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Chapter 1 - The House on Briar Road

The letter arrived in a box of damp bills, seed catalogs, and a church bulletin with her dead mother’s
name misspelled on the back.

Evelyn Rook almost threw it away.

She stood barefoot in her apartment kitchen, one hip against the counter, rain tapping the window over
the sink while the city groaned below in sirens and wet tires. The envelope was thick, yellowed, official.
Her name had been typed, not written.

EVELYN M. ROOK
No return address.
She slid a finger beneath the flap and pulled out a folded packet.

The first page was from a law office in Bell County, three hours north, in a town she had not visited since
she was twelve and had sworn, silently and with all the holy seriousness a child could manage, that she
never would again.

Black Briar, Tennessee.
The house has been deeded to you as sole surviving heir...
She stopped reading.

For a moment the kitchen lost its shape. The rattle of rain, the hum of the refrigerator, the ache in her
shoulders after a double shift at the hospital archive—all of it seemed to recede under the weight of two
words she had spent fifteen years trying not to think.

Sole surviving.

Her mother had never spoken of the house except once, drunk and half-asleep, when Evelyn was
seventeen and home from a debate tournament. She had found her on the sofa with an untouched glass
of water and an empty bottle of vodka on the floor.

“Some places,” her mother had murmured, eyes shut, “don’t let go when you leave.”
In the morning she denied saying it.
Now Evelyn sat at the kitchen table and read the packet twice through.

The property had belonged to her mother’s older sister, Catherine Rook, who had apparently died six
weeks earlier of a stroke. No spouse. No children. No contest. No remaining claimants.



There was a key enclosed. There were tax forms. There was a note paper-clipped to the back in shaky
blue ink, obviously added by hand after the formal documents were assembled.

Don’t stay after dark until you understand the house.

No signature.

Evelyn stared at the sentence until the words became shapes.

Then she laughed once, quietly, because what else was there to do?

Her aunt Catherine had been one of those people folded into family silence—never discussed, never
mourned, never explained. Evelyn remembered her only as a tall outline in a doorway and the smell of
cigarettes and pine sap. She remembered one Christmas card, unsigned. She remembered her mother
burning it in the sink.

She looked again at the key clipped to the papers. It was old iron, black at the teeth, heavy enough to
belong in a church or a prison.

Or a house deep in the woods.

By midnight she had convinced herself she was only going to settle the estate. Look at the property. Sign
what needed signing. Sell it, probably to someone foolish enough to romanticize old houses and isolated
acreage. She would stay one night at most. Two if the roads were bad.

By one in the morning she was online, booking a motel twenty minutes outside Black Briar.
By dawn she had called in for bereavement leave, which was not entirely a lie.
The farther north she drove, the more the world seemed to thin.

Nashville’s concrete softened into highway. Highway narrowed into state road. State road became
cracked two-lane blacktop shouldered by ditch water, rusted mailboxes, and trees still bare from winter.
The sky hung low and the land smelled of rain-soaked earth even through the sealed car windows.

Evelyn kept both hands on the steering wheel.

She had not expected memory to feel physical. But it did. It sat beneath her ribs like a stone she had
swallowed years ago and forgotten until now. Every mile marker she passed seemed to press it deeper.

At a gas station outside Dunlow, she stopped for coffee and aspirin. The cashier, a woman with tired eyes
and a blond ponytail, rang her up without speaking until she saw the destination on Evelyn’s phone map
lying on the counter.

“Black Briar?” the woman said.
Evelyn glanced up. “Yeah.”

The cashier’s expression changed in a way Evelyn could not quite name. Not fear exactly. Recognition,
maybe, chased by something colder.

“You visiting family?”



“Inheriting a house.”

“Whose?”

Evelyn almost said it did not matter. Instead, because she was too tired to invent a lie, she said, “Rook.”
The woman’s hand stopped over the register keys.

For one stretched second the gas station was silent except for the buzz of fluorescent lights.

Then the cashier finished the transaction and pushed the coffee toward her. “Road floods past Miller’s
Creek if the rain keeps up. Best go before dark.”

It was not advice. It was dismissal.
Evelyn took her change and left.

