna had finally divorced Lex, but the memories she did have of that time were the sort of memories that Anna had never wanted for her daughter. It was during these moments that Anna remembered all the reasons she had worked so hard to get to where she was now.
�Me too,� Anna said, voice soft.
�Can I paint my walls black?� Claire asked with sudden enthusiasm.
�Black?!�
�I like black.�
Anna couldn�t help but laugh. �That�s probably my fault.�
They both turned at the sound of a loud thud from the hallway. Anna tensed, still not entirely calm from the strange incident from before. Had she only imagined Claire under the covers? She looked over at her daughter who was frowning slightly. Anna shook herself, trying to ignore the sense of unease that curled uncomfortably in her chest.
�Uh-oh,� Anna smiled, ready to play it off for Claire�s sake. �Sounds like Daddy knocked something over.�
Claire�s expression cleared and she brought her hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle. Anna smiled in response, some of her tension easing.
�Again?� Claire asked.
�He�s clumsy, isn�t he?� Anna agreed, a teasing note in her voice as she kissed Claire�s forehead.
�Goodnight, Lovebug,� Anna whispered as she drew away.
Claire snuggled deeper into the covers as Anna crossed the room to flick off the light. Claire was going to love the new house and her new room, though Anna wasn�t completely sold on black bedroom walls just yet. She closed the door just in time to hear another thud from somewhere down the hallway. She flinched slightly at the noise. Her nerves still getting the better of her.
What the hell was Mike doing? Dealing with his aunt tomorrow was going to be hard enough without explaining any damaged property.
�Jesus, Mike, be careful,� She muttered to herself.
�What?�
Mike�s voice drifted up from the bottom of the stairs in the opposite direction that the thud seemed to have come from.
�Was that you?� Anna asked, leaning over the stairwell to look at him.
�Was what?�
�I thought I heard something fall.�
Mike just gave her a confused puppy look that Anna felt shouldn�t be as endearing as it was.
�Wasn�t me,� he said dismissively. �You coming to bed?�
Anna frowned. �Yeah, gimme a sec.�
She wanted to figure out what the noise had been.
Anna headed back into the spare room, wondering if it had been that box again. Sure enough, there it was, sitting in the middle of the floor. This time the only escapee had been the photograph of the nun. It had fluttered to the floor next to the box, face down. Anna approached the box with caution. She mentally scolded herself for being so jumpy, not sure if the move was putting her on edge or not. She picked up the fallen photograph, the edges of it almost unnaturally cool against her skin. The word �STAY� had been written on the back in large block letters. Anna used her free hand to rub at the goosebumps that had sprung up along her arm. She flipped it over and stared at the sad-eyed nun again.
She sighed heavily and put the photo back in the box before picking it up to replace on the shelf. This time she made sure to push it as far back as it would go. She just hadn�t put it back carefully enough the first time. That had to be the reason it had fallen again.
It was only as she made to leave and follow Mike to bed that she noticed the pull-ladder leading up into the attic was hanging down slightly. They had never kept anything in the attic, why would that be open? She peered up into the darkness overhead with no small amount of trepidation. Part of the reason they had never stored anything up there was how much Anna hated the attic. It might have been a little childish, but something about attics had always creeped her out. She hardly ever came into the spare room where the hatch was for that reason if she could avoid it. She licked at her lips, trying to get some moisture back into her suddenly dry mouth.
�Mike?� She yelled. �Mike, did you go into the attic for some reason?� She tried to keep her tone as even as possible.
No response.
It must have been Mike, Anna reasoned. It�s not like the hatch had opened itself. She physically shook herself. She was being silly. This move was really starting to get to her.
Anna huffed loudly and shut the ladder hatch with a small bang of her own. This day certainly felt like it was trying to last forever. She was ready to shower and crawl into bed. She was so done with this house. Anna headed out of the spare room and down the hall.
Behind her, the attic hatch slowly dropped open again.

Anna spat out the remains of her toothpaste in the bathroom sink and rolled her head to relieve some of the lingering tension in her neck. A good hot shower was sometimes all that was needed to put the stress of the day behind her. She tossed her toothbrush in the open suitcase on the floor before deciding to do one last check of the medicine cabinets.
She opened Mike�s first, discovered his hair brush, and tossed it into the suitcase as well with an amused noise. His hair was short enough that she supposed hair brushes weren�t quite as high a priority on the Do Not Forget List. She opened hers next. A tube of face cream and a nearly empty bottle of lotion were also summarily tossed into the suitcase.
Tucked away in the very back corner of the cabinet, Anna found an old bottle of narcotic painkillers. She looked at them with a deep frown. She didn�t remember them and didn�t know why they were there. They shouldn�t be there. She had been very careful to avoid temptation since rehab, removing anything from the house stronger than basic acetaminophen tablets.
She turned the bottle over in her hands and chewed on her bottom lip, considering. It was impossible not to think of the bliss that could be found in that bottle. The little white pills had been a perfect escape from the pressures of life. Today had been long and frankly awful. She shook the bottle, the pills clattering inside. A familiar music to Anna. The thought of unwinding, letting go of all of her worries for just a little while, was a sweet siren song in the back of her mind. She ran her fingertips along the ridged sides of the pill cap in something that was almost a caress.
Unnoticed, the word �STAY� slowly etched itself into the foggy glass of the mirror behind her.
Anna flushed angrily as she realized where her thoughts had gone. She wasn�t that person anymore. She moved over to the toilet and yanked up the lid, twisting the pill-cap off harshly. She dumped the entire contents of the bottle into the toilet and depressed the flusher. She shut the lid decisively and tossed the empty bottle away in the trash. It might have felt good for a while, but Anna knew exactly how high the price for that pleasure could be. Her past had no place in the new future she was building.
The bathroom door swung open and Anna turned to face Mike. She found herself immediately trying not to laugh, her earlier thoughts vanishing at the image Mike was currently presenting. Her wonderfully silly husband stood there in boxers and a t-shirt, a rose clamped between his teeth, and a rather hilarious impersonation of a �come-hither� expression on his face. God, she loved that man.
Anna arched an eyebrow at him. �What�s this?�
�I�ve found a way to repay you,� Mike said in the sultriest voice he could manage with a rose-stem in his mouth.
Anna chuckled even as she allowed him to lead her into the bedroom.
Later, Anna cuddled up against her husband, tracing idle patterns on his chest.
�Claire is so excited for tomorrow,� Mike murmured contentedly.
Anna walked her fingers up his chest as she made a non-commital noise.
�She is, but I�m still not sold on the whole private school thing.�
Mike nipped at her fingers as they came too close to his mouth, drawing a laugh and reproachful look from her.
�What�s wrong with private school?� He protested.
�Private school is like, second place awkward to homeschool,� she replied.
�I went to private school!�
�And look at you, you�re a mess,� Anna teased.
Mike chuckled and pressed a kiss to her hair.
�It�s not too late to change your mind,� he said more seriously.
Anna shook her head. �Nah, their gifted program is supposed to be amazing. She�ll get the attention she deserves.�
�I still think you should have gone to a gifted school.�
�As if,� Anna scoffed. �Claire didn�t get her brains from me.�
�Well, she sure as hell didn�t get them from her dad,� Mike commented thoughtlessly.
Anna swallowed hard and went tense against him. Claire definitely didn�t get her brains from Lex, that was true.
�I�m sorry,� Mike said, suddenly apologetic. �I didn�t mean to bring him up.�
�Actually,� she said carefully. �It�s interesting you mention him.�
She needed to tell Mike that he was calling again. Anna knew that Lex could become a serious problem again all too easily.
�He�s not calling again, is he?� Mike looked at her sharply.
She could feel the sudden tension and alarm radiating from him, Anna immediately backpedaling in her own thoughts.
�No, no, nothing like that,� she assured him, albeit untruthfully.
She could handle Lex. Mike was doing enough for her, he didn�t need the added worry.
�The move was just reminding me of him and all that shit with the divorce and going to rehab,� Anna continued. �I�m realizing how far I�ve come.�
�That�s good, right?�
�Of course it is! It�s just hard to stop associating yourself with all that sometimes.� She added, quieter.
Mike drew her in closer to his side and pressed another kiss to her head. Anna could only think about how lucky she was to have him. Sometimes it didn�t even seem real, to have found someone who cared for her as much as Mike.
�All you need to worry about now is moving past all of that,� he said softly.
Anna smiled to herself and chuckled.
�Maybe I should go blonde then.�
She could feel the rumble of Mike�s laugh under where her head was pillowed.
�Be my trophy wife?� He flashed her a teasing grin.
�I think on the inside, I�ve always been blonde.�
�Oh totally,� Mike agreed. �Very, very, very dark blonde.�
Anna laughed and lightly whacked him on the chest even as she snuggled closer. Tomorrow everything is going to change, she thought as she drifted off.
The darkness of the room obscured the figure that watched them from the doorway.

Chapter 3:

The next day dawned bright and sunny, the morning sky a pure, crystalline blue with only a few fluffy white clouds drifting lazily overhead. Anna checked over the last few boxes that had been loaded into the moving van. She couldn�t have asked for a more beautiful morning to start the next chapter of her life on. Mike walked out of the house, dressed for work in pale blue medical scrubs. She smiled at the sight of him and whistled her appreciation of the uniform.
Mike did a mock runway twirl. �Like the scrubs?�
�Totally, you have that hunky medical show vibe going for you.�
Anna tugged him close by the back of the neck to kiss him goodbye. �Get to work, those wisdom teeth aren�t going to pull themselves.�
�They�d better not,� he agreed. �See you at the new house at six?�
�Yep, I�ll drive the moving truck.�
�Perfect.� He pulled back a little to get a better look at her. �You ready for Aunt Donna?�
Anna rolled her eyes. No one was ever really ready for Aunt Donna, but she could handle it.
�Oh yeah,� she replied. �I�ve got my gun in my purse if she gets too feisty.�
The gun, of course, was more out of concern about Lex showing up than anything Aunt Donna could possibly do, but the comment got an amused head shake from Mike.
Claire dashed out of the house moments later, dressed for the first day of her new school. She practically flung herself into Mike�s car in her obvious excitement. Anna smiled widely as she followed. She crouched down to help buckle Claire in, not because her daughter really needed the help anymore, but just to feel a few extra moments of closeness on such a big day for her little girl.
�Look at you,� she murmured. �Excited?�
�Yeah!� Claire declared enthusiastically.
�Don�t be shy,� Anna reminded her.
She was still so worried about how Claire would adjust to such a huge change once she was there, no matter how excited she seemed at the moment.
�I know,� Claire rolled her eyes.
�The last thing she has to worry about is being shy,� Mike remarked, coming up behind Anna and laying a hand on her shoulder.
�You certainly didn�t get that from me,� Anna said wryly.
She kissed Claire noisily on her cheek and stood back up. So much was about to change for them, and a part of Anna could still hardly believe this was her life. Her own home, a sweet, kind man with a good job, her daughter off to a prestigious private school. It didn�t make sense that all this goodness could be waiting around the corner for an ex-addict with an attitude problem. But Claire looked so happy, so excited, and Anna knew that whatever else she may feel, her daughter deserved to have this chance. Maybe that was enough, Anna thought, unable to stop her eyes from welling up at the cocktail of emotions going through her at that moment.
Mike noticed her distress; of course he did. He came up and wrapped his arms around her.
�Private school isn�t that bad,� he teased, trying to deflect some of her roiling emotions.
Anna gave him a reluctant sort of smirk.
�I�m alright.� She tried to adopt a reassuring look.
�You sure?�
She nodded and offered him a slightly less conflicted smile.
�You deserve this, Anna,� Mike said seriously, seeing right to the heart of the matter in that perceptive way that still surprised her sometimes.
She swallowed. �I don�t know if��
�Anna, look at me.�
Gentle fingers tilted her chin up and she looked at him through tear-blurred eyes.
�You�ve worked so hard for all of this. And tonight, we are going to lay down in our bed in our amazing new house and have amazing S-E-X, and you are going to deserve all of it.� Mike said steadily.
Anna looked away, unable to cope with the sincerity in his eyes and huffed out a reluctantly amused breath.
�Okay?� Mike pressed.
�Okay, but�� Anna dropped her voice to a whisper and glanced at Claire in the car, �she can spell.�
�Oh S-H-I-T,� Mike whispered back, prompting a real laugh out of her.
Anna pulled him in for one last kiss before gently shoving him away.
�To work with you,� she said.
Anna leaned against the kitchen counter later that morning. She had just completed her final walkthrough, having checked each room to ensure there were no overlooked items and no damages for Aunt Donna to hold against them. God knew that woman would certainly try to find anything she could.
Anna pulled her phone out again, her thumb poised above the contact reading �LEX.� She swallowed hard and hit the �CALL� icon. The phone rang once, twice, before guilt and shame made her quickly hang up. She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself and sort through the mess inside her head.
SLAM!
The cupboard doors in front of her violently exploded open, plates leaping off of the shelves to plummet to their death. Anna screamed.
She stood there for a few moments, too stunned to move as she feverishly tried to process what had just happened. She trembled slightly. Her mind groped desperately for an explanation. Had there been an earthquake? Nothing else had seemed to move, but there hadn�t been a lot on the counters left to really judge. She bent down, shaking slightly, to examine the broken heap on the floor. Anna had been so sure that she�d packed these already. She must have delegated it to Mike and he�d forgotten. Right?
The only semi-rational thought she could conjure at the moment was that Aunt Donna was going to kill her if the floor was scuffed. She grabbed a trash bag and started to hastily clean up the remains. As she picked up one of the larger pieces she noticed the letter �S� carved harshly into the hardwood floor.
Oh no. She brushed aside a few more pieces to uncover a single word: �STAY�.
She jumped a second time at the sudden chime of the doorbell, eyes snapping up at the sound, her heart pumping with another shot of adrenaline. When she looked back down again the word had vanished, the deeply etched letters gone as if they had never been there at all. She sifted through the pile in confusion, but the floor beneath was unmarked and smooth.
Anna shivered. Seeing things was not a good sign, especially because she wasn�t even on anything. Was she somehow relapsing?
The doorbell rang again, more insistently.
The stress was apparently getting to her more than she had realized. It had to be the stress. She�d be fine once this move was over. Anna licked at her lips in uncertainty, then pushed herself back up to a standing position. She would really never hear the end of it if she didn�t let Donna in soon.
Anna hurried to the door, trying to put the kitchen event out of her mind in favor of dealing with the very real threat of Aunt Donna. She plastered the most sincerely welcoming smile she could manage on her face and opened the door.
Donna stood on the doorstep, dressed in designer clothes and draped with more jewelry than Anna could afford to buy from a year�s wages. She privately thought it tacky, but Donna�s favorite pastime was flaunting her own wealth. A pair of dark sunglasses hid her judgemental eyes as Donna flipped through a large key ring containing a true multitude of keys. What could she possibly need that many keys for?
�Oh good, there you are!� Donna exclaimed, looking up. �I can never find the right key.�
No wonder, Anna thought to herself.
�I�m Donna Winslow, Michael�s aunt,� Donna continued, thrusting out her hand for Anna to shake.
Anna raised an eyebrow. �We�ve met. Many times.�
Apparently, it was going to be �pretend you are a total stranger� with Donna this time. Anna mentally shrugged. It could be worse.
�I�m here to inspect the house before you go.�
Anna bit back a sarcastic, �really? I thought you were here for tea� through a monumental effort of will.
�Sure,� she said, trying for amiable instead. �I just need to��
Donna pushed past her and walked inside, apparently completely indifferent to anything Anna had to say.
�I�m in a hurry; I left my dog in the car,� Donna said.
Anna had zero problems with that. In and out again was just fine by her. The least amount of time in Donna�s presence the better.
�Oh, Okay,� she said, hovering awkwardly a few steps behind the other woman. �Can you start upstairs?�
That would give her time to finish cleaning up the mess in the kitchen.
Donna whirled around, pushing up her sunglasses to fix Anna with a piercing look. Anna fought against the instinct to respond aggressively in kind. In and out, she told herself. In and out.
�It�s my house, I�ll start wherever I want,� Donna informed her curtly.
She scowled at Anna for a few moments before heading over to the stairs. Anna watched her go with an incredulous expression. Donna tossed her keys over her shoulder as she hit the first step, and Anna managed to stop them from hitting her in the face more from dumb luck than actual reflexes.
�On second thought, turn my AC on. I want to be thorough.�
Anna watch her ascend with all the haughty dignity of a returning queen and could only mouth the word �unbelievable� to herself in response.
Anna had just finished cleaning up the last of the ceramic shards when she heard a loud thump rumble through the second-floor overhead.
�Oh no,� she muttered.
That was never a good noise. She wondered if it was that stupid box again.
�Oh no, what?� Donna asked, entering the kitchen suddenly and startling Anna.
Anna took a couple breaths to calm herself.
�Was that you up in the spare room?� She asked.
Donna gave her an appraising look. �I was in the office. There is chipped paint on the walls; it�s fifty-five dollars to repaint it. I�m going to need that by Thursday.�
Another thud sounded from overhead. Anna tried not to wince.
Donna glared at her accusingly.
�That better not be a busted pipe,� she said scathingly.
Anna wasn�t sure how a busted pipe would have been her fault in the first place, but she knew better than to attempt to say so. The joke about the gun in her purse was starting to seem more like a viable option by the second. Anna firmly reminded herself that she wanted to move into the new house and not jail.
Donna critically inspected the floor. �Hardwood is scuffed. That�s a two-hundred-dollar fix. I�ll need that by Thursday.�
Anna clenched her fists in irritation as Donna moved over to the cupboards and opened them.
�Don�t forget your dishes, I�ll need those out by Thursday.�
Anna gaped at the cupboards, unable to process what she was seeing. Neatly stacked ceramic dishes, whole and sound, sat innocently in the open cupboards - the very same dishes she was certain she had just thrown out in pieces moments before.
Aunt Donna continued to talk, oblivious to Anna�s inner turmoil. �So between the paint, the writing on the wall, and the hardwood, that�s��
�Wait, what writing on the wall?�
Anna�s overloaded brain snapped back into the moment.
�In the guest room, there is crayon on the wall.�
�I was just in there, and I didn�t see anything,� Anna protested.
Warning bells were going off in Anna�s head. Something was very wrong here. Anna just hoped that it wasn�t something wrong with her. She had thrown out those pills last night, hadn�t she?
Donna just shrugged, completely dismissive. �I don�t know what to tell you.�
They both looked up as the sound of another muffled thud came from overhead.
�I�m calling my maintenance guy,� Donna said decisively. �You�ll be at the house all day, won�t you? I don�t like him to be here by himself.�
There was a pointed implication in her expression that she didn�t particularly like Anna being here by herself either.
�Do I have to be?� Anna asked.
She honestly didn�t want to stay in the house another second. Too many strange things were happening and the little hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end. Some tiny voice of instinct in the back of her mind urged her to run.
�I need to be at the new house by six,� she added.
Not that Donna cared for one second about other people�s schedules. Least of all Anna�s.
�Yes,� Donna replied. �I�ll tell him to be here at six-thirty.�
Anna gaped at her in disbelief. She knew she shouldn�t be as surprised by the nerve of the woman as she was. Donna left with the air of someone who fully expected to get her way in all things.
�Unbelievable,� Anna muttered under her breath. �What a bitch.�

Chapter 4:

Having finally worked up the courage to go inside after avoiding it most of the afternoon, Anna peered into the room that had been Claire�s. Sure enough, the word �STAY� was scrawled in red crayon on the wall opposite of the bed. The letters were angry and harsh looking, each one easily the height of her whole hand. There was no way to miss them.
Anna ran her fingers across the word, noting the waxy texture under her fingertips where the crayon had been applied with a good bit of force.
A feeling of deep unease settled in her gut. It certainly wasn�t Claire�s handwriting. More importantly, Anna knew, she knew, that the writing hadn�t been there when she�d done her walkthrough of the room before Donna had arrived. Anna would have been inclined to think that Donna had written it herself, if she hadn�t known the woman would never stoop to devaluing her own property to get one over on her. Plus, there was no way in hell that Donna would ever want her to �stay�. She tried to run through every logical explanation she could think of to rationalize the bizarre events that had occurred over the past twenty-four hours. She was starting to come to the conclusion that there wasn�t going to be a rational explanation.
She opened up her phone to snap a picture of the word, needing proof in case it, too, decided to inexplicably vanish like the word on the hardwood flooring. Was this just her own mind trying to play tricks on her? Maybe her own fears of inadequacy were manifesting as some sort of hallucination to keep her trapped in her past.
Or was it something worse?
She looked down at the picture and almost choked on her next inhale. In the photo, the �T� had been replaced by a sharp, silver crucifix. Instantly, Anna�s eyes snapped back up to the wall.
Nothing but uneven red crayon. Not a crucifix in sight.
She almost jumped out of her skin as her phone rang in her hand. Off balance, Anna answered it without looking.
�Hello?� she asked.
Any voice would have been welcomed at that moment. Even Donna�s.
�Anna? It�s Lex. I saw you had called��
Anna promptly panicked and hung up. Nope. Lex was the last person in the world she needed to talk to right now.
�Shit,� she muttered.
She needed to pull herself together. This was getting out of hand. She tried to focus on the new house, all the things she was going to do with it. She just had to get through one more day. One day. She could do that.
Maybe she was just overly tired. Anna got up and headed towards what had been the bedroom she and Mike had shared, hoping a nap would force the world to make sense again. At the very least, it would make the remaining time go by faster.
She flopped down on the neatly made comforter with a weary sigh, staring up at the featureless ceiling overhead for a few moments. As she drifted off she couldn�t help but fixate on the part of her that still felt unsure about this move. It wasn�t that she didn�t love the new house, or Mike, or the future he was painting for them. She did, of course she did, but a large part of her still felt like she didn�t deserve it.
Anna Winter: foster-kid, ex-junkie. She was a high school dropout with a GED. It had been easy to understand why Lex had wanted to be with her. They had both been two kids from the wrong side of the tracks. Maybe they had made some silly vows about wanting to take on the world together, but Anna had never really expected her life to be more than dead-end jobs and a two-room flop house that they could barely keep up paying rent on.
Getting pregnant with Claire had changed everything. Anna had realized that as awful as she felt her life was, or how much she maybe deserved it, that it wasn�t want she wanted for her daughter. She didn�t want to become like her own mother, her daughters forcibly taken away from her by the state because she cared more for chasing her next high than feeding her children. She couldn�t stay with a man just because her teenage self had thought it was love and couldn�t imagine anyone better wanting her anyways.
When Anna drowsily turned her head to the side to look at the clock on the nightstand, it boldly displayed 6:15PM.
�Almost there,� she told herself soothingly.
Her phone buzzed to indicate another incoming call. This time Anna checked the ID instead of blindly answering it.
�INCOMING CALL: LEX�
Anna resolutely punched decline and put the phone aside on the nightstand. Lex was not someone she felt she could talk to with her head in this much of a mess. He shouldn�t even be calling her. The terms of the restraining order were very clear on that point.
Maybe she should have changed her phone number as Mike had suggested once, but Anna had been depressingly certain that Lex would have figured out the new one somehow. Or worse still, actually shown up in person.
She rolled over onto her stomach and pressed her face into the pillow, letting one arm drape listlessly over the side of the bed. She was so ready to be out of this place. In the chaotic riot of her thoughts it took Anna a moment to process the unwelcome feeling of chilled fingers slipping between her own.
She screamed and tried to rip her hand away.
The icy fingers squeezed tighter and yanked hard. The force of it wrenched her shoulder, sending Anna sprawling to the floor.
Panting heavily, Anna struggled wildly as she tried her best to free herself from the preternatural grip. Her free hand fought desperately for purchase on the floor, making no difference as she was drug under the bed. Almost as soon as she was under, Anna felt herself flung hard out the other side.
Anna crashed into the wall with force, disoriented and trying to frantically pull herself back to her feet. She sprang towards the door in terror, unable to process anything other than the overwhelming need to get away. She desperately twisted the doorknob, her sweat slicked hands unable to find a firm grip. She screamed in frustration. It felt as if it had been locked from the outside.
�SOMEBODY HELP!� Anna pounded frantically against the door.
The icy fingers returned, snaring themselves in her hair. The hand grasped tight, and Anna shrieked as her head was ripped back.
SLAM!
Anna�s vision spotted out as her head connected violently with the wooden door. She crumpled to the ground. Dazed and whimpering in the wake of the sharp pain sparking across her forehead, she felt something clamp around her ankles, an unseen force, dragging her backwards across the floor towards the bed again.
Anna grunted, managing to catch hold of one of the bed legs. The thing kept pulling at her. She felt her nails digging into the wood, gouging deep like claws, then giving way as her fingernails ripped back under the strain of the force that had her in its grip. She screamed again; in pain, in fear. In animal defiance.
The dragging force stopped as suddenly as it had started, as if her shout had driven it off. She wasted no time in scrambling back to her feet and dashing back to the door in futile hope. She slammed both her fists against it again.
�PLEASE! SOMEBODY HELP ME!�
The door shook as something knocked back from the other side.
�Anna? Are you okay?�
Anna almost wept in relief at the sound of Mike�s voice.
�Mike! Someone�s in here!�
�Okay, I�m coming in.�
�Hurry, I�m hurt,� she whimpered.
Anna backed away, expecting Mike to come crashing through like some action hero cop. The door gently swung inwards a few inches and then stopped.
Trembling all over, Anna pulled it completely open.
�Mike?�
The hallway was empty. No Mike. No sign that he had ever been there.
The hairs on the back of Anna�s neck stood on end and she whirled to face whatever threat was approaching from behind.
Nothing. The room was empty.
Grave-cold fingers slid across her face from behind. Anna made a choked noise of terror in the back of her throat as she frantically pried them off of her face. She sprinted towards the adjoining bathroom the instant she was free. The connecting door slammed shut behind her. Instinct was shouting at her that she needed to hide. She tried to open the door to the linen closet first, but it was shut as tight as the bedroom door had been earlier. Anna crawled into the tub as the sound of footsteps approached the bathroom door.
Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.
Anna could barely think around the fear that clawed its way up her throat. She tried to keep her breaths shallow and quiet as she curled up in the tub. It was the only other spot that offered some shelter.
The connecting door to the bedroom slowly creaked open. The sound of steps padded across the tile toward her. She bit at the inside of her cheeks to suppress a whimper.
Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.
The footsteps halted and, for a moment, the whole world seemed to hold its breath.
A hot jet of water from the tap overhead spurted down directly into Anna�s face. She shrieked reflexively, shocked, and then choked, the torrent of water gushing into her mouth and up her nose. Hacking and spluttering, she tried to push herself up into a sitting position.
Smack!
Her face smashed into what felt like a glass barrier. Anna found herself suddenly entombed in the tub. Her bloodied fingertips slid across the underside of the barrier, leaving smears of red in their wake. She couldn�t help the animalistic noise of fear as a dark shape loomed above her. Anna got her first look at her attacker, the image distorted by blood and steam.
A shadowed form in a nun�s dark habit was staring down at her with a palpable feeling of triumphant cruelty. Sinister eyes peered out of sunken sockets. Her lips were cracked and dark veins stood out against pallid grey skin. She reached out and placed her boney hand against the barrier.
Bloodied letters scrawled themselves across the glass beneath the clawed fingers of the nun. �STAY� spelled itself out before Anna�s eyes in harsh strokes.
�LET ME GO!� Anna screamed back at her.
The water had risen quickly. Anna felt it lapping at the side of her face, trickling into her ears as she thrashed. She pressed herself tight against the glass trying to escape it. She was running out of time. She was running out of air.
�I can�t breathe,� she cried.
The nun just watched her, unmoved by Anna�s pleas.
Anna drew a last frantic breath before she leaned back underwater and kicked up with all her might.
She flailed into a sitting position as the barrier vanished against her feet. She half-crawled over the edge of the bathtub. She was soaked and shaking, but somehow managed to pull herself up to her feet. Her eyes darted around the room. Her shoulders were tense. Anna braced herself, looking for the next attack.
The nun was gone. She looked back. The tub was empty and dry.

Chapter 5:

Anna tiptoed her way to the door, hoping she could open it this time. The handle turned smoothly in her hand and she cautiously stepped into the bedroom. There were no signs of the violent struggle that had taken place. Sunlight poured in from the windows, bathing the room in soft light. The air was still and serene. Even the bed leg that had been gouged and bloodied by her fingers was pristine once more.
Her purse sat next to the bed where she had dropped it earlier, completely undisturbed. Anna glanced at the bedside table where her phone still rested. She needed to call for help. Not that she would have the faintest idea of how to explain what happened. She just needed to get out.
She sucked in a deep breath and took another wary look around the room, not trusting the unsettling normalcy around her. She quickly crossed the short distance to retrieve her phone. She picked it up, punching in 911 with fingers that left small smudges of blood in their wake.
�Martin�s Pizza,� a voice on the other end of the line responded promptly.
�What?�
Anna pulled her phone away from her ear to stare at it in disbelief. The display clearly read �EMERGENCY SERVICES.�
�You there?� the voice on the other end of the line asked.
�Hello? I need help,� Anna said into the phone.
�Wait a second,� the voice on the other end replied. �You�re the lady that didn�t pay for her pizza!�
�What?�
�I came up short because of you!� The voice continued indignantly.
Anna hung up. What the hell? She jabbed in 911 a second time.
�911, what is your emergency?� A voice responded promptly.
Anna felt a rush of relief.
�Hello, my name is Anna Winter, I�m at��
�Didn�t your mother teach you not to hang up on people?� The voice replied in a nasty tone.
Anna kicked viciously at the nightstand, frustration and fear curling hot in her stomach.
�Listen, asshole��
She was cut off by a demonic snarl.
A multi-tonal voice, like a thousand creatures screaming at once, hissed out of the phone. �No, you listen, you fucking junkie.�
Anna froze. The hot rage turned instantly to ice.
�Who is this?� She asked.
�Stay with me Anna, don�t leave me like you left Lex.� Anna could barely process what was happening. So many emotions were bombarding her at once.
�Lex almost killed me!� She shouted.
He hadn�t given her another choice. She�d had to leave him, for Claire�s sake as much as her own. Even if that decision had almost cost her everything in the end.
�It�s a shame he didn�t succeed,� the voice snarled in an inhuman tone.
The phone at her ear sparked and Anna dropped it to the floor with a yelp. She watched the screen as it bubbled and hissed, the plastic casing twisting itself into unrecognizable shapes. Her heart was slamming hard against her ribcage. She didn�t understand what was happening at all, her fear spiraling deeper.
She forced herself to take a deep breath. She was not a helpless victim. Anna Winter would never go down without a fight.
She scooped up her purse and pulled out her handgun. The metal weight settled into her palm, cool and familiar. Anna let out a quiet exhale. She didn�t understand what had happened, how she had become locked in this nightmare twisted version of reality, but she was not defenseless.
Anna squared her shoulders and stepped out of the bedroom. The hallway was dark, no windows to let in any natural light. To Anna�s mind it seemed to have grown impossibly long. On edge, she crept over to the landing, setting down each foot as quietly as she could manage. Her hackles were raised, instinct screaming danger: run! She darted a quick glance behind her and felt sure for the space of a heartbeat that she would see the towering form of the nun right behind her, poised to shove her down the stairs.
The hallway held only darkness.
Anna began a cautious decent down, one hand on the railing to steady herself while the other held her gun at the ready. Her first priority had to be to get out of the house. As much as she wanted to give into the cocktail of emotions churning in her stomach there would be time to fall apart later.
She tried to be as stealthy as possible as she made her way through the foyer to the front door. She twisted the brass knob and pulled at the door.
It was locked.
Anna huffed slightly and resisted the urge to repeatedly kick the door in her frustration. She hadn�t truly expected it to be that easy, but that didn�t mean she hadn�t hoped.
A light clicked on upstairs, drawing Anna�s attention back the way she had come. Anna frowned, her gun pointed out in front of her. A pained moan in a woman�s voice came from somewhere else in the house. Anna couldn�t tell if the sound was coming from upstairs or from somewhere on the ground floor.
�Help me,� the woman�s voice implored.
�Hello?� Anna called out.
She didn�t trust the voice, but she also didn�t want to ignore it if someone else was stuck in this nightmare with her. Worse, the voice was strangely familiar, but Anna couldn�t quite place it. Had Donna possibly come back?
�HEEEELLLLLLP!� The woman suddenly screamed.
Hacking and coughing filled the air, the wet, glottal sounds of someone trying to force themselves to throw up. It was a sound that Anna knew all too well. She remembered it with the phantom taste of bile in the back of her own throat. Cautiously, and against her better judgement, Anna headed back up the stairs.
�Help me� please!� The woman sounded weaker, her voice hoarse and raspy.
�I�m coming,� Anna replied.
The hallway again seemed to stretch out to eternity. The bare, off-white walls felt like they twisted off at odd angles that existed only in dreams. The effect was making her dizzy, forcing her to keep one hand on the wall for balance.
She glanced into each doorway as she passed them, flinching slightly in expectation of another violent assault. Each time she felt like she saw a flash of something. A bible on an altar. A nun kneeling to pray. A polished silver crucifix, spotted with blood. Then she would blink and the image would be gone, leaving her staring at nothing but empty rooms with unnatural lines of space.
Anna followed the sounds of piteous moaning back into the bathroom, holding the gun out in front of her as she gingerly peered around the corner. She expected another flash-image before the bathroom took on the same subtle-wrongness that pervaded the other rooms.
It took her a few moments to process what she was seeing. On the floor in front of her, Anna watched herself convulsing. Her clone was dressed in dark pants and a loose over-shirt on top of a black tank in the exact same manner as Anna. The clone�s shirt, however, was sweat soaked and dotted with little flecks of vomit. A bottle of pills laid next to her on the ground, its contents gone and cap scattered. Her clone looked up at her with a pleading expression.
�I didn�t mean to,� she said to Anna.
Anna dropped to her knees and set the gun aside. She cradled her clone�s head in her lap.
�No, no�� Anna whispered.
She could almost feel the room spinning around her. Her limbs suddenly felt heavy and sluggish in a way that Anna tried so hard to pretend she�d forgotten. She frantically rifled through her clone�s pockets, reasoning to herself that any clone of hers must have a phone somewhere.
�You knew I�d relapse,� the dying Anna on the floor said.
Anna shook her head in a violent negation as she pulled the cell phone free.
�No, I�m gonna get you help,� she told herself.
�You let this happen,� the other Anna reached up to grasp her wrist before Anna could bring the phone up to dial. �It�s too late.�
Anna continued to shake her head in denial.
�You survived this once, you�ll do it again!� She told the other Anna desperately.
The other Anna just gave a wet hack as she shivered on the tile.
�Tell Lex I still love him,� she whimpered.
Anna recoiled from her doppelganger, horror and disbelief written across her face.
�What did you say?� she demanded.
That wasn�t true. She did care for Lex in some way, pity him certainly, but love had died out a long time ago. Teenage Anna had loved the fact that Lex loved her more than she actually loved him.
The other Anna looked up at her with a suddenly twisted expression before fading into nothingness. Anna felt a sliver of fear slide down her spine. It was the only warning she got before the nun�s fingers wrapped tight about her neck.
Anna felt herself being lifted off of the floor. She kicked wildly, hands trying to pry the fingers away from her throat. She could feel the chilled rasp of the nun�s breath against her ear. Cold, nothing alive could possibly be that cold. She spluttered, trying futilely to draw air into her lungs. She didn�t have the strength to wrench her way free this time.
A glimmer of a desperate plan came to her. Anna let herself go limp. Her captor released the choke hold on Anna�s throat. She let herself fall to the floor, keeping her eyes screwed shut. She could feel the presence of the nun hovering over her prone form.
It took everything she had to force herself no to shiver as she felt two fingers caress her chin. Anna concentrated on slowly inching her hand across the floor to where she had set her gun down. She just had to stay calm. She could get out of this.
As the fingers withdrew Anna could feel something else being pressed against her throat. It was as cold as the fingers had been, but this was somehow smoother. And sharp.
Anna felt the rough metal of the gun grip beneath her own fingers and almost smiled. She opened her eyes and brought the gun up, shooting the nun straight though the center of her forehead. The specter staggered back, unharmed but obviously startled by the surprise assault. The nun dropped the bright silver crucifix she�d be preparing to stab into Anna�s throat.
Anna seized the precious few moments of the nun�s surprised retreat and scrambled to her feet. She backed away towards the stairs, firing on the nun. The specter seemed frozen, standing fixedly in place as Anna made it to the bottom of the stairs. Once her feet were both back on the hardwood floor of the ground level, Anna ceased shooting and bolted for the back door.
Locked. Locked. Locked.
She abandoned the door and looked for another option. Anna tried every window. The latches refused to budge. She was still trapped.
She pressed her face against the cool glass of one of the windows framing the back door. Tears were pricking at the corners of her eyes and her stomach felt full of lead. How was she supposed to fight this? She didn�t understand what was going on, couldn�t even make sense of what she saw.
She thought about the other Anna, lying on the floor of the bathroom. Overdosed, dying of pills she should have never taken. Had that been real? Was this nightmare nun just her mind trying to cope with her own death? Anna couldn�t imagine why she would do such a thing. Not now when she had so much good to look forward to.
Maybe it had been too much good.
Movement in the backyard pulled Anna�s attention away from the dark spiral of her own thoughts. A man stood in the shadows of a tree. He was scruffy and gothic in a way that Anna hadn�t dressed in years. Spiked jewelry and even darker eyeliner than she had on. She recognized him at once. He shouldn�t be here.
Anna pounded her fist against the window.
�Lex!� She screamed. �Lex, over here!�
Lex drew closer and looked up at her with a forlorn expression.
�I�m sorry, Anna. I had to see you.�
Anna chose to ignore that. �Get me out of here!�
�What?�
�I�m stuck. Get me out of here!�
Lex looked bemused, as if he couldn�t quite work out what Anna was trying to ask him.
�What do I do?� He asked.
�Break the window!�
Anna tried to point at the decorative rock landscaping around him as best as she could through the glass. Luckily Lex seemed to catch on quickly. He stooped and grabbed a large grey rock out of one of the flowerbeds.
�Stand back,� he shouted.
Anna immediately backed away from the window. Lex started to pull back his arm in a motion to send the rock sailing into the glass back door� and stopped. He looked down at the rock, suddenly contemplative.
�Actually�� he murmured, almost to himself.
Anna pounded on the door again. This couldn�t be happening.
�Lex, please!�
Lex looked up at her, his eyes suddenly hard.
�Why?� He asked.
�Why?� Anna repeated in a strangled tone.
Lex half-shrugged. �You never helped me.�
�What are you talking about?�
Lex�s eyes narrowed further.
�You hung me out to dry.�
�Now is really not the time to talk about this, Lex,� Anna pleaded. �Get me out of here. Please.�
�I just got out rehab, Anna,� Lex continued, as if he hadn�t heard her. �They said you went during the divorce. You left me behind, saved yourself, and tore apart our family!�
How dare he make it seem like he was the victim?
�I did it for Claire!� Anna yelled at him.
�You robbed her of her father!� Lex screamed back.
�It was for her safety!�
�Don�t give me that bullshit! You were popping pills, too!�
Lex discarded the rock back into the flowerbed, crushing some of the bright flowers beneath it.
�We were a team and you abandoned me, Anna,� he said in a choked voice.
�Please, Lex, just call the police,� Anna cried.
�Sorry. Shit catches up to you,� he said philosophically, pulling a cigarette out of his pocket and lighting it up.
�I can�t wait until you relapse,� he added nastily.
He took a deep drag off the cigarette as he stepped right up to the window. He let out a stream of smoke right in Anna�s face before fading away into nothingness.
Anna screamed in denial and pounded on the glass. Hot tears trailed down her cheeks as she tried to break it. She took a half step back, brought the gun up and fired. She flinched as the bullet ricocheted. With a cry of rage she threw the gun at the glass. It clattered to the floor and skid away from the momentum.
She was still trapped.
Anna pressed her face against the window, sobbing in earnest now. Cold metal pressed against the back of her skull. The barrel of her own gun now held against her. Anna just continued crying. She was out of ideas. Out of hope.
�STAY,� the inhuman voice behind her demanded.
Anna didn�t move, didn�t turn to face the specter of the nun behind her. What good would it do?
CLICK. Silence.
The chamber was empty.
The gun clattered back to the floor as the nun faded away. Anna slid down the window, panting harshly. She couldn�t think, couldn�t do anything except try to pull oxygen into her lungs. She wasn�t even sure she was relieved any more.
Ding-dong!
The doorbell? Anna used the door to pull herself back to her feet, grabbing the empty gun as she went. What trick was her mind playing on her now, she wondered?