Back in the car, she told herself small towns were like that. Names lasted. People remembered things. It
meant nothing.

Still, she locked the doors.
The sign for BLACK BRIAR POP. 1,842 |leaned sideways at the edge of town, half-veiled by vines.
Everything after it looked older than it should have.

The storefronts on Main Street were intact but faded, their brick dark with age and rain. A barber pole
turned slowly in front of an empty shop. Two men sat beneath the awning of the feed store and watched
her car pass without moving. The courthouse clock had stopped at 3:17.

The motel she’d booked was smaller than the pictures and smelled like bleach over mildew. The clerk slid
her room key over the counter, then paused when he saw the address on the inheritance packet tucked
under her arm.

“That out on Briar Road?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He scratched his jaw. “Thought that place was empty.”
“Itis,” Evelyn said.

The clerk looked as though he wanted to argue, then thought better of it. “Storm’s supposed to get
worse tonight.”

“I'm not staying there tonight.”
lle.H
That sound again. Neither agreement nor doubt. Something in between.

Her room was clean enough. She left her overnight bag unopened on the bed, washed her face, and
stared at herself in the mirror above the sink.



She looked like her mother around the eyes. The same dark irises. Same stern mouth. Same expression
of someone already braced for disappointment.

“Settle it and leave,” she told her reflection.
Then she picked up the key and drove to the house.
Briar Road began as gravel and ended as mud.

The forest thickened on both sides until it seemed less like landscape and more like a wall the car was
slipping through. Branches crossed high overhead, knitting out the gray afternoon. Water pooled in the
ruts. A deer carcass lay half-hidden in the ditch, stripped too clean.

At the end of the road stood a wrought-iron gate, open just enough for a vehicle to pass.

A rusted sign hung crooked on one hinge.

ROOK HOUSE

Nothing else. No number.

The driveway beyond curved through trees so dense the house did not appear until the last bend.
When it did, Evelyn took her foot off the gas without meaning to.

It was larger than she remembered, or perhaps memory had made it smaller so she could carry it. Three
stories if the attic counted. Steep rooflines. Blackened wood siding silvered by rain and neglect. Several
windows glowed amber in her mind from the coverlets of childhood memory, but in real life they were
blind and dark.

Roots gripped the foundation stones.
Not ivy. Not creeping vines.
Roots.

Great twisted lengths of wood, thick as arms in some places, had surfaced from the ground and wound
themselves over the porch steps, beneath the railings, up one corner of the house. They disappeared
under the clapboard as though the structure had been built around them, or they had grown through it
later and never stopped.

The front door stood shut at the top of the sagging porch.
Evelyn cut the engine.
Nothing moved.

No birdsong. No insects. Only the soft ticking of the cooling car and rain dripping from branches
overhead.

She sat for a full minute, fingers still wrapped around the wheel, watching the house watch her back.

Then she took the packet from the passenger seat, got out, and climbed the porch.



The boards bowed under her weight. The smell out here was wrong—not just wet wood and mold, but
something green and sour beneath it, like cut plants left too long in a closed room.

The iron key fit the front lock so perfectly it felt less like opening something and more like completing a
gesture begun years ago.

The latch gave with a heavy clunk.

Evelyn pushed the door inward.

The house exhaled.

She froze.

It was only air, she told herself. Stale interior pressure shifting as the seal broke. Old houses did that.
Still, the breath had sounded almost human.

The entry hall beyond lay in strips of gray light. Dust muted everything: the runner on the floor, the
frames on the walls, the antler chandelier overhead. A staircase rose in a curve to the second floor. To
the right, double doors opened into a parlor. To the left, a dark hallway disappeared toward the back of
the house.

The smell was stronger inside. Damp plaster. Rot. Pine resin. And that same green, living note.
Evelyn stepped over the threshold.

The floor creaked sharply beneath her, a sound so loud in the silence that she flinched.
“Hello?” she called, before she could stop herself.

The house answered with a soft knock from somewhere above.

She looked up.

Nothing.

Rainwater had marked the wallpaper in long brown streaks. A family portrait hung crooked over a
narrow table: a severe man in a black suit, a pale woman with one gloved hand on the shoulder of a little
girl, and behind them the vague shape of the house itself. The paint had darkened with age, but the
faces remained distinct enough to unsettle her.

The little girl had Evelyn’s eyes.

She stepped closer.

A brass plate at the base of the frame read:

JONAS, MIRIAM, AND HELEN ROOK, 1911

Helen could not have been older than eight. Her expression was solemn to the point of accusation.

Evelyn moved on.



Most of the furniture was still in place beneath yellowing sheets. The parlor held a piano with three keys
missing, a sofa split at the seams, a fireplace choked with old ash and bird nesting. The dining room table
had been set once and abandoned: tarnished silver, cracked plates, a water glass lying on its side with a
ring of mineral stain beneath it.

No one had lived here for years.
And yet.

The dust was thinner in some places than others. A narrow path cut through it in the hall leading toward
the back stairs. Not recent enough to be fresh, but recent enough to be noticed.

Evelyn crouched and touched two fingers to the floorboards.

The wood was cold. Damp.

Something about the path made the skin at the back of her neck tighten.
“Probably raccoons,” she muttered.

A raccoon, she knew perfectly well, did not leave a trail at adult shoulder width.
She stood.

At the rear of the house she found the kitchen, large and dim, with a cast-iron stove, rusted hooks, a long
scarred worktable, and cabinets hanging slightly ajar as if rifled through in a hurry. The pantry door
would not open more than a few inches before jamming against something on the other side.

She shoved harder.
The obstruction gave a little, then stopped.
Annoyed, Evelyn braced one foot and pushed.

With a dry tearing sound, the door lurched inward and something slid across the floor in the dark
beyond.

She reached for the wall, found a switch, and flicked it.
A single overhead bulb blinked twice, then glowed weak amber.
Roots carpeted the pantry floor.

They had pushed up between the boards in pale, fibrous ropes and thickened over time into knotted
masses of bark-colored wood. Shelves along the back wall had buckled under the pressure. A dozen
dusty jars lay shattered among them, their contents long since blackened to paste.

And in the center of the floor, half-caught in the roots as though the wood had grown around it, lay a
small leather-bound journal.

Evelyn stared.

There were roots in the foundation outside, yes. Old houses settled strangely. Trees intruded. Moisture
warped things.



But this—

This looked invasive. Purposeful.

She took out her phone and snapped three pictures.
No signal.

Of course.

She crouched carefully, avoiding the thicker knots, and pulled at the journal. For a moment it resisted.
Then it came free with a wet little sound that made her jaw clench.

The cover was cracked but intact. On the first page, in faded slanted handwriting, were the words:

House Ledger, 1987
C. Rook

Her Aunt Catherine.
Evelyn turned the page.
At first the entries looked like maintenance notes.

West pipe froze again. Called Darnell.
Fox got into the hens.
North bedroom window rattles after midnight. Don’t open.

She frowned and kept reading.
April 14 — Found roots in pantry again. Cut them back. By morning they had returned thicker.
April 19 — Heard knocking in walls. Not plumbing. Pattern repeated three times.

April 22 — Saw him at the tree line before dawn. Stood where your mother used to stand and stare.
Did not cross the yard.

Evelyn stopped breathing for a second.

The paper trembled slightly in her hands.

She turned the page.

May 2 — If Eve comes back, don’t tell her all at once. The house wakes quicker for blood.
A floorboard cracked somewhere overhead.

Not a creak. Not settling.

A distinct, heavy crack, as if someone had just taken a step.

Evelyn looked up toward the ceiling, heart suddenly pounding hard enough to hurt.

Silence followed.



Then, from the front of the house, came the sound of the door slowly swinging shut.
She stood so quickly the journal slipped from her grip.

“Hello?” she called, louder this time.

No answer.

Wind, she thought.

But there had been no draft. No open windows. No change in pressure.

She crossed the kitchen in long, fast strides and entered the hall.

The front door was closed.

Beyond the glass inset at its top, the trees shifted in the rain.

Evelyn’s pulse thudded in her throat. “This isn’t funny.”

Nothing moved in the parlor. Nothing on the stairs.

She went to the door, wrapped her hand around the iron handle, and pulled.