Chapter 6:

Anna tiptoed carefully though the dining room as the doorbell rang again. She peered around the corner as she heard the sound of the front door swinging open. No specter from her past stood on the threshold. No nun shrouded in darkness. It was a young man. He was dressed in ratty working clothes with a worn baseball cap over his unruly brown hair. In his hands he was holding a toolbox.
�Mrs. Winter? I�m here to fix the pipe?� He called out, half-stepping hesitantly into the empty foyer.
Donna�s maintenance man! Anna felt a fresh surge of hope flood into her veins. She charged into the room.
�Don�t close the door!� she shouted.
The young man didn�t expect anyone to come running at him full-tilt. He let out a startled shriek and took a step back, just as the door closed on him. His toolbox crashed down as he was pinned, half in and half out of the house.
�Shit!� Anna said.
She pulled hard on the door, trying to pry it open further to free him. It wouldn�t move. Something was trying to force it closed and only the maintenance man�s body stood in the way. Anna tried shoving him bodily back outside into safety but he was wedged tight.
�My toolbox,� he grunted. �Wedge it into the door! It�ll give me room.�
Anna grabbed the plastic box and shoved it in over his head before trying to shove him back outside.
�Ow! Ow!� he protested. �Pull me in!�
�You don�t want that,� Anna said seriously.
He looked at her with earnest eyes.
�I know what I�m doing! Pull me in!�
�I�m stuck in here!� Anna tried to warn him.
�I know! It�s the nun!�
Anna blinked, surprised, and pulled him inside.
Both of them scattered away from the door as the plastic toolbox shattered under the pressure and flung tools out in every direction. The maintenance man rubbed at his ribs where he had been crushed, moaning in pain.
�Are you okay?� Anna asked.
She wasn�t really sure what to say. She had about five hundred questions she wanted to ask him. How�d he known about the nun? And why the hell would he want to be on this side of the door?
He looked up and offered her a sheepish smile in response.
�I�ll live. You?� he asked.
There was no way Anna could answer that question accurately.
�I�m fine,� she said instead.
�How long have you been stuck?� He asked.
Like that was a normal question. Who was this guy?
�About an hour.�
�You�ve met Sister Catherine then?�
Anna assumed that was the name of the nun.
�She�s a real bitch for woman of God,� Anna muttered darkly.
A loud thud sounded upstairs. They both turned to look up at the ceiling.
�Busted pipe?�
�Apparently,� Anna replied with a snort.
The young man smiled gently at her.
�I wish it were that simple.�
Anna couldn�t stand it anymore. �What�s going on?�
�The nun,� he said, as if it were obvious. �She wants to kill you.�
�No shit,� Anna said dryly.
�Her name is Sister Catherine. She�s��
His explanation was suddenly cut off as something tried to drag him towards the stairs. Anna clung tight to his arms, throwing her weight backwards to fight against the force that pulled against him.
The nun reappeared at the top of the stairs. Her face contorted into a rictus of rage as she rushed down the steps at them.
�The garage!� he shouted.
Anna wanted to argue. The garage was on the other side of the house, but he seemed to know more about what was going on than she did. She decided to trust his judgement in lieu of a better option.
Together they sprinted around the stairs and through the living room. The couch slid across the floor at them, forcing them to leap over it to avoid it knocking their legs out from under them.
He grabbed her hand and half-dragged her into the kitchen. They were both forced to skid to a halt before the barricade of tables and chairs in front of them. Stretched across the spaces between the center island and the countertops, the dining room furniture had been woven into an intricate hedge, blocking the way into the garage.
A small part of Anna�s brain was still trying to find some sort of logic in what was happening. How could all the furniture move like that? Moreover, how hadn�t she heard it?
A warning shiver ran down her spine. Anna whipped her head to look.
Sister Catherine was right behind them.
�Look out!�
The cabinets flung themselves open, causing Anna to flinch back. The young man tugged on her hand and pointed hastily at the island. With little other option, Anna followed his mad scramble over the countertop, bypassing the barricade of furniture. They dashed down the short hallway and into the garage, panting hard.
Anna slammed the door shut behind them. She grabbed for anything in reach, piling it against the door. The young man slid to the floor, shrugging off the backpack he�d been wearing.
�That won�t help,� he informed her.
�It�s all we�ve got!� Anna protested, even if she had to admit he was probably right.
�We�ve got our strength and you are wasting yours.�
Reluctantly, Anna turned away to join him on the floor.
�KK,� he offered, extending a hand.
She shook it.
�Anna. I take it you aren�t really the maintenance guy?�
He gave her a wry look. �Actually, I am. I do all of Donna�s houses. That�s how I met Catherine. She�s tried to kill me every time I�ve attempted to fix that pipe.�
�And you keep coming back?� Anna asked, incredulous.
Anna couldn�t even begin to fathom how someone would ever want to come back to the house. She was never setting foot in it again when she got out.
KK shrugged. �No one believed me. So I took up ghost hunting to prove her existence.�
Anna let that sink in for a few moments. The thought that she had lived so long in the same house as the nightmarish entity in the first place was almost more than Anna could bare. How could she have not known? KK seemed to be very familiar with the ghost, but Anna had never once come across something out of the ordinary until yesterday. It didn�t add up.
Donna�s rental house was not exactly what came to mind when Anna thought of haunted houses, either. She had always pictured them like the ones from movies: large, gothic structures in gray stone, covered in ivy, the furniture dust-covered with clinging cobwebs in corners that the sun hadn�t touched in a hundred years. That was a haunted house. Not a two-story family home in the suburbs. Still, there had been all those disappearances.
As for KK�s ghost hunting, she had always pictured that more for bored kids that liked to break into old abandoned factories and scare themselves, not handymen stumbling onto it during their day job.
�Any luck?� She asked.
Proof didn�t sound bad, if only to assure herself she wasn�t just going crazy. She thought again of her clone dying on the bathroom floor. Or something worse than crazy.
�Not yet, but today looks promising?� KK laughed.
Anna snorted. Of course not. 
�I just want to get out,� she said.
�That�s the easy part!�
Anna side-eyed him. She hadn�t found it particularly easy by any stretch.
KK pulled out a photo and handed it to her. Anna recognized it as the one from the box in the spare room. She could see some semblance of the woman in the photo in the specter trying to kill them, but death had not done any favors to Sister Catherine�s appearance. The nun in the photo was youthful, and though her eyes were haunted and her mouth pulled down in a frown, her features were still beautiful.
�Sister Margaret Catherine,� KK began. �She�s a ghost now, obviously. She thinks she�s in purgatory. A hundred years ago this place was a convent. Holy Land. She�s convinced she needs to protect it to prove herself to God and earn her way into heaven. If she thinks you are a threat, she�ll try to drive you away� or kill you.�
Anna could understand the need to feel like you�ve actually earned the good things, but it was less easy to sympathize with the murder part. The word �STAY� flashed into her mind. What did that mean for her then? It didn�t really seem like Catherine wanted to drive her away. Would she kill Anna to keep her?
Anna rubbed at her neck. �I think she is taking the kill route.�
�Yeah, I noticed.�
They both chuckled a little. It was a weird thing to joke about, but the other option was crying and Anna just didn�t have the energy for that at the moment. She handed the photo back to KK.
�It�s a textbook haunting, really,� He explained. �Tortured soul can�t rest in peace and gets stuck on earth after an untimely death.�
Anna was pretty sure she�d never run across a textbook on hauntings in her life. That would have been a way more interesting class than any she had taken.
If this was really happening, then she had a hundred different questions. Why had there been no sign of Sister Catherine until now? Why did she want her to stay so badly? Couldn�t she just have left a note on the fridge��Hey girl, don�t leave me, you�re the light of my afterlife! Stay forever or I�ll mindfuck and murder you, much love, Sister Cath.�
There was a sudden pressing question burning in Anna�s mind.
�How�d she die?� Anna asked.
KK passed over another photo, his expression suddenly grim. Anna looked down at it and felt ill.
Oh. That�s how.
�Oh my God�� Anna whispered hoarsely.
Silence stretched out between them as Anna handed the photo back to KK. She had known, on some level, that the sad nun from the first photo had not found the peace she had been looking for in the convent. As KK had pointed out, peaceful souls did not become murderous ghosts. The newfound knowledge of what happened burned at Anna.
She�d come close to death before, her mind instinctively shying away from the night she had told Lex she was leaving. She�d nearly overdosed more than a few times in her quest to numb her feelings of guilt and shame. Inadequacy.
Their heads snapped up at the sound of grating metal gears. The garage door rose slowly, letting in the golden-tinted light of day. KK immediately stood up and walked over to it.
�Wait!� Anna hissed.
KK gave her a questioning look. Anna shook her head firmly at him. She wasn�t about to trust anything that obvious.
�Throw something outside first.�
His eyes lit up as her caught on to her plan. KK moved over to the far wall and grabbed the closest thing to him. It was a sledgehammer.
�Something small,� Anna added in a strangled tone.
They didn�t need something that lethal to come flying back at them.
�Oh, good point.� KK offered her another sheepish smile.
He dropped the sledgehammer. Walking over to a tool bench he selected a smaller nail hammer instead. KK moved until he was just inside the line of the garage door, planting himself squarely in the middle of the opening. He cocked his arm back and threw the hammer out the open garage door. It struck the driveway and skidded a few inches, spinning from the force of its own momentum. They waited, barely daring to breathe.
It remained still and lifeless.
Maybe this really was their chance?
A faint rattling noise reached their ears as the hammer shivered slightly against the concrete. Anna tensed. It lifted free of the pavement and hurtled through the air directly at her face. She ducked to the side as KK let out a startled yelp. It impacted hard on the wall behind her with a sharp crack. The deep gouge it left was a testament to what it would have done to her face.
�I should have seen that coming,� KK admitted.
Anna huffed. �I�ve been hallucinating like this since she showed up.�
KK nodded as if that actually made sense to him. Anna was slightly impressed at how calm he was being about everything. He certainly wasn�t someone who would strike her as particularly brave had they met in other circumstances.
The handyman looked more like someone Anna would have mercilessly teased as a nerd in high school. Lean, bookish, and sloppily dressed. The type that would spend all day playing video games in mom�s basement.
KK nodded in response to her statement. �Yeah, that�s her physical form. It�s how she walks around, makes you see things, messes with the pipes. You ever see that movie, Ghost?�
Anna smiled enthusiastically. �I LOVE that movie��
�Great,� KK cut her off. �You know how it takes Patrick Swayze�s ghost a ton of energy to interact with the physical world?�
�Yes! Like in that scene when��
He interrupted again. �Exactly, so if we wear her out she won�t be able to use her physical form and we can get out.�
KK pulled an EMF reader out of his backpack and handed it to Anna.
�Follow me,� he instructed softly.

Chapter 7:

They chose to set up in the living room. Anna was skeptical when KK had first suggested his plan, though she had to admit that he seemed to have a far better handle on the situation than she did. They sat cross legged, facing each other, in the middle of the floor. KK set a recorder next to him and pressed record. A little light blinked, indicating that it was working. He flashed Anna a reassuring smile.
�June 17th, I�m with Anna Winter attempting to speak with Sister Catherine,� KK spoke into the recorder.
Anna handed him the EMF meter, watching curiously as he switched it on. The indicator hovered around the 1mG mark.
�EMF meter,� KK explained off of her look. �The higher it gets, the closer she is. If it passes five milligauss it�ll beep�� He shrugged slightly. �That means you�re fucked.�
Anna swallowed and eyed the device warily to see if the indicator had moved at all.
KK then pulled a ouija board out of his backpack and set it on the hardwood floor between them. Anna failed to hold back a laugh. He couldn�t possibly be serious.
�Are you kidding?�
�What?�
KK looked up at her, cocking his head to the side like a confused puppy.
�That�s a toy,� Anna pointed out skeptically.
They sold those things at every tacky toy and game shop she had ever seen. It was meant for children to spook themselves with on sleepovers, or Victorian age-grifters to bamboozle wealthy widows out of their money.
KK shook his head and shrugged.
�So is Chucky,� he said. �That doesn�t matter.�
Chucky, Anna thought, is also completely fictional.
�Does it really work?� Anna still felt pretty hesitant.
�No, I put it out for decoration,� KK deadpanned.
Anna made a face at him as he slipped on headphones attached to the recorder. He looked up at Anna for a moment, studying her, before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a pentacle pendant.
It was made of a dull metal, slightly larger than a half-dollar coin. The five-pointed star was encircled by a braided, Celtic design.
�If anything happens use the pentacle,� he said, extending the pendant out to Anna, �but be careful. Sometimes it scares her off. Sometimes it just pisses her off.�
Anna stared at him a bit dubiously-that was an uncomfortably large margin for error. She accepted the pendant, her hand dipping slightly when it turned out to be much heavier than she expected and slipped it into her pocket.
�Good to know,� she replied, a touch sarcastically. �Where does she come from, anyway?�
KK flashed her another confused puppy look.
�What do you mean?� He asked.
Anna thought about the photos of Sister Catherine she�d seen. She�d looked so sad, so tortured in life, it was hard not to feel the tiniest flicker of empathy for her. Especially if she�d been tortured enough to do� that to herself.
�Sister Catherine. What�s her story? What was she like?� Anna clarified.
She wanted to know why Catherine had felt like she�d lost all hope. What had been the circumstances in her life that had led to her being in the convent in the first place? Anna could only assume she�d be trying to find something that she felt she was missing. She wondered if Catherine had been trying to run away from her life, just like Anna had. KK just shrugged again, fiddling with his devices. He appeared largely indifferent to Catherine�s plight in life.
�No clue. We can check ancestry.com when she�s not trying to kill us.�
Anna nodded absently. For someone as obsessed with proving the existence of ghosts as KK was, he seemed to be ignoring what she would consider a pretty fundamental part of the picture. Didn�t how they die factor in? It seemed to in movies. He did have a point, however, in that they needed to focus on getting out of the house. He seemed hopeful that they could reason with Sister Catherine. Anna hadn�t found the dead nun to be particularly reasonable so far, but she didn�t exactly have any ideas of her own. Maybe she could find some sympathy in Catherine if she felt that Anna might understand her pain. Maybe that was their way out.
KK placed both of his hands on the ouija planchette, moving it in a couple of slow circles before indicating that Anna should do the same.
�Sister Catherine, Anna and I are here to apologize,� KK called out.
Silence. The EMF meter sat at a steady 1mG and the planchette was unresponsive beneath their fingers.
�I�m not a threat,� Anna added. �I want to leave.�
The planchette flew across the board to �NO� as the EMF meter spiked up to 2.5mG. Anna pulled her fingers away as if they had been burned. She shook her head in firm denial. Her stomach flipped in fear.
�Nope. Fuck that.�
�Don�t worry,� KK cajoled. �I�ve got it under control.�
Anna had serious doubts about that.
The planchette moved slowly across the board under its own power. It slid in a stuttering motion over to the �S� marker.
�See, she�s worn out,� KK said.
The planchette continued to move despite this assurance, gliding from one letter to the next slowly but clearly.
�Stay,� Anna read out.
She and KK exchanged an uneasy look. Anna wasn�t surprised to see the word again, but she didn�t quite grasp what the nun wanted. If she wanted Anna to stay so badly why was she trying so damn hard to kill her?
The planchette began spelling out as second word. The motion was smoother this time, more fluid.
�Protect?� KK read.
That was a new message. Anna was about to ask him what his take on it was when he suddenly yanked off his headphones and held them out to her, wide-eyed.
�What?� Anna asked, even as she reached out to take them from him.
She heard the same gruff voice from the phone calls earlier.
�Stay� Stay� Stay�� it chanted.
Anna watched as the ouija board spelled out her name. Was the spirit simply afraid of being alone in the house again?
�I can�t stay,� Anna pleaded.
The planchette slid back to �no.�
�I�ve been listening to you,� the voice in the headphones said. �You�re just like me.�
Anna shook her head sadly as the word stay was spelled out on repeat. Anna wasn�t like Catherine at all. She�d hit some pretty low points in her life, but she had always wanted to live. KK watched her with an apprehensive expression. He fidgeted with his hat as he waited, unable to hear the voice in the headphones.
Anna gulped and tried to reason with her. �Sister, you don�t want me, I��
The voice cut her off harshly. �It is my time to go. You must protect this holy land.�
�I can�t,� Anna repeated. �I have a daughter.�
She closed her eyes in a brief moment of fear. Anna wanted so badly to see Claire again.
�Stay. Replace me as I ascend to Heaven.� The voice repeated stubbornly.
Anna looked across at KK, hoping he would have some idea of what to do in this situation. He offered her a helpless shrug as he bit his lip nervously. Anna felt for Sister Catherine. She could understand the feeling of wanting to move on to something better, but feeling like you couldn�t. They were alike in that way, she supposed.
It didn�t change the fact that staying wasn�t an option.
�No.� Anna said firmly. �I can�t.�
The voice dropped back into an inhuman register. �Then I�ll force you.�
The planchette stopped spelling out �stay.� It stood stationary in the middle of the board.
�Pick it up,� the demonic voice ordered Anna.
�What is she saying?� KK asked, fidgeting anxiously.
Anna didn�t respond. She reached out and plucked the planchette up from the board. She raised the object to her face to stare through the little center cut out. She scanned the living room through the frame of the planchette - the back of the couch with a decorative throw draped over the back, the glass-topped end tables that Anna had always hated - and saw nothing out of the ordinary beyond KK�s uneasy expression.
�What do you see?� he asked.
Anna lowered the planchette and turned to look at him. Sister Catherine loomed over him. Her black lips twisted up in a cruel smile, eyes glinting in the shadows of her habit. Her hand was upraised, preparing to strike downwards with the sharp silver crucifix at the back of KK�s unprotected neck.
Anna threw off the headphones and fumbled in her pocket for the pentacle. KK realized her intent too late to give a warning.
�NO!� he cried, even as she pulled it free to hold it aloft.
KK grabbed her wrist as to prevent her from lifting it higher, shaking his head frantically. Anna panted heavily, adrenaline kicking back in. She looked back at KK, needing to understand what to do.
Sister Catherine sat in KK�s place, holding Anna�s wrist tightly in her grasp. She smiled again at Anna as she twisted her wrist back with a sickening snap.
Anna screamed, high and loud.
Pain burned up her arm from her wrist as she heard the pendant strike the floor. Sister Catherine forced her backwards, pinning her prone on the floor. Instinct alone allowed Anna to bring her other hand up in time to catch Sister Catherine�s wrist in turn. She strained, holding the silver crucifix at bay from her own neck.
Anna grunted at the effort required to keep from being stabbed, struggling to free herself from the nun�s hold. Sister Catherine�s face was uncomfortably close to her own, letting her see every unnatural feature of the specter. Her skin was grey and lined with veins that ran pitch-black. Her eyes were all black, shark-like and full of rage. Anna felt an involuntary shudder run down her spine. She had to look away from the twisted visage of Sister Catherine snarling above her. Her eyes fell instead on the discarded pentacle pendant.
It skittered further out of reach across the floor.
Sister Catherine took the moment of Anna�s distracted inattention to rear back, detangling herself from Anna�s grip on her wrist. Anna rolled to the side, moving barely in time to dodge the downward strike of the crucifix. It embedded itself in the hardwood floor inches from Anna�s face.
Anna had the brief, nonsensical thought of hoping that Aunt Donna couldn�t charge her extra for that.
Sister Catherine screeched loudly, a banshee wail of aggression and frustration as she vanished again. Anna wondered if that meant the specter had exhausted herself again for the moment.
Anna winced, awkwardly pushing herself into a sitting position without the aid of her injured wrist. She looked around the living room, desperately searching for KK.
He was gone.
So was his equipment.
�KK? KK!� Anna shouted.
A muffled thump came from overhead, where Claire�s room had been.
�Anna!� KK shouted.
His voice was muted by distance. He had to be upstairs somehow. Anna struggled into a standing position. She retrieved the pendant from the floor. She didn�t know if it would come in handy again or not, but she wanted it with her just in case. She cradled her injured wrist close to her body and headed upstairs to search for KK.

Chapter 8:

Anna walked silently through the open door into Claire�s room and stopped dead in her tracks. KK was nowhere to be seen, but the room was not empty. Mike and Lex sat on the bed, facing away from Anna and talking quietly to each other. Anna sucked in a breath. This was another hallucination, she told herself.
It had to be.
�I should have done something,� Mike whispered brokenly.
Lex half-shrugged in response. �It was her own fault.�
�She was always so scared of relapsing,� Mike said.
�There was nothing you could have done.�
Mike looked over at Lex. �What about Claire?�
�What about her?�
�She�s your daughter.�
Lex snorted.
�Doesn�t feel like it,� he said bluntly. �I haven�t seen her since the split.�
�Anna kept you away with that restraining order,� Mike said sympathetically.
�And I resent her for that,� Lex replied.
�I don�t blame you.�
�He was dangerous!� Anna blurted out, unable to help herself.
Lex turned to look at her, something inhuman in the set of his face. Anna froze, her heart racing rabbit fast.
�So were you,� he said, his voice twisting into that demonic tone.
Both Lex and Mike turned fully to look at her.
�I didn�t do anything to you!�
She hadn�t. It was Lex who had tried to hurt her. She had no choice but to leave him.
�Then why are you so guilty?� Lex taunted.
�I�� Anna stuttered, not expecting the question.
Mike chimed in, �she never could get past it.�
Anna turned to look at him in disbelief. How could he side with Lex against her?
�Do you still love me?� Lex asked, standing up and starting to advance on Anna.
She tried to form words, but she couldn�t seem to force them out of her throat. Her eyes flicked desperately between him and Mike.
�Mike� I,� she forced out.
Mike looked at her with a horrified expression
�Oh my God! After everything he did to you?�
Of course Anna didn�t still love Lex, not like that. She cared for him, that could never fully go away. He�d been Anna�s shelter once upon a time. Mike understood that, he always had before. She just needed to say something to reassure him. She backed up a step.
Why wouldn�t the words come out?
�Mike, please��
�He stabbed you, Anna!� Mike shouted at her.
�Come here,� Lex whispered, stepping closer.
Anna backed up further. Lex made a grab for her wrist as she tried to escape back out the bedroom door.
�Stay with me, Anna.� Lex said.
Anna shook him off and bolted for the door, only to find herself running back into the room from the closet.
She stumbled to a confused halt. Mike and Lex were gone. Anna looked across at the open bedroom door. She dashed forward, flinging herself through it, only to come through the closet door and back into the bedroom once more. Anna moved over to the windows, frantically tugging on them.
�KK!� She shouted in desperation.
Anna heard a soft sniffle behind her. She turned back to look at the bed and saw a shape was curled up beneath the covers. It was her daughter crying quietly.
�God� Tell my mom that I love her and miss her,� Claire said under the blanket.
Anna walked over to the bed, trembling.
�Tell her that I love my new school, and that I am skipping fifth grade,� Claire continued.
Anna reached out to grab the blanket.
�Ask her if what she did was an accident.�
Remembering the game of hide-and-seek, Anna braced herself for anything as she threw the covers back.
Claire, curled up on her side, looked up at her with a startled expression. Her hands unfolded from their prayer position as she launched herself at her mother.
�Mommy?!� Claire cried.
�Oh, honey,� Anna cooed, sweeping Claire up in a teary hug.
�What are you doing here?� Anna asked.
Claire pulled away to look at her.
�What do you mean?�
�In Aunt Donna�s house!�
�We moved back,� Claire said sadly. �Dad couldn�t afford the new house without you.�
Anna smoothed the hair away from Claire�s face with a confused frown.
�Without me, baby? I�m right here.�
�Are you a ghost?� Claire asked suddenly.
Anna drew back in surprise.
�What? Of course not. Why would you ask me that?�
�Momma, you died.�
Anna closed her eyes, flashes of memory assaulting her all at once. A bottle of pills in the bathroom. She�d swallowed them all down. Choking slightly as she worked to move them down her throat.
�No�� Anna begged.
�You didn�t come to the new house,� Claire said. �I found you in the hallway.�
Anna could see herself in the hallway. Her body contorted as she seized in her overdose. A trail of vomit down her chin. Claire sat by her side, sobbing in fear.
�Am� am I dead?� Anna whispered.
She opened her eyes to look at her beautiful daughter.
Claire nodded sadly. �Yeah� but Dad said ghosts aren�t real.�
Anna pulled Claire tight against her again. If only, Anna thought bitterly. If only.
�He�s wrong, baby, he�s so wrong.�
The closed door swung open with an ominous creak of hinges. Anna looked up. Sister Catherine stood inside, watching her with a cold expression on her inhuman face.
�She wants you to go with her,� Claire said suddenly.
Anna pulled away from the hug, alarmed.
�What?�
�Your Guardian Angel, Sister Catherine. She says you won�t go.�
Anna glared at the nun as she stepped out of the closet. Anna wasn�t going to go. Nothing could make her leave her daughter.
�Stay with me, Momma,� Claire begged.
�Shhh. I�m not going anywhere baby. I�m staying right here.�
Anna turned back to look at her daughter just as Claire brought the silver crucifix down on her, impaling it between her neck and shoulder with a wet squelch. She howled, pain singing through every nerve in her body like fire as she dropped to the floor. She writhed there, agony overriding any ability to do more than scream for long moments.
Anna sucked in shallow breaths through her teeth as she fought to regain control of her limbs enough to force herself back to her feet. The room was empty once more: no sign of Sister Catherine, or Claire. Anna limped towards the open bedroom door, this time crossing the threshold without incident. She made her way to the bathroom, the silver crucifix still embedded in her flesh.

Chapter 9:

Anna stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she bit down hard on a towel. She looked pale, her pupils dilated from pain and panic in equal measure. Her clothes had become tacky with blood, though the dark material hid the true extent of her seeping wound. The crucifix moved with every shallow breath she took, each one causing another small jolt of pain to race along her nerves.
Anna wrapped her good hand around it and clenched her teeth tighter against the towel.
One� two� three� she thought.
She yanked hard, wrenching the cross out of her neck. Pain flared in its wake, followed by the hot, wet feeling of fresh blood gushing up out of the puncture. Anna let the crucifix clatter into the sink as she reached for the bandage she�d pulled from the medicine cabinet. She wrapped the wound as best she was able to staunch the upwelling of blood.
�Nice try, you bitch,� Anna snarled.
Knock, knock, knock!
Anna looked up. Someone pounded hard on the ceiling above her.
�Anna? Is that you?� KK�s voice filtered down to her.
�KK? Where are you?�
�In the attic!� KK shouted.
�Stay there, I�m coming up.�
Anna grabbed the crucifix from the sink and headed out of the bathroom. This time she wasn�t going to leave it behind for Sister Catherine to use again.
Anna ducked into the spare room. The lingering childhood fear of the attic didn�t seem so foolish now. Her heart raced; she could feel every beat of it in her wound. Her hand slid along the wall, groping for the light-switch. Her hand was shaking so badly she almost didn�t realize it when her fingers finally found it. She fumbled with the switch a few times, flicking it up and down rapidly, but the lights refused to turn on.
Unlike her irrational childhood fear, this time Anna knew there was something to be feared in the darkness and the attic above.
She inhaled and exhaled slowly before cautiously stepping into the dim room. There was some ambient light drifting in from the hall, but she still made her way over to the pull-hatch for the ladder mostly by touch and memory. Anna tugged it down and looked up into the tiny entryway to the attic.
�KK?� She called out, hoping she didn�t sound as terrified as she felt.
�Up here!� he replied, sounding much closer.
Anna clutched the crucifix tighter and started to climb the stairs. She hoped it really was KK up there this time. Not that she had found any way of telling. Everything felt so real.
A light was on somewhere in the depths of the attic.
Anna peered over the line of the floor and spotted KK sitting against a pile of boxes, a bare light bulb swinging from its cord above him. His equipment was sprawled around him and he was clutching at his leg. It bore a nasty looking gash that bled sluggishly, visible through a tear in his jeans. He didn�t look like he�d had a much better time of it than Anna since they had been separated. He still did his best to smile at her as she climbed up.
��Sup?� he said, irreverently.
Anna chuckled, relief at seeing him more potent that she expected.
�How�d you get in here?� She asked.
He shrugged helplessly.
�I have no idea. I woke up here after you used the pentacle.�
�My bad,� Anna replied.
She moved aside the EMF meter and settled down next to him.
�Yeah, your bad,� he agreed with a small smile.
�You okay?�
�My leg�s a little chewed up,� KK said.
�What happened?�
�It was a hallucination. I could have sworn I saw my mom.�
�Those visions are too real,� Anna agreed fervently.
�They are. I�ve never had one that vivid before,� KK admitted.
�Hopefully she�s starting to run out of energy,� Anna replied.
The EMF meter let out a soft beep and the reading spiked.
�Anna��
They shared fearful looks before turning to the still open ladder-hatch. The atmosphere of the attic grew more oppressive. The small room was windowless, lit only by the bulb above KK�s head. The air suddenly felt too thick, like molasses in Anna�s lungs. The ladder groaned with the weight of someone climbing up it. A sharp sound that got a little louder with each successive rung. KK and Anna pressed themselves tight against the wall behind them. The top of Catherine�s habit breached the portal into the attic space itself.
Anna bit her lip harshly to keep herself silent. She could feel KK trembling next to her. Catherine�s head and shoulders appeared through the hatch as she climbed into the attic. Black eyes glinted, shark-like, in the reflected glow from the bulb.
The light above them grew in intensity before the bulb died with a sharp pop! The trapdoor snapped shut and the room was engulfed in total darkness.
There was something about being robbed of sight, of losing that most basic human sense, that sent Anna�s panic into overdrive. Anna could feel herself starting to hyperventilate as the fear rose fast in her. She couldn�t see anything. Not Sister Catherine, not even KK who should have been sitting right next to her.
�Don�t move,� she heard him whisper.
Anna could feel someone kneel down next to her, their knees cracking in the blackness.
�Stay with me, Anna,� Sister Catherine whispered, too close to Anna.
Anna swallowed hard but said nothing.
�I can hear everything in this house. I know you can hear me� I can hear you both right now.�
Anna heard what sounded like someone standing up and walking away. Had Catherine moved off? Or KK? She strained to hear anything else in the darkness. Nothing. Not even the ragged whispers of her own breath seemed to reach her ears. The silence stretched the air taut with something crueler than anticipation.
KK�s agonized scream shattered the stillness.
She froze up, every muscle in her body locked tight. She was too afraid to even reach out in the darkness to find him, sure she would only find Sister Catherine�s frigid fingers instead. She remembered on a visceral level what had happened every time she slipped up and let the nun get her hands on her. She didn�t want to go through that again.
From across the room she heard KK�s frightened voice. �Help.�
�Oh God,� Anna whimpered.
How had he gotten so far away? It must have been him earlier she had heard. He�d gotten up to get away from Catherine and left her behind.
�She�s lying, Anna! I�m right here.� KK�s voice said right next to her.
�I�m over here! Help!� He called from across the room again.
�Touch me if you are okay,� Anna whispered to the voice next to her.
She wasn�t sure if that would prove anything but she didn�t know what to do. She didn�t know which voice to trust. She braced herself for feeling the nun�s grave-cold grasp instead of KK.
�I can�t see you!� KK hissed next to her.
�Anna, please! Help! I can�t breathe!� Shouted KK across the attic.
She could hear him coughing wetly, his breaths labored and harsh.
�Help� me,� KK choked out across the room.
Anna knew she couldn�t just abandon him if he was in trouble. He had come into the house when he didn�t have to, to try and help her. She wasn�t going to betray that by ignoring him. She stood up and made her way over to the hatch. She needed light. She needed to be able to see. Then she would stand a better chance of figuring out the truth.
She took a shaky step in what she hoped was the right direction. She�d lost all sense of her surroundings in the dark. The previously claustrophobic attic now seemed endless.
�I�m opening the door,� she called out to him.
�No!� One of the KK voices shouted.
�Anna,� the other cried desperately.
Anna took another determined step towards where she believed the hatch was. Something collided with her in the blackness.
White hot pain exploded across her abdomen. Anna dropped to her knees, a noise of suffering ripped from her throat. She tried to suck in air, but each inhale pulled on her stomach, sending a fresh wave of agony through her.
Light suddenly flooded the room again. KK was crouched in front of her, unharmed. He�d managed to pull the ladder hatch open again. Anna looked down to see the silver crucifix stabbed into her gut.
�Oh my God, Anna,� KK reached out and pulled her up.
Anna clung to him, her fingers clenched tightly in his shirt as they stumbled down the stairs and out of the attic.