It did not open.

She frowned and pulled harder.

The latch held fast.

The lock was turned.

She knew, with immediate and sick certainty, that she had not locked it from the inside.
Very slowly, she looked down at the old brass deadbolt.

Mud marked the floorboards beneath it.

Not her footprints. These were narrower, longer. Bare.

A drop of water slid down the inside of the door and hit the wood with a tiny tick.
Evelyn took one step back.

Then another.

Something moved on the landing above.

She lifted her eyes.

At the top of the staircase, where the hall bent out of sight, stood a figure so still she thought at first it
was part of the shadows.

Tall. Human-shaped.

Too tall.



Antlers rose from its head, branching into the darkness like roots turned upward.
Its eyes burned the color of embers.

Evelyn could not scream. Her body forgot how.

The thing tilted its head.

When it spoke, the voice was not loud. It was worse than loud. It was intimate, rough as bark dragged
over stone, and full of a recognition older than her fear.

“Welcome home,” it said.

Then the bulb in the hall exploded, and the house went dark.



Chapter 2: The Locked Door

Darkness slammed into Evelyn so completely it felt solid.

For one blind second she stood frozen in the entry hall, the burst bulb’s afterimage still burned across
her vision in a purple-white stain. The smell of scorched dust filled the air. Somewhere above her,
floorboards groaned.

Then instinct returned all at once.

She stumbled backward, hit the wall, and fumbled for her phone in her coat pocket. The screen’s weak
glow lit only her own shaking hand, the warped wallpaper, the edge of the staircase.

The landing was empty.

The thing with antlers was gone.

Evelyn drew a sharp breath that hurt her ribs. “No.”

She said it again, quieter, as if refusing the sight could undo it. “No.”

Her pulse beat so hard she could hear it. She lifted the phone higher, sweeping the light over the stair
rail, the portraits, the hall table, the front door with its glass darkened by rain.

Nothing.

No figure. No ember eyes. No sound except the wind outside and the dry ticking of cooling wires in the
dead light fixture overhead.

Hallucination, she thought wildly. Stress. Bad wiring, bad air, bad memories, a long drive, too much
coffee and too little sleep. She clung to the explanation because the alternative had antlers.

She forced herself toward the front door.
The brass deadbolt was still turned.

With fingers that barely obeyed, she twisted it back and yanked the door open so hard it banged against
the outer wall. Cold wet air rushed in. Rain misted her face.

Evelyn stood there breathing it in like oxygen after drowning.

The woods beyond the porch were washed in late-afternoon gloom. The driveway, her car, the leaning
gate far down the road—everything ordinary enough to make her feel briefly foolish.

Then she looked down.
The mud marks were still on the floor behind her.

Long, narrow, bare footprints. Not many. Only three that she could see clearly, each one drying at the
edges. They led from the foot of the stairs to the front door.

Not toward her.

Toward the exit.



Evelyn backed out onto the porch.

The sensible thing was to leave. Get in the car, drive back to the motel, call the lawyer in the morning,
tell him the property was unsafe and she wanted nothing to do with it. Maybe hire someone local to
clear it out. Maybe sign it over to the county. Maybe burn every paper with the name Rook on it and
never say Black Briar again.

She reached the top step.
Then stopped.
The journal was still in the pantry.

Her aunt had written about roots returning overnight. About knocking in the walls. About her mother.
About blood.

And whatever Evelyn had seen upstairs, hallucination or not, the note in the packet suddenly felt less like
a joke and more like instructions from the last sane person to stand in this house.

Don’t stay after dark until you understand the house.

It was already getting dark.

“Get the journal,” she muttered. “Then leave.”

Her own voice sounded thin.

She went back inside, keeping the front door wide open behind her.
The house seemed to notice.

That was absurd. She knew it was absurd. But as she crossed the hall toward the kitchen, every creak
and settling sigh felt attentive, as though the structure had turned an ear toward her. Her phone beam
jittered over the wallpaper. The family portrait caught the light, and for a moment little Helen Rook’s
painted eyes seemed brighter than before.

Evelyn kept walking.