Chapter 10:

KK set her down in the large tub. Anna shivered, she felt so cold. The pain was still there, but it felt distant. KK grabbed a heap of towels and pressed them to the wound around the crucifix.
�Keep pressure on it,� KK said.
Anna obediently pressed down on the towels. She couldn�t really feel the pressure the way she knew she should. It wasn�t a good sign.
KK frantically combed through the medicine cabinets looking for bandages. Anna could only stare at the crucifix, which shivered with each of her stuttered inhales. She lifted one hand off of the towels and reached for it. KK caught the motion from the corner of his eye.
�No!� He admonished. �Leave it in there or you�ll bleed out.�
The whole world was a little fuzzy at the edges already. Anna didn�t think it would make much difference. She closed her eyes and thought about all the things she would never see again. Claire�s face entered her mind. She was never going to know how her first day at the new school had gone. Would never get to watch Claire decorate her own bedroom. She thought about Mike, living in the new house without her. Wondering why she had never shown up. His face when he learned she never would. Tears slid hot and wet down her face.
�I�m not gonna make it,� she said weakly.
KK made an unhappy noise of protest in the back of his throat and moved next to the tub to hold her hand. His hound brown eyes were sad and lost, but there was a determined set to his mouth. A single tell of the stubbornness his outward appearance belied.
�Yes, you are, Anna. Hang in there!� KK demanded. �Just keep talking, stay with me.�
Anna forced out a smile for his benefit. She wished she had half his conviction right now.
�I�ve lived through a lot of shit, but killer nun wasn�t how I was expecting to go,� she admitted wryly.
KK returned her watery smile. �Anna, you are gonna be fine.�
She coughed wetly. Even the pain seemed distant now.
�Sorry you never go your proof,� Anna whispered.
�Pfft. We�re walking proof,� KK joked weakly.
Anna coughed out a pained laugh. At least she wasn�t alone at the end. She thought again of Mike and Claire. Were they already wondering where she was? Was Mike getting impatient and annoyed that she hadn�t shown up? No, that was more Lex�s style. Mike didn�t have anything resembling a temper. Would they find her body here? Or would she disappear, one more missing person attached to the house? She hoped KK could find a way out after she was gone. She prayed that someone would be able to escape this nightmare. She licked at her lips, trying to find the strength to make him promise to get out and never come back. She had to save him. It was too late for her.
RING-RING! RING-RING!
Anna and KK stared at each other, stunned, as the sound of the front doorbell reached them.
�Holy shit,� KK breathed.
His weak grin widened into a true smile as he helped Anna to her feet. She felt her own hope surge, giving her the strength to clamber out of the tub. They stumbled out of the bathroom and down the stairs as fast as they could manage, her arm thrown across KK�s shoulders for support as they limped across the foyer.
Through the windows alongside the front door they could see Donna, fumbling with her too-crowded key chain and muttering to herself.
�In here!� KK shouted.
�Let us out!� Anna yelled at the same time.
She never thought in her entire life she would be so happy to see Aunt Donna. At that moment, Anna didn�t care whatever stupid surcharge Donna was planning to tack on, she would pay it, gladly, if Donna could just get the door open.
They reached the front door as Donna lost patience with her multitude of keys and pounded hard on the heavy wood.
�Kenneth! Did you fix the pipe?� She screeched.
KK pounded the door from their side, trying to get Donna�s attention.
�Open the door,� Anna pleaded.
She didn�t know how long they had before Sister Catherine found them again. Outside, Donna checked her phone with a pinched expression. KK reluctantly gave up on his frantic pounding. Anna was pressed against the window to the right of the door, feeling lightheaded and dizzy. Their salvation stood just on the other side of the door, oblivious. Anna�s strength dwindled with her hope. Why wasn�t Donna responding? Was she really that much of a bitch, pretending to ignore them? As quickly as she thought it, Anna dismissed the possibility. There was no way Donna would let someone die in the house. Not when it could make her liable or drop the property value.
�She can�t hear us,� KK realized. �Our only chance is if she opens that door.�
�What if she doesn�t?� Anna asked.
It certainly didn�t look like it was going to happen.
As if in response, an inhuman scream echoed down from the second floor. Anna let out a defeated moan. KK pressed against her, trying to offer what comfort he could.
�I�m sorry, Anna,� he whispered sadly.
Anna shook her head. It wasn�t his fault. He�d tried his very best to help her. They could hear Donna fumbling with her keyring again from outside the door.
�Stupid kid,� Donna muttered. �He better not be screwing that goth chick.�
Anna rolled her eyes. Of course Donna would assume that. Afterall, to her Anna was just a gold-digger who had never loved Mike in the first place. I�m gonna die here because you have too many fucking keys, you bitch. What a joke. Maybe Donna was just one more hallucination. She�d seen Lex outside, too, she had thought.
Anna looked away from the illusion of freedom through the door and back to the stairwell. Sister Catherine stared down at them. Her eyes had become even more sunken in, the grey skin on her face peeling and riddled with wounds. Maybe KK had been right and she was weakening, and without a moment to spare. Anna couldn�t even find the energy to run.
Catherine descended the stairs. Each blackened, bare foot placed down a step with strange twists of ankles and knees that did not belong on human joints.
The door clicked open.
Anna whirled, surprise overriding even the horror in front of her for a moment.
�Kenneth!� Donna shouted as she stepped inside. �Where are you?�
Anna and KK lunged at Donna almost as one person, shoving her back outside through the door. They tumbled onto the porch in a messy tangle of limbs. Anna landed prone at the perfect angle to see Sister Catherine shriek as the door slammed shut in her face. Take that you bitch, Anna thought smugly, breathing in the fresh air in great shuddering lungfuls as the sky spun wildly overhead. She could hear KK beside her doing the same.
Donna flailed herself back into a standing position and looked down at herself in horror.
�Oh my god,� she shrieked. �That better not be my blood!�
Donna�s indignant noises of disgust and horror was a welcomed sound. She was out. They had actually made it out. She felt KK�s hands fall on her shoulders. The world was spinning too much for her to focus on his face, but she could hear him.
�Hold on, Anna. We�re gonna get you help.�
She thought about getting to hold Claire again. She would get to kiss Mike, and sleep in the bed in the house they owned. She tried to take another deep breath but found she couldn�t quite muster up the energy. That was okay, there would be time enough for that later. The sky spun faster overhead.
Anna closed her eyes and sound faded for a time.

Chapter 11:

�Is she going to be okay?� Mike said from somewhere nearby.
There was a steady beeping noise underscoring his words. Anna wanted to know why no one was turning the alarm clock off. She didn�t have to get up for work did she?
�We don�t know,� an unfamiliar voice replied. �We�ll just have to wait.�
Was Mike letting strangers in the bedroom? That wasn�t right, she thought distantly, but the why escaped her for the moment. She didn�t want to get up and go to work. She was going to sleep in.
Anna let the noise fade away again.
Anna opened her eyes again, but no farther than blurry slits. She could see white walls and hear the distant beeps of hospital machinery. Mike was sitting next to her, his hand tightly clasped about her own.
KK�s voice drifted to her ear from somewhere beyond her field of sight.
�She�s gonna be okay. Your mom�s tough.�
Mom. Mother. Claire. Where was Claire? She wanted to hold Claire so badly. She�d been fighting so hard for that, hadn�t she? Anna knew she had. Why was no one letting her hold Claire? She tried to sit up and look for Claire, but then there was a screech of protest from the machines around her.
Anna faded out again.
She faded in again to the sound of Lex�s voice.
�I love you, Anna. I always will.�
She kept her eyes closed. She didn�t understand why he was there. Go away, Lex. He didn�t love her. He wanted to possess her. He hadn�t tried to help her at all. Why was he there? Where was Mike? Where was Claire? She was supposed to be holding Claire.
�She needs her peace,� a female voice said gently.
She needed Claire.
�Thank you, Sister, for letting me see her,� Lex replied.
Sound and thought swirled away again, and left only the sense of memories behind.

Chapter 12:

THREE MONTHS LATER
Anna rolled over in bed to greet Mike who smiled sweetly at her. The morning sunlight was streaming into the bedroom, highlighting everything in a soft glow that seemed almost magical.
�Good morning,� Anna murmured, smiling back at her husband.
�Sleep well?� Mike asked her gently.
Anna nodded.
�Yeah, first good sleep in a while.�
Recovery had played merry hell with her ability to sleep comfortably. Pain kept her up as often as the nightmares had. For the first month, she had woken up screaming every time she closed her eyes. Part of her was very glad she couldn�t remember what she dreamed of, and part of her chafed at the mystery of it all. The Doctor had assured her that it was normal, and that eventually both the nightmare and the pain would lessen. Thankfully, he had been right. Anna was so glad that she was finally moving past that.
�Claire�s still at her sleepover,� Mike said. �Do you want to go somewhere?�
�Yeah!� Anna agreed enthusiastically.
Between the hospital and bed rest, once she�d been discharged, Anna had about enough of being cooped up. Mike allowed himself to be talked into a shopping outing. Anna knew he wasn�t at all upset about going, but they had both enjoyed Anna�s methods of persuasion.
Anna had spotted a little thrift store on their way to the mall and had begged Mike to make a stop there first. The clothes hung on circular racks, separated by size and nothing else, all colors and styles thrown together. She spent a good while trying on outfits, mostly just for the fun of it. At first she had stayed close to what she usually wore, Mike watching indulgently from a little stool that had been set up near the dressing room, but something just didn�t settle right. She ran her hands along the racks fingering jewel-toned blouses speculatively. Things were so different now. Perhaps it was time to let go of the angry teenager at last. She lingered on one sundress in particular, and almost guiltily ducked into the changing room with it.
She slipped the sundress over her head. It was white with tiny red rosettes printed on it. It was about as from her usual baggy grays and blacks as she could get. Looking at herself in the mirror, Anna smiled hesitantly. She was surprised at how much she liked it. She looked good. She could look in the mirror and, for the first time, not see the same person who got hurt over and over again by her choices. She stepped out of the changing room to show Mike.
�Wow�� Mike uttered softly.
Anna eyed him nervously. Her confidence from moments before faltered slightly. What if Mike didn�t like the idea of a new Anna?
�Good wow or bad wow?�
�Definitely good wow. You look amazing.�
Anna smiled at him, a weight lifting off of her shoulders.
�Thanks. I can�t believe I like it this much,� she admitted.
�I think this is the first time I�ve ever seen you wearing not black,� Mike teased.
Anna walked over to the full-length mirror and gave a little twirl.
�I hope you�re not doing this because you think I like it,� Mike added more seriously.
�No. I want to do it.�
It might seem silly, but the sundress made her feel good about herself. She felt like a woman, and not a victim. It was time to put all the horrible things that had happened behind her. Let them stay in the past where they belonged.
�I�m shocked, frankly.�
Anna did another twirl and smiled.
�I want to move on. I�m leaving behind the old me.�
Mike stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on her shoulder.
�I�m really proud of you,� he said.
�Thank you. I�m not ditching the attitude though.�
Mike laughed. �I wouldn�t want you to.�

Anna drove them home. She had enjoyed the day out, but she could feel the physical strain it had put on her mostly healed wounds. She held the steering wheel one handed as she tossed back her pain medication with the other.
Mike turned the bottle over in his hands reading the label. Demerol.
�Dr. Palmer gave you these?� He asked, a note of concern in his voice.
Anna smiled at the worry in his tone. She didn�t blame him for his apprehension, but it wasn�t like it was before. She was grateful for the relief from pain, but she didn�t crave them all the time.
�Yeah.�
�But they�re��
�I know,� Anna replied.
�Does he think that�s safe?� Mike questioned.
Anna gave a little half-shrug. She was confident that it wouldn�t be an issue, but Mike being there as a backup just in case was comforting in its own way.
�Well, all the other medications made me sick. I�ll be fine as long as we keep an eye on it,� Anna reminded him.
�As long as you feel safe.�
Anna smiled to herself.
�I do,� she replied confidently. �I can handle it now.�
�This has really changed you,� Mike commented.
�Most near-death experiences do,� she said wryly.
�Even ones you don�t remember?�
Anna frowned at little. She was still a bit torn on how she felt about the memory loss. She didn�t like that there was this awful gap in her mind, but if the nightmares were any indication, there wasn�t anything good about remembering. That�s what she kept telling herself anyways.
�Well I remember recovering in the hospital. That�s still scary.�
She didn�t even truly remember much of that, just random flashes. More impressions than actual memories. Some of which she wasn�t entirely sure weren�t just dreams themselves.
�True,� Mike agreed readily.
�It�s not a bad change is it?� She asked, insecure again.
She liked the idea of a clean slate and a fresh start, but she couldn�t bear the thought of disappointing Mike. Not after all he had done for her.
Mike shook his head.
�No, not at all. You feel peaceful.�
Anna smiled to herself. She liked that.
�That�s a good word. Peaceful.�
They had decided to plant flowers out in front of the new house. Claire had insisted on tulips, and there were now baskets of bulbs laid out next to the beds, separated out by what color they would bloom. Anna was half of the mind to see if she could use the bulbs to spell out something rude, but resisted the temptation for Claire�s sake. Claire and Mike had spent the morning covered in dirt up to their elbows and Anna had never felt happier. She watched, amused, as Claire waddle-carried a large bag of mulch over to them. Anna clapped enthusiastically as Claire deposited it next the flowerbed they were working on with a triumphant huff.
�Look at you!� Anna crowed. �You�re not all brains after all!�
�Still want to go out for track next year?� Mike asked Claire, smiling broadly.
�Track or basketball,� Claire replied. �Depends on the coach.�
�I can�t believe they let you skip fifth grade,� Anna said, not for the first time.
She was so proud of Claire. It was hard, watching her baby grow up so fast, but she couldn�t be happier for Claire. Her daughter had all the opportunities Anna wanted for her, everything she had never had herself growing up and promised herself that Claire would not do without. Anna was still amazed that she had somehow managed to secure it for her.
�I think I�m ready for middle school,� Claire said bravely, her face set in a determined expression.
�No one is ready for middle school,� Mike replied sagely.
Anna stood up and brushed the dirt off of herself as an old car pulled up at the end of the driveway.
�I�ll get it,� she said and marched down to meet the driver.
�Twenty-one oh nine,� the delivery man said in a bored tone as he handed over the pizza.
Anna handed him a pair of bills and some change with a cheery �thanks!�
She turned to head back up the drive.
�Wait!� The pizza man shouted.
Anna looked back and raised an eyebrow at him.
�This is twenty-one oh six. It was twenty-one oh nine.�
Anna blinked, frowning heavily. She felt the strangest feeling wash over her at those words. Her heartbeat quickened and a drop of sweat that had nothing to do with the day of hard work slid down her back, between her shoulder blades.
�I�m sorry?� She said, confused.
�I�m short!� The pizza guy protested.
�It�s three cents,� Anna said in an annoyed tone, suddenly defensive.
The pizza man just shrugged unsympathetically.
�That�s all I have,� Anna replied.
She needed to leave, get out of this situation. Something felt very wrong. She walked back to the front porch, trying to ignore the nagging sensation that she was missing something important. There was something she should know, but she didn�t know what it could possibly be.
Mike came out with glasses of lemonade to go with their pizza.
�D�j� vu,� Anna murmured to him, unsteadily.
She watched as Claire practically wolfed down her first slice.
�What?� Mike asked.
Anna makes a vague gesture with her hand, trying to encompass everything that was going on her head in the last five minutes.
�This, all this.�
Mike eyed her a little strangely. He looked around at the porch and the pizza box open next to her.
�We had pizza in the moving truck,� he offered, sounding more confused than anything.
�Right,� Anna said, defeated.
She remembered that, if only vaguely. It wasn�t what she meant however. The golden overglow of the day had seemed to fade a little.

Chapter 13:

Anna stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She lifted the hem of her shirt to inspect the twisted scar on her stomach. Mike came in behind her, checking her over with concern in his eyes.
�How�s it looking?�
�Much better,� Anna said.
�Does it still hurt?�
�Nah, just sore.�
The worst of the pain was behind her; all that was left was the aching feel of the scar tissue as it pulled.
�You still don�t remember anything?� Mike asked.
�Last thing I remember is sending you and Claire off,� Anna replied.
Mike shook his head in amazement.
�Wow.�
Anna snorted.
�I�m not sure I want to remember being stabbed again,� Anna pointed out.
�The other guy, KK, he doesn�t remember anything either. I still think he could be a suspect.�
Something in Anna twisted a little at the mention of KK. She pushed it aside. Her gut instinct kept insisting that KK wasn�t who had hurt her, but she couldn�t deny that he had come out pretty unscathed in comparison.
�We�ll let the police worry about it,� she replied.
Anna picked up the bottle of pain pills on the counter and furrowed her brow at them. She was hurting bad, but she knew she had to be careful not to take them too close together, even if there was breakthrough pain. The Doctor had been very firm on that point.
�Did I take one of these in the car?� She asked Mike, trying to determine if she was good to take one.
�No.�
�You sure?� Anna pressed.
She thought she had, but couldn�t remember for certain, and her pain was spiking aggressively.
�Positive,� Mike assured her.
Anna made a face, but swallowed one. Mike had promised to help keep and eye on it all. If he said she hadn�t, Anna was inclined to trust him.
Anna closed the lid of the trash bin with a sigh. She still seemed to tire out so fast. She felt her phone go off in her pocket. She pulled it out to check the caller ID. The display read �INCOMING CALL: LEX.� Anna hesitated for a moment before accepting.
�Hello?� she said into the receiver.
�Hey,� Lex began. �Don�t call the cops, I��
�You�re fine.� She hesitated, then added firmly, �Just this once.�
�I heard you got out of the hospital. I wanted to make sure you were okay.�
Anna wandered around the garage as Lex spoke, idly taking in the items scattered around.
�I�m fine,� she told him. �I don�t remember anything.�
�The doctors didn�t think you�d make it. I hated seeing you like that.�
�Seeing me?�
�They let me visit you in the hospital.�
�No one told me that,� Anna said, startled.
�The nun let me in, from the hospital chapel.�
An icy feeling settled in the pit of Anna�s stomach.
�Nun?� she whispered.
�Sister Catherine, I think? She read you your last rites.�
Everything in Anna went cold at the name, but she couldn�t figure out why.
Lex continued, oblivious. �Look, I�m just glad you�re okay.�
�Thanks,� Anna said quietly.
�I�m getting cleaned up and I�m ready to move forward.�
�You�ll have to talk to the lawyers about that,� Anna reminded him bluntly, trying to shake off the odd mood that had settled over her.
�No,� Lex cleared his throat. �I mean I�m moving on for good. I met someone and I�m starting over.�
Anna paused in her walk around the garage to examine a large dent in the wall. She had a flash of memory, her and KK watching a hammer strike hard against a wall. She ran her fingers over it curiously.
�So this is it?� Anna asked Lex.
She wasn�t sure how she was supposed to be feeling right now. Sad? Relieved? All Anna felt was the lingering certainty that nothing was really resolved between them. Could something really be over without resolution?
He sounded calm, certain. �I think it�s best that way.�
�I�m sorry I never got you help,� she said sincerely.
That was the biggest regret that still hung over her head. Anna need to say it, not for Lex, but for herself.
�That wasn�t your responsibility,� Lex dismissed. �Tell Claire I�m sorry. When she�s older, tell her I�m here if she wants to see me.�
Anna wasn�t going to let that happen unless she was certain Lex was clean and committed to this new path he said he was on, but she knew he needed that bit of hope. Afterall, Claire was what had pulled her through rehab herself.
�I will,� she reassured him.
�Goodbye, Anna.�
Anna hung up with a sigh. She was sorry it took this long for things to turn around for Lex. She hoped he might find some peace for himself. She hoped he would make this new start stick the same way she had.
Later that night, Anna lay in bed, feeling more tired than she wanted to be. Fatigue was normal after an injury like hers, she supposed, but it still frustrated her. Beyond that, she was mentally tired, as if she had been chasing ghosts around her head all day. She thought of her conversation with Lex, and maybe she had been, in away. She rolled over to face Mike as he entered the bedroom. Anna scrunched up her face in confusion when she saw him holding a glass of water and one of her pills.
�You forgot this,� Mike said, holding out the pill.
�No, I took one in the bathroom earlier.�
Mike frowned. �When I was in there?�
�Yes!� Anna made an exasperated noise, sitting up on the bed. �I asked you!�
�No, you didn�t.�
�I swear I did. And even if I didn�t, I took one in the car.�
Mike set the glass on the nightstand next to her.
�I�d take one just in case.�
Anna shook her head. �I�ll take one tomorrow.�
She wasn�t going to risk it. She was sure she had taken one in the bathroom. She had been fuzzy about the car, but the one in the bathroom she knew for certain.
�I think you should take it now,� Mike pressed, a strange edge to his voice.
Anna shot him an annoyed glare. �I�m going to bed.�
She was done with this. What was Mike trying pull here?
Mike slammed his fist down on the nightstand, rattling the glass of water and making Anna jump. He took in a deep breath, composing himself gain.
�Anna, take it,� he said in a low voice.
Anna sat stock-still for a moment.
�Michael� you�ve never spoken to me like that before,� she whispered, confused and alarmed.
That wasn�t Mike. That was how Lex had spoken to her, but never Mike.
�Take it. Now.� Mike said shortly.
Anna reluctantly swallowed down the pill. Fear churned in her gut. Mike watched her coldly before turning and walking away without another word. Anna stared blankly at the wall for long minutes after he had left, trying to work out what had happened. She felt tears tracing sad caresses down her cheeks. She just didn�t understand. Mike wasn�t like this. Mike had never even so much as shouted at her before, not even when she had been near hysterical herself over one thing or another. His calm, sweet nature was everything Anna had fallen in love with. That man hadn�t been her Mike. It just didn�t make sense.
Her last thought before laying down for bed was wondering when Mike had put that silver crucifix on the wall. Her Mike wasn�t religious. Why did nothing make sense to her?
Anna woke from dreams of blood and pain to a roiling sensation in her stomach. She bolted for the bathroom. Her knees hit the tile with a crack as she hastily slammed the toilet seat up. Bile burned at the back of her throat as she retched, emptying everything in her stomach. She heard soft footsteps approach from behind.
Mike flicked the bathroom light on. �Hey, baby, are you okay?�
�I took too many of those pills,� she moaned.
�I screwed up. Can you forgive me?�
Anna heaved again. She took a few shuddering breaths before speaking. She didn�t want to look at him right now. She was too sick and exhausted to even be as upset with him as she knew he deserved. She just wanted to throw up in peace, and then go back to bed.
�Can we talk about this in the morning?�
�Sure,� Mike agreed readily. �Here, this will help you feel better.�
Anna wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand and turned bleary eyes on Mike. He stood in the doorway; hand outstretched with a pill resting in his palm.
�What�s that?� Anna asked dubiously.
�It�s mine, from when I had that stomach flu.�
Anna looked closer at the pill before recoiling slightly. What the hell was he thinking? Her anger resurfaced swiftly.
She rounded on him, yelling. �That�s mine, Mike. I don�t know what you are playing at��
�What are you talking about?�
�Get that away from me,� Anna snarled.
She wanted to snatch the bottle from his hands and throw it at him as hard as she could. Maybe that would snap him out of it. Her stomach roiled again before she could put thought to action. She turned back to the toilet, another dry heave wracking her frame.
�I wouldn�t do that to you,� Mike protested, placing a hand on her shoulder.
She threw him off of her with a violent motion.
�I don�t want it.� Anna wrapped her arms around the cold porcelain for comfort.
She wasn�t going to get any from Mike.
�But��
�I said NO!�
There was a moment of chewed silence before Mike spoke again.
�Fine,� he said in a clipped tone before walking off.
Anna groaned into the toilet bowl.

Chapter 14:

Anna sat on the couch, her feet curled beneath her as she booted up her laptop. The house around her was silent, save for the persistent tick, tick, tick of the clock on the end table. She typed a few words into the search bar before locating the article she was looking for. �STABBING IN BRENTHAVEN�, the header of the article read in bold typeface. She skimmed it for what had to be the twentieth time, her eyes still catching on the �SUSPECT UNKNOWN� every time. Despite what she had told Mike before, Anna was beginning to think that maybe she needed to remember what happened that day. At that moment, she figured it was better than thinking about what had happened last night.
A photo of the rental house was attached to the article. Something in its window caught Anna�s attention and she zoomed in on the picture. Standing in the window by the front door, Anna could almost make out what looked to be the figure of a nun.
Ding-dong!
Anna sighed and slammed her laptop shut. She set it aside and slid her feet out from underneath her to go see who was at the front door. She made it into the foyer before she came to the immediate conclusion that she should have just stayed on the couch. Lex was peering in through the square windows on the front door.
�No,� Anna whispered. �No no no.�
Anna ducked into the kitchen to grab her purse. She rifled through it to make sure her handgun was in there. Her sister had always thought she was crazy for owning one, especially with a child in the house. Anna thought that was easy to say for someone who hadn�t been stabbed twice now. She pulled it out to check the cartridge.
No ammo.
Anna deliberated for a few moments before deciding that even the sight of it would probably be deterrent enough. She replaced it in her purse and went to open the door.
�Lex! I was just about to leave,� Anna lied breezily.
�Maybe we could talk?� Lex asked.
�I don�t think that�s a very good idea,� Anna crossed her arms against her chest.
She should have known that answering his call yesterday would only breed more trouble. So much for him moving on.
�I just want to talk one more time,� Lex pleaded, lifting his hands in a pacifying gesture.
�I have to go.�
�Come on.� Lex took a step closer.
�I can�t,� Anna said firmly and attempted to shut the door.
Lex reached up and caught it in one hand, holding it open. Anna glared at him, trying to cover up the sudden spike of fear. He loomed over her, just as he had done so many times before.
�Don�t be like this.�
�Lex, please,� Anna tried to reason with him.
She needed to shut the door. She should have never opened it.
�Anna. I need to tell you something.�
�You�re violating the restraining order,� Anna reminded him.
�I still love you, Anna.�
She couldn�t listen to this. Not after everything that had happened.
�What happened to moving on?� She snapped.
�I can�t move on without you, Anna.�
She held her ground as he tried to wedge himself further inside.
�I�ll call the cops!� Anna warned him.
This was her fault. She never should have answered the phone yesterday. That was when everything had started to unravel, wasn�t it?
�I know you still love me, too.� Lex had a sickly-sweet smile on his face.
Anna tugged on the door again to no avail. She contemplated kicking him, but knew from experience what he was like if things escalated to violence.
�I mean it, Lex!�
Lex�s voice dropped into a deep growl. �Stay with me, Anna.�
For a moment, Anna froze. It wasn�t quite a memory, not in the truest sense, but something deep in her brain recognized that tone, and it made her desperately afraid.
Anna pulled the gun out of her purse and aimed it at Lex, backing away from the door as Lex forced his way in.
�I�ll shoot!�
She tried to hide the way her hand trembled. She prayed that Lex would go away and not call her bluff. She wouldn�t want to shoot him even if the gun had been loaded.
�You�re worth dying for,� Lex said in that inhuman tone.
He pulled out a silver crucifix and raised it threateningly, advancing on her.
�Go on. Shoot.�
Anna backed up again. There were no bullets. She had nothing to defend herself with. Her left hand fumbled in her pocket and closed around something small, cold to the touch, and oddly heavy. Anna saw a flash of a man with untidy hair and a puppy-dog expression placing something in her pocket with the instruction to use it in an emergency. As if on instinct, Anna reached for it.
It was a pentacle pendant.
Lex dropped the crucifix and immediately backed away.
�Alright! Alright! Jesus Christ,� he muttered, slamming his way out of the foyer.
She looked at the pendant in her hand incredulously. That worked? I pull fucking gun on him and he leaves because of a fucking necklace? Anna sucked in a few lungfuls of air, trying to calm the wild galloping of her heart. She raised the pentacle up closer to stare at it in utter bemusement.
She turned it over in her hands. Mike was acting strange, Lex had nearly attacked her again. Where had the sense of peace and purpose that had filled her just a day ago gone?

Anna accepted a refill on her iced tea from the waiter before she turned her attention back to KK. He sat there, ball cap over his wild brown hair, and one leg bound up in a thick cast. His crutches leaned up against the side of the table and his eyes kept darting around nervously.
�Nothing?� Anna asked.
�Nothing,� KK confirmed.
�No flashes or anything?�
�The only thing I remember is the name Sister Catherine.�
Anna flinched at the name. �The nun from the hospital chapel?�
KK gave her a bemused look and shrugged. �I just know the name.
�Does this ring a bell?� Anna set the pentacle pendant on the table.
KK picked it up with a noise of confusion. �This is mine.�
�I remember you telling me to use it in an emergency and putting it in my pocket.� Anna said.
�I bought this on a ghost hunting project.�
�Ghost hunting?� Anna raised an eyebrow.
KK shrugged. �It�s a hobby of mine.�
�We must have been messing with it in the rental.�
KK wrinkled his nose, setting the pendant down. �I doubt it. I fixed some pipes there once and thought there might be something paranormal, but nothing came of it.�
�Then how did I end up with this?� Anna gestured at the pendant on the table between them.
KK looked at her pityingly. �Does it matter?�
�Strange stuff is happening at my house. I think it�s related to what happened that day.�
KK began fumbling with his crutches, his eyes darting away from Anna�s pleading ones.
�Look, I�m sorry, I am, but I can�t help you,� KK mumbled.
He managed to get the crutches back under his arms and stood up. Anna stood as well, hands outstretched toward him as if part of her wanted to catch at his clothes and force him to stand fast.
�Maybe it�s connected to your ghost hunting thing,� Anna said desperately.
�You�re crazy.�
Anna felt a lump in her throat. She had been so sure that KK would have answers, that somehow he would just know. She had been counting on him.
�KK, please��
He looked up to meet her eyes again. �I can�t do this anymore.�
He hobbled towards the door.
�We need to figure out what happened that day!�
As he reached the exit, KK looked back over his shoulder at Anna, pity and concern in his eyes.
�It�s over, Anna. You�ve gotta move on.�
The bell on the restaurant door jingled as it swung shut behind him. Anna stared at it long after he was gone. She felt hollowed out by the conversation. It was crazy, of course; she barely knew the guy, but watching KK walk out had felt like a betrayal.

Chapter 15:

Dinner had been a subdued affair that night. Claire had done most of the talking, updating the adults about her day. Anna had tried to give the appropriate amount of attention to her daughter�s stories, but her thoughts kept spiraling back to the blank space in her memory where the last day at the rental house should be. She�d excused herself right after dinner, claiming a headache, and collapsed on her bed. She felt wretched, it wasn�t a lie, but she also wasn�t keen on spending much time around Mike right now. The incident with the pills still carried a sting of betrayal no matter how many times he had apologized. The surge of energy and new possibilities that had seemed so strong only a few days ago had faded, leaving behind only the sensation of something important slipping away from her.
Anna jumped, startled out of her maudlin reverie as the door to the bathroom slammed open. Mike loomed in the doorway, an angry expression twisting up his features. Anna sat up, the beginnings of a concerned frown turning down the corners of her mouth.
�What the hell is this?� Mike demanded.
He brandished her pill bottle at her. Anna tilted her head to the side, confused. It seemed fairly obvious what it was. Was he about to start forcing them down her throat again?
�My medication,� Anna replied, crossing her arms.
Mike gave her a condescending look. �Yeah? Why are they all gone?�
Anna stood up, furious. Exactly what was he accusing her of?
�I haven�t touched them!�
Not since she�d spent the night throwing up in the bathroom. Not since the night he talked her into taking too many.
�Don�t bullshit me, Anna!� Mike shouted. �You�re hooked!�
�Mike!� Anna shook her head in vehement denial. �I swear to God I haven�t taken one since I got sick.�
Which had been his fault, a nasty voice in the back of her head reminded her. How dare he come in here and accuse her of that?
�How could you do this?�
Mike threw the pill bottle at her head, forcing Anna to duck away as he advanced on her. This wasn�t like Mike. He never got angry, even when Anna found herself in situations that had her temper on a hair trigger.
�Mike, please!� She tried to reason, backing away.
�Do you want a repeat of what happened with Lex?�
�I didn�t take them!� Anna snarled.
From where she was standing, he was the one that was becoming Lex.
�You�re lying!�
Anna didn�t need to listen to this anymore. She turned and marched over to the door.
�Where are you going?� Mike demanded. �Don�t ignore me!�
Anna was going to ignore the hell out of him until he calmed down. Was he drunk? He hadn�t smelled like it, but Anna couldn�t think of another rational explanation for such out of character behavior. Where was her Mike?
She heard the rapid thump of his footsteps charging after her too late as his forearm dug hard into her throat. Anna struggled wildly in his chokehold. She drove an elbow back into his gut, hard. She felt the sharp oof of his pained exhalation against her ear as his grip loosened enough for her to wrench herself free. She sprinted away from him as fast as she could.
Mike had just attacked her. She thought of frozen yogurt dates and dress shopping. She thought of the man who tucked Claire into bed and made lopsided Mickey Mouse pancakes for breakfast on Saturdays. Mike. She couldn�t even begin to process that thought.
Anna nearly skidded into the kitchen. To her horror, Mike walked in from the other entryway, looking mildly confused.
�Hey, is everything okay?� He asked sweetly, as if he hadn�t just attempted to choke her moments before.
�Stay away from me!�
Anna held her hands up in front of her to ward off any unexpected lunges as she backed out of the kitchen again.
�Honey?� Mike called after her, confused and hurt.
Anna headed straight upstairs to Claire�s room. She needed to leave, now. Anna didn�t know where they would go, but she had to get Claire safely away and fast. She gently, but urgently, shook one of Claire�s shoulders. She wouldn�t ignore the warnings like she had with Lex.
�Baby, wake up.�
Claire made a sleepy noise of protest as she opened her eyes to blink confusedly at Anna. Anna pulled back the covers and urged Claire to her feet.
�Mom?�
�We have to go.�
Anna held tight to Claire�s hand and lead her out of the room. She reached the top of the stairs and looked down. Anna quickly shoved Claire behind her in a protective stance. Lex stood at the bottom of the stairs, holding a sharp, silver crucifix in his left hand.
�Get the fuck out of my house!� Anna yelled at him.
�I told you I wanted to see you,� he singsonged, taking a step up the stairs.
�Stay back!�
�I�m clean now, Anna,� Lex continued, taking another step.
Anna urged Claire more firmly behind her as she tried to carefully retreat back down the hall. She tried to block out her daughter�s frightened whimpers. She couldn�t even begin to imagine what was going through Claire�s mind right now.
�Get out!� Anna screamed at him.
Lex advanced another few steps up the stairs. �Let me see my daughter. Just for a second.�
Anna shook her head. Lex was going to get nowhere near Claire, not while Anna still had breath in her body.
�Mommy?� Claire cried, a sound so scared and confused it broke Anna�s heart.
�Stay back,� Anna warned Lex. �I�ll kill you if I have to.�
Lex smiled and charged up the stairs at her.
Anna didn�t wait. She bolted back towards Claire�s room, her daughter�s hand still tight in her own. She flung open the door only to find herself face to face with the shadowed visage of a slowly rotting nun. A sharp crucifix lanced downward at her as Anna raised her free arm to block her face.
Anna screamed as a line of fire lashed across her arm. She didn�t pause to look down at the cut on her forearm. She backpedaled frantically and pulled Claire after her into the bathroom across the hall. She locked the door behind them, leaning on it and breathing heavily.
Anna caught sight of herself in the mirror as she sat down on the floor next to Claire. She looked too pale, as she had those first few conscious days in the hospital, and her eyes were wide in terror. Claire looked up at her with a frightened expression.
Anna brushed Claire�s bangs aside with a shaky hand.
�You okay?� she whispered.
Claire just nodded, but Anna could see the tears brimming. She tugged Claire in close and held her tightly. Poor thing didn�t understand what was going on.
Bang, bang, bang!
Anna and Claire both looked up at the pounding on the door.
�Anna! Let me in!� It was Mike.
�Go away!� Anna shouted at him through the door.
�I�m serious! Something is going on!�
He sounded worried and sincere. Anna sobbed. God, she wanted to let him in, but she just couldn�t. Not after everything that had happened.
�I can�t trust you!�
That hurt so much to admit out loud. She had once trusted Mike for everything.
�Lex is in the house with a knife!�
It twisted Anna up inside to hear the fear in his voice, but she couldn�t open the door. She had to protect Claire and she couldn�t count on Mike for that.
�Hide somewhere else,� Anna choked out.
�What�s the matter with you?� Mike demanded.
There was nothing Anna could say to that, tears coursing hot and bitter down her cheeks. She knew she was betraying him. A part of her screamed at her to open the door. This was the man that had done everything for her and Claire. All the good things she had going for her had been because of Mike and she was leaving him vulnerable to her psycho ex.
She also remembered the awful feeling of his arm around her throat, trying to cut off her air. She had to protect Claire, that was all there was to it.
The sounds of a violent struggle came through the door in muffled thuds and grunts, followed by the heavy thud of something hitting the floor. A pool of crimson oozed under the door and crept along the grout of the tile. Anna sobbed harder. Was that Mike�s blood? Anna hoped not. Oh God, had she gotten him killed? She pulled Claire up and back, not wanting to let the blood touch her.
�Daddy?� Claire whimpered brokenly.
Anna stroked her hair with a soft shushing noise.
Lex�s angry voice sounded through the door. �Don�t call him that!�
Anna climbed into the tub with Claire, pressing her daughter�s face into her shoulder to shield her.
�Give me my daughter!� Lex said with an inhuman snarl.
�You�ll have to go through me!� Anna screamed back at him defiantly.
�Stay with me.�
Lex�s voice was distorted to the point that Anna no longer recognized it as him. No, she recognized it as someone else�s.
�Stay with me, Anna.�
Memory after horrific memory flooded Anna�s mind.
�Sister Catherine?�
�Leave this life behind.�
�What did you do to Mike?!� Anna screamed at her.
Fury and despair welled up in her. It hadn�t been Mike doing those awful things to her. It had been Catherine. Mike was dead because of her.
�Mike is gone. Next I either take you or your daughter.�
Anna shook her head and closed her eyes. �This can�t be happening.�
�You don�t want this life. This struggle. Your past will never leave you. I�ve seen it firsthand. I�ve lived it, too. You don�t have to do what I did, Anna.�
Anna shook her head in negation again. She would never do what Sister Catherine had done to herself. It was unthinkable. Claire had just lost her father, maybe two if Lex really had been here. Anna never wanted leave her without a mother.
�It�s you or the girl.�
Anna watched in horror as the lock on the door clicked open from the inside.
�Take me!� Anna screamed in sudden terror.
Claire! She had to protect Claire. Her daughter deserved the chance to live.
She turned to give Claire a last, reassuring look only to see the glint of the silver crucifix as Sister Catherine drove it into her stomach. The nun�s face was rotting away. One eye was gone, the other was milked over and sightless. Her lips looked burnt in places and there were rips in her graying flesh.
Anna lurched over the side of the tub, trying to get away as her vision closed in around her.

Chapter 16:

Anna retched, blood dripping from her mouth to pool on the tile floor next to the tub. Someone was holding her hand.
�No, no, no, no, don�t die on me, Anna!� KK�s desperate voice came from somewhere close.
Anna looked up. Sure enough, there was KK, looking frantic and pale as he sat next to the tub.
�KK?� Anna whispered hoarsely.
How had he gotten here?
He gave her a tremulous smile. �Hey. There you are.�
�Where am I?�
�The bathroom,� KK replied immediately. �You got hurt in the attic.�
�I was stabbed,� Anna said slowly.
She was trying to work out the sequence of events, but everything was jarring and wrong. She was in so much pain.
KK nodded. �Yeah. What do you��
�In the rental house.� Anna cut him off.
He blinked at her. �This is the rental house.�
�But� I was out��
�What?�
�I was out,� Anna repeated numbly.
�I don�t understand.�
Anna slammed a fist down on the side of the tub in a burst of frustrated rage.
�I was out!� She yelled. �I was out!�
Anna broke down, sobbing into the crook of one arm as the other continued to beat futilely against the side of the tub.
This wasn�t happening. They had gotten out. Donna had come back and opened the door. She sobbed harder. It had been three months. She remembered them, all of them.
KK rubbed at her back in a soothing manner, making a distressed noise in the back of his throat.
�Anna, calm down, you�re gonna make it worse.�
Anna tried to rein in her sobs, taking in great shuddering breaths as she fought for control.
�I was out, KK,� Anna said when she was certain she could speak without screaming. �It was a vision. It had been three months. I was in the new house and I saw her. Her body was falling apart.�
KK nodded eagerly. �She�s running out of energy.�
Anna stopped and considered this. She had lived three months. It was like a light bulb clicked on in her brain, and Anna shoved away her hysteria as she tried to think the implications though. How much energy would three months of an illusion cost Catherine? She remembered that last confused moment before the found herself back with KK. Catherine had been falling apart.
She tugged KK closer so she could whisper in his ear.
�I have an idea, but I can�t say anything. She listens to us. That�s where the visions come from. Follow my lead?�
She pulled away to fix KK with a pleading look. He nodded seriously at her. He would back her play. Anna took a deep breath in before speaking in a slightly too-loud tone.
�We need to get out!�
�How?� KK asked with equally exaggerated volume. �There is no way!�
Anna looked up at the ceiling, side-eyeing it as if she expected to see Sister Catherine poke her head down through it. For a ghost, she didn�t seem to do a lot of walking through walls, however.
�The attic,� Anna continued. �We�ll go out through the roof.�
�The fan! In the attic! It�ll pop right out!�
Anna smiled as she heard KK emphasis the word attic as much as he could.
�Exactly!�
Anna held her hands up to KK, who carefully helped her into a standing position. He�d pulled out the silver crucifix and had rigged a crude pressure bandage around her torso to slow the bleeding from her wound.
�Help me get cleaned up,� Anna muttered to him.
She wanted to get the blood off her skin at the very least.
�Can you walk?�
Anna smiled grimly. �I�m gonna have to.�
They snuck quietly into the spare room. Anna pulled down the ladder with as much clatter as she could make. She gestured at KK to climb up into the attic.
KK goggled at her. �What?�
�Trust me,� Anna whispered.
�She�ll have me cornered,� KK hissed.
Anna pulled him back in close to whisper in his ear again. �Lure her upstairs and meet me in the kitchen.�
KK looked extremely unhappy. Anna made a shooing motion with her hands and gave him a pointed look. KK glowered, but began climbing up the ladder.
�I�m trusting you on this,� he muttered to himself.
Anna crept back out into the hallway. She peered both ways before easing out of the spare room. She kept her back against the wall in a defensive posture as she headed for the stairs. She wasn�t about to let something come up behind her this time. This plan had to work. She was running out of strength as fast as Sister Catherine was.
KK, meanwhile, had settled himself cross-legged in the center of the attic. He had the ouija board out in front of him, his headphones over his ears. The microphone was recording and the EMF meter next to him was displaying a steady 2mG. He wasn�t sure if this plan was going to actually work, but he wanted so badly to get Anna out safely if he could. Sister Catherine was putting her all into this and drawing on reserves that KK hadn�t realized she possessed. He didn�t honestly know how long it might take to burn her out anymore.
Please, let this plan work, he thought as he placed his hands on the planchette.
�June 17th. I am here with Anna Winter attempting to speak with Sister Catherine.�
It was a shame that if everything went wrong none of these recordings would be around for anyone to find.
Anna froze at the end of the hallway. Sister Catherine was standing at the bottom of the stairs, facing away. Guarding the front door, Anna realized. With Sister Catherine�s back to her, Anna couldn�t determine how fast she was deteriorating. With how fast her heart was racing, Anna was surprised that it hadn�t given way her hiding place already. She tried to breathe as shallowly as she could, as quietly as she could, ignoring the pain in her neck and abdomen that made her want to draw in longer, more ragged breaths. Everything depended on this chance. If Sister Catherine saw her, it would be game over.
Come on, KK, she thought. Now or never.
KK bit his lip, thinking of all the ways this could go so very badly, and pulled his hands off the planchette. He sat there, trembling. This was for Anna, she deserved the chance, he reminded himself firmly. He had to give her the chance.
�Sister Catherine,� he said with more bravery than he really felt. �We surrender.�
He swallowed hard. Moment of truth. KK closed his eyes and prayed. This had to work. He was out of ideas.
Anna watched as Sister Catherine�s head snapped up to stare at the ceiling above her, neck twisted at an unnatural angle. Anna shuffled back around the corner as quietly as she could manage. Sister Catherine came hurtling up the stairs, bypassing Anna�s hiding spot without a glance as she headed for the spare room.
Anna breathed out softly.
So far so good. She just hoped that KK didn�t lose his nerve. He had looked so frightened when she had explained her plan to him, but she had to trust that he was made of braver stuff than he looked. He had, after all, been the one who kept coming back to this place.
She could trust him to do his part.
Anna headed down the stairs, clutching at her stomach as every movement pulled at the barely bandaged wound. She thought of the sledge hammer still sitting in the garage. This was going to work. They were going to get out.

KK watched with trepidation as the planchette moved rapidly about the board without his touch. �STAY�, it spelled out aggressively.
�Yes, Sister, we�ll stay,� he said with a note of resignation in his voice.
He pulled off his headphones and stood up, leaving his gear where it lay. He quietly slid down the ladder and landed on the soft carpet of the spare room. He felt Catherine�s approach more than heard the accompanying footsteps. He dove behind a stack of empty moving boxes, crouching down. The door clicked open.
�Kenneth,� Sister Catherine said.
KK trembled all over, eyes wide. He bit down hard on his lips to keep back the terrified noise trying to escape. The door clicked shut behind her.
�I know it�s you,� Sister Catherine rasped.
KK heard her begin to climb up the ladder and went weak with relief. She hadn�t sensed where he was. He�d been so afraid that he�d given himself away without even trying.
�I heard you in here.�
KK peaked out from behind the boxes to watch the trailing end of her habit disappear into the attic. It had worked. He tiptoed over to the door and slowly turned the knob as silently as he was able. He looked over his shoulder as he pulled it open, to check that she had not come back down the ladder yet. All clear. He turned back to the doorway.
Sister Catherine grabbed him ruthlessly by the throat.
She wrenched him high into the air, KK coughing and spluttering in her hold.
�What the hell do you think you are doing?� she hissed at him. �It�s time you kept your promise.�
KK whimpered.
�I can�t,� he choked out.
Sister Catherine tightened her grip on his throat and KK wheezed.
�You disobeyed me,� she growled.
KK continued to claw futilely at her hands.
�It�s time to keep your promise.�
KK let himself go limp in her grip.
�Okay, okay,� he said, utterly defeated.
Sister Catherine dropped him to the floor. KK lay there, rubbing at his throat, despair in every line of his face. Catherine smiled down at him cruelly.
�Good. Thank you, Kenneth.�
I�m so sorry, Anna, he thought weakly. He had tried.

Chapter 17:

Anna stood a few paces back from the door separating the garage from the rest of the house. She had her left arm curled defensively around her stomach with her right hand curled tightly about the handle of the sledgehammer. The door creaked open and Anna let out a sigh of relief as KK�s baseball hatted head peered around it. He slid into the garage and shut the door behind him. He looked as worn down as Anna felt. She was so happy to see that he was alright.
�Oh, thank God. Now follow me.� Anna walked over to him. �Let�s go.�
KK smiled sadly at her and shook his head. �I�m sorry, Anna.�
Anna frowned. �Don�t be, let�s go.�
He didn�t move, just looked at her with tortured eyes.
�KK, move!�
KK kicked her hard in the stomach. The sledgehammer slipped out of her grasp as she was sent sprawling to the floor. Pain flared like molten metal poured over her nerves. Anna�s vision went spotty as she tried to work out what was happening. This wasn�t the real KK. It was another of Sister Catherine�s illusions. It had to be, right? Anna hadn�t though the nun would have enough energy left to do that still.
�I don�t want to do this,� KK walked over to her. �I really don�t, but it�s my only option.�
Anna struggled back to her feet, clutching at her stomach. She reached for the sledgehammer, but KK snatched it away before her fingers could gain purchase on it. She could see genuine regret in his eyes. Her heart sank. This wasn�t an illusion.
�KK, why?�
�Anna, I�ve been dead for three years.� KK swung the hammer hard at her.
Anna stumbled back just in time to avoid the hit from connecting.
�Catherine�s too powerful. She�s been holding me hostage until I help her kill her replacement.�
Anna licked at her lips, tasting the salt of her tears there. �Please, KK, don�t do this.�
His foot snapped out, catching Anna in the stomach again. She crumpled with a cry of agony.
�I tried to save us both,� KK continued, pain in his words. �If we got rid of Sister Catherine, we would both be free.�
Anna stared up at him from her prone position, crying in earnest now. �It�s not too late, Kk, we can still do this!�
He swung the sledgehammer again. The strike landed true on her left leg. There was a sharp crack as pain shot up her leg, curling through her hip and into her spine. She screamed.
�We don�t stand a chance against her. I thought we did, but I was wrong.�
�KK Stop!�
Anna rolled just in time to dodge the blow aimed at her head. She used the wall to drag herself back upright. Putting weight on her leg was agony, but she didn�t have another option if she wanted to survive. She wasn�t sure how to get through to KK, even if his eyes told her that it was costing him everything to do this.
KK had backed her into the far corner of the garage. She was trapped.
�I�m sorry, Anna. I really am.�
He raised the hammer as high as he could and swung it at Anna�s head with all his might.
Anna ducked at the last possible second. She could even the feel the soft brush of air from the hammer�s passage sweep across the top of her head.
Too close.
The momentum of the swing had overbalanced KK and he lost control of the hammer as he attempted to correct for another swing. It dropped to the ground with a clatter. Anna dove after it, snatching it up before KK could recover.
She swung it wildly at him. The head of the sledgehammer caught KK full in the face. He crumpled to the ground with an abrupt cry of surprise and lay there, unmoving. Anna stepped closer to him cautiously, the hammer still clutched in her fist. She reached out one hand to touch KK�s shoulder, but pulled it back hastily as his form dissolved away like smoke.
Anna didn�t have time to mourn for him, even if her heart felt as battered as her body.
She limped out of the garage, dragging the sledgehammer behind her.

Anna made it into the kitchen on the dregs of adrenaline and her own stubbornness, but she�d lost too much blood to continue any further. Her uninjured leg trembled, barely holding underneath her. Her breathing had become shallow and wet. She struggled with the weight of the hammer for a few moments, her arms shaking, before she gave up. It crashed down to the hardwood, punching a hole through the expensive flooring.
Anna looked at the hole and smiled suddenly, a second wind of energy surging through her veins. She grabbed up the hammer again and began punching the hole wider. With each swing the hole grew, revealing more of the crawl space beneath the house.
�Anna,� Sister Catherine�s voice came from nearby.
Anna didn�t look up. She kept swinging at the floor.
�Anna!�
She looked up. Sister Catherine stood in the doorway. Full pieces of her face and body were gone now, crumbled away like some ancient weathered statue. Both of her wrists were flayed open to the bone. Anna remembered the second photo KK had shown her, of Sister Catherine�s corpse in a tub, wrists slashed and the crucifix on her chest.
�Why did you do it, Sister?�
Even at her lowest, Anna had never actually wanted to die.
�My life, like yours, wasn�t worth living. My demons would only stop haunting me after death.�
Anna bit back a few choice words she wanted to say in response.
�Father Don,� Catherine continued, �said I would go to Hell if I killed myself, but I didn�t care. Then I was blessed with the chance to protect this land and prove myself to God. I want you to have the same opportunity.�
It wasn�t much of an opportunity in Anna�s estimation.
�Are you at peace?� She asked, looking at the crumbling visage of the nun.
Catherine smiled with what was left of her mouth. �I will be soon.�
She levitated up off of the ground, filling the doorway in its entirety.
�You will be, too.� Catherine added.
Don�t think so, Anna thought, dropping the hammer and reaching into her pocket. Sister Catherine swooped down at her. Anna raised the pentacle pendant up in front of her face. Catherine collapsed to the ground, screaming in fury.
Anna wasted no time in dropping down into the hole she had made. She cried out in pain as she landed hard on her damaged leg. The crawl space was cramped and dusty, and Anna found herself forced to army-crawl forward on her belly.
A banshee shriek echoed from behind. Anna glanced behind her. Nothing. She turned back to find herself face to face with Sister Catherine�s decrepit visage in the gloom. Anna screamed and Sister Catherine scuttled away into the darkness.
Ahead of her she could see a dim light. She pushed herself toward it despite the agony wracking her body. Her breath came in hitching sobs as the wound in her gut dragged painfully against the ground.
Hands wrapped tight about her ankles. Anna looked back to see KK. He had started to crumble and rot the same way as Sister Catherine. Anna whimpered a little as she kicked him hard in the face. She wasn�t going to share his fate. She was getting out of here. Alive.
She kept crawling.
More hands were spun out of the darkness, grabbing at anything they could reach. They tried to drag her back. Anna snarled defiantly at them, refusing to give ground. Slowly, she inched her way towards the light drifting through the vent panel.
For KK! Another precious few inches further.
For Mike! Further still.
For Claire! The panel was almost in reach.
For herself, because she deserved the life that was waiting for her.
Hands grabbed at her face and Anna shook violently to dislodge them.
�Stay with me!� Sister Catherine cried.
Anna reached out and grasped the edges of the large access vent panel, tugging it loose. The sunset streamed inside, red-gold and so beautiful.
�Stay where you will no longer be haunted by your demons. Where there is no addiction. No heartbreak. No abuse. These things are what being human is.�
Then Sister Catherine was as human as they came, Anna thought bitterly. She screamed as she pulled herself through the opening and half-outside onto the lawn. Anna rolled on to her back to look behind her.
Sister Catherine still clutched at Anna�s ankles, but she looked weak. She was fading.
�Leave it behind, Anna,� Catherine begged her. �Don�t do this to yourself.�
Anna wrenched her legs free, scrambling back on her elbows fully out onto the lawn.
Sister Catherine hissed and vanished back into the darkness. Anna let her head fall back on the grass, staring up at the orange-hued clouds. She had made it.
She was out.
Her wounds throbbed, reminding her that while she might have escaped the house, she wasn�t out of the woods just yet. Anna whined like a beaten dog as she clambered back to her feet. She needed medical help, and fast. She limped over to the moving truck, hauling herself up into the driver�s seat with no amount of grace. She settled herself in the seat, grateful that it hadn�t been her right leg that KK had smashed with the sledgehammer. She turned the key, the engine roaring to life. Anna pulled out of the driveway and headed into the larger neighborhood.
She drove slowly, pain and blood loss making her head swim with every minor lurch of the truck. Out the window Anna smiled as she saw life continuing on, undisturbed, for others. A family played in their front yard; a father and mother playing catch with twin boys. An elderly couple sat on their front porch, sipping tea as they watched the sunset.
Mike drove past, heading towards the rental house with a worried expression.
�Shit!� Anna swore.
She slammed on the breaks, the tires on the ungainly moving truck screeching as it came to a halt. Anna laid on the horn, trying to throw the truck in reverse at the same time. She had to get Mike�s attention.
Mike drove on, heedless.

Chapter 18:

Mike parked his car in the driveway of the rental house and hurriedly opened the door. When Anna hadn�t come home right at six he hadn�t been concerned. He knew what his Aunt Donna was like, and wouldn�t be overly surprised at her dragging things out simply because she had no concept that the rest of the world didn�t revolve around her schedule.
When sixty-thirty had come and gone with no sign of Anna, Mike felt the first stirrings of concern. He called her, of course, but the call had gone straight to voicemail. As six-thirty changed into seven, then on towards eight, Mike moved past concern and straight into panic. He left Claire with their new neighbor, a work colleague of his who had babysat for them before, and hurried over to the rental.
�Anna?� he called out.
He tried the front door. Locked. He tugged the handle a few times more just for good measure before giving up and pounding on the front door.
�Anna!�
The door opened. Mike was taken aback by the young man who greeted him instead of his wife.
�Hi,� Mike said in a deceptively friendly tone. �Who are you?�
The young man smiled brightly at him from beneath his worn baseball cap.
�Kenneth. I�m a friend of Donna�s.�
�Have you seen my wife, Anna? She was supposed to meet me two hours ago.� Mike tried to peer around into the house to see if he could spot any sign of Anna.
Something about the young man was rubbing him the wrong way.
�Is that Donna�s daughter?�
�No,� Mike said shortly.
The kid shrugged. �Why don�t you come inside and we�ll figure it out?�
Mike was fully prepared to do just that, when the moving truck came barreling up the driveway, horn blaring. He recognized Anna behind the wheel and breathed a sigh of relief.
�There she is!�
His relief was short lived. Anna almost fell out of the moving truck, and even at a distance Mike could see she was covered in blood.
�Oh my God! Anna!� As Mike moved towards her his elbow was caught in a firm grip.
The distinct press of a gun muzzle dug hard against his lower back. Mike froze.
�Don�t move,� Kenneth whispered in Mike�s ear. �Tell her to come here.�
Mike didn�t know what was going on, but he knew that he couldn�t let Anna anywhere near there.
�No,� he replied, flatly. �I�ll die for her.�
�Do it now!� Kenneth hissed.
Mike heard the gun cock. He braced himself.
�Mike, get out of there!� Anna screamed at him.
�Anna, get back in the truck. Now!�
Anna kept moving towards him. The gun clicked.
Empty.
Mike smiled grimly and spun, kicking Kenneth hard enough to send him staggering back into the house. Mike followed after.
�MIKE!� Anna screamed.
This wasn�t happening, she was out. It was over. It was supposed to be over!
FUCK THIS BITCH!
Anna pulled the front door wide, unsurprised that it gave easily under her hands. Sister Catherine in all her rotted glory stood in the foyer holding Mike. Blood burbled out of her wounds and from her mouth as she held the silver crucifix against Mike�s throat.
�It�s him or it�s you, Anna,� Catherine said coldly.
�Anna, run!� Mike begged her, his eyes wide.
Anna squared her feet and raised her chin defiantly at the nun.
�Let him go,� she said calmly.
Mike struggled in Catherine�s hold. �Anna! Get out of here!�
�Let him go, Sister Catherine,� Anna repeated.
The nun dropped her hold on Mike and looked at Anna curiously.
�Mike. Outside, now,� Anna ordered.
�Anna��
�Trust me,� Anna added.
Please, Anna thought, please don�t let him argue. She wasn�t going to be able to do this with collateral hanging over her head. She had learned that lesson with KK.
Mike frowned heavily at her, but something in her eyes told him to trust her. He reluctantly stepped back out of the house.
Catherine smiled triumphantly at Anna and swung at her with the crucifix. Anna caught Catherine�s wrists with her hands and tried not to shudder at the feel of the nun�s blood oozing out between her fingers. It was time to end this.
Catherine had made two very big mistakes with her three-month mental mindfuck. The first was that she had used up too much of her own energy in the illusion. Anna only had to look at her to see how she was barely keeping this form together. Whole portions of her face were crumbling away, rotted sinew and bone breaking into dust with every movement.
The second was it reminded Anna of everything she was fighting for, every good thing she had at her fingertips. Catherine was not going to take that away from her without one hell of a fight.
Anna threw all her weight backwards, using every last reserve of strength she had against Sister Catherine�s. It had come down to a war of attrition, whose strength would last the longest. Anna thought about Claire, Mike, even KK, and struggled harder. There were people she cared about, they gave her a resolve that Catherine�s bitterness and rage could never match. Catherine began to decay even more rapidly right in front of Anna�s eyes.
�It�s over, Catherine, let go!� Anna gritted out.
Sister Catherine screamed, the sound making every hair on Anna�s body stand on end. It was the sound of defeat, in the end. Catherine erupted in flame. Anna staggered back a few steps as the flames of the nun�s failure punished her like hellfire. Her habit burned, and even the crucifix was engulfed in flames, hurtling down to to embed itself into the floor. Sister Catherine was gone. Anna couldn�t say if it was for good, or if the nun had just exhausted her reserves. It was over for Anna either way.
She limped to the front door and walked outside.
The door slammed shut behind her. Anna turned to the window and placed her hand against it. On the other side of the glass, KK mirrored her action. She smiled sadly at him. She was glad to see he was okay.
�I�m sorry, Anna,� he said.
Anna sniffled a little. It wasn�t his fault. What had happened to him wasn�t fair.
�What�s going to happen to you?�
�I�m free,� he said with a shrug and a half-smile. �Hopefully headed to Heaven if I didn�t screw up too badly.�
Anna smiled, tremulously. She hoped so, too.
�What about Catherine?� She asked.
She was half afraid of the answer, but she couldn�t help but hope that it was over for her as well.
KK pointed over her shoulder.
Surprised, she turned and watched the figure of Sister Catherine walking away, disappearing into the fiery red of the setting sun. Had Catherine listened to Anna in the end, and finally let go of her own pain?
Anna turned back to KK.
�Goodbye, Anna,� he said.
He flashed her the boyish smile that had brought her comfort in the worst moments.
Anna felt a tear slide down her cheek even as she smiled bravely at him. She wished there had been something more she could have done to help him, even if she knew that she had entered the picture far too late to change his fate. Somehow, she still thought of him as a friend. One she didn�t really get a chance to meet. He turned away from the window and vanished like smoke in the wind.
Anna began to cry, then, great heaving sobs that shuddered though her whole frame. Her legs buckled, the last of her energy burnt out. Mike caught her just before she hit the ground, carrying her back over to the moving truck.
�Hold on, Anna. I�m calling 911.�
Anna just closed her eyes and let the darkness claim her.
It was finally over.

Epilogue:

THREE MONTHS LATER (For Real)
Anna dug her fingers into the flowerbeds out front of her new house. She was dressed in her customary black clothing, happily ignoring how much dirt she was getting all over it. Her wounds still ached from time to time, but she didn�t mind it so much. To feel pain was to be human. To be alive. It was good to feel alive.
She smiled as Claire waddled over, dragging a large bag of mulch.
�Look at you! You�re not all brains after all!� Anna crowed.
�Here, honey.� Mike stood up and took the bag from Claire.
Claire smiled gratefully at him and collapsed next to Anna, huffing dramatically.
�Still want to try out for track next year?� Mike asked her.
Claire nodded. �Yeah. Depends on the coach, though.�
�I still can�t believe they let you skip fifth grade,� Anna declared.
�I�m nervous,� Claire confessed. �I�m not sure I�m ready for middle school.�
Mike laughed. �Don�t worry. Nobody�s ready for middle school.�
An old car pulled up at the end of the drive, a bright, triangular sign affixed to the roof.
�I�ll get it,� Anna stood up, dusting the majority of the flowerbeds off of her.
She strolled up to the window with a friendly smile.
�Twenty-one oh nine,� the pizza driver told her.
Anna handed over two bills and some change, accepting the pizza.
�Thanks,� she said and turned away.
�Wait!�
Anna turned back, the bottom of her stomach dropping out in sudden dread.
The pizza man shook his head. �Never mind. False alarm.�
Anna smiled, relief sweeping through her. She turned and made her way back up the driveway. She joined her family on the porch, handing the box over to Mike with a smile. Claire dove for the first slice with all the enthusiasm of a ravenous tiger. Unsurprising, given how hard they had worked today.
The bright sunlight filtered down around them, warm and golden. A breeze tugged playfully at Anna�s curls, bringing with it the smell of earth and growing things. Anna accepted a slice of pizza from Mike and dug into it with gusto.
Around them, life marched on.
THE END

CURSE OF THE NUN
Bonus Materials:


Deleted Scenes:

DELETED SCENE #1
NOTE: This scene took place at the very beginning of the movie after Anna finds the crucifix in the spare room. We cut it out for time restraints.
INT. KITCHEN - DAY
Mike crams the pizza box into the trash. Anna enters.
MIKE
You okay up there?
ANNA
Yeah. Some old church stuff fell over.
MIKE
Church stuff? My aunt�s a lot of things, but not a church girl.

Mike walks over to Anna. She hands him the checklist.
ANNA
Everything�s packed.
MIKE
Good. Now let�s hope we didn�t take any of her stuff on accident.
She�ll lose her mind.

She slowly moves closer to him.
ANNA
You�re lucky you don�t have to deal with her tomorrow.
MIKE
I am.
ANNA
You might have to find a way to repay me.
MIKE
I might.

They stand inches away, their lips about to touch.
She grins, takes the trash bag from him, and backs away.
DELETED SCENE #2
NOTE: This scene took place during Anna�s hallucination. After the message she gets in the department store, she decides to call him back. This was cut out because I felt it explained too much.
INT. GARAGE - DAY 54
Anna closes the lid of the trashcan. It�s sunny out. Her phone rings. �INCOMING CALL: LEX�.
She hesitates and answers the call.
ANNA
Hello?
LEX
Hey� Don�t call the cops, I �
ANNA
You�re fine. Just this once.
LEX
I heard you got out of the hospital. I wanted to make sure you were okay.
ANNA
I�m fine, I don�t remember anything.

Anna strolls around the garage.
LEX
The doctors didn�t think you�d make it. I hated seeing you like that.
ANNA
Seeing me?
LEX
They let me visit you in the hospital.
ANNA
No one told me that.
LEX
The nun let me in, from the hospital chapel.
ANNA
Nun?
LEX
Sister Catherine, I think? She read you your last rites.

Anna goes quiet.
LEX
Look, I�m just glad you�re okay.
ANNA
Thanks.
LEX
I�m getting cleaned up and I�m ready to move forward.
ANNA
You�ll have to talk to the lawyers about that.
LEX
No, I mean I�m moving on for good. I met someone and I�m starting over.

Anna stops walking. She notices a huge mark on the wall.
A brief flash: Her and KK watch the hammer hit the wall of the garage.
She runs her finger across it.
ANNA
So this is it?
LEX
I think it�s best that way.
ANNA
I�m sorry I never got you help.
LEX
That wasn�t your responsibility. Tell Claire I�m sorry. When she�s older, tell her I�m here if she wants to see me.
ANNA
I will.
LEX
Goodbye Anna.

Anna hangs up and sighs.
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