In the kitchen, the weak pantry bulb still glowed. She snatched up the journal from where it had fallen
among the roots and shoved it into her bag. As she did, something white tucked inside the back cover
slid loose and landed against her shoe.

A photograph.
She bent and picked it up.

The picture had yellowed, the edges curling with age. It showed the front yard in summer, taken from
near the road. The house stood in the background, less ruined but already severe, its windows black. In
the foreground were three women.

One was clearly Catherine, younger but unmistakable: sharp cheekbones, cigarette in hand, not smiling.



One was Evelyn’s mother, maybe twenty, maybe younger, thin and dark-haired and tense even in
stillness.

Between them stood a little girl with blunt-cut hair and a solemn face.
Evelyn.
Her throat tightened.

She did not remember the photo being taken. She did not remember standing in that yard at all. But
there she was in white sneakers and a striped shirt, one small hand locked around her mother’s fingers.

On the back, in Catherine’s handwriting, were four words:

Last summer before it.

Before what?

A sound came from above the kitchen ceiling.

Not footsteps this time.

Scratching.

Slow. Deliberate. Dragging from one end of the room to the other.
Evelyn went still.

The noise passed over her head, paused, then resumed toward the hall, as though something heavy with
sharp points was moving across the second floor.

She stared upward, every muscle pulled tight.
The front door slammed.
The bang cracked through the house like a gunshot.

Evelyn jerked so hard she hit the pantry shelf with her shoulder. Jars rattled. One fell and broke at her
feet. The scratching overhead stopped.

For half a second there was total silence.
Then came three knocks.

Not above her. Not outside.

Inside the wall beside the pantry.

Three measured thuds, evenly spaced.
Evelyn fled.

She ran through the kitchen and into the hall, nearly slipping on the warped boards. The front door
stood shut again. Wind battered the glass inset, but there was no reason it should have closed; the latch
had caught.



She grabbed the handle and yanked.
It opened at once.

Rain lashed the porch, harder now, slanting through the trees. Thunder muttered somewhere far off.
Evelyn splashed through the mud to her car, unlocked it with shaking hands, and fell inside, slamming
the door behind her.

For a moment she just sat there panting, forehead nearly against the wheel.
Then she jammed the key into the ignition.

Nothing.

The engine turned once with a sick grinding cough and died.

“No.” She tried again. “No, no, no.”

The dashboard flickered. A warning light blinked and went dark.

Battery.

That was impossible. The car had run fine all day.

She tried a third time until the engine gave only a dry clicking protest.

Rain drummed on the roof.

Evelyn leaned back slowly, fighting the sharp rise of panic in her chest. Fine. Fine. Dead battery. Old road.
Long drive with headlights on. It was bad luck, not haunting. She had a phone.

She grabbed it.

One bar flickered into existence, then vanished.

“Come on.” She held the device toward the windshield, then toward the passenger window. “Come on.”
Nothing.

The house loomed beyond the streaming glass, all dark windows and twisted roots.

Except one.

A light had appeared on the second floor.

Faint. Amber. Moving.

Evelyn’s mouth went dry.

It passed behind the far-left window like a lantern carried by a person walking slowly across a room.
She watched it stop.

A shape filled the window beside it.

Tall.



Still.
The lightning came a second later, bleaching the yard white.

In that instant the figure was visible in hard, flat detail: a body too thin, shoulders wrong, branching
antlers framed against the glass.

Then darkness swallowed it again.
Evelyn made a sound she did not recognize as her own.

Her first wild thought was to drive anyway, battery or no battery, just let the car roll down the muddy
track and pray. But the driveway rose before it dipped, and if she got stuck out there in the storm, she
would be worse than trapped.

The motel clerk’s voice came back to her: Storm’s supposed to get worse tonight.
Stay in the car, she thought. Lock the doors. Wait for morning.

Then another thought followed, cold and precise.

You left the front door open once, and it closed.

You locked the door once, and something unlocked it.

A car felt smaller than a house.

Not safer. Only smaller.

Thunder rolled again, closer.

Evelyn looked at the journal sticking out of her bag. Looked at the dead phone in her hand. Looked at the
house.

Then she laughed once, breathless and near tears, because she seemed to have inherited not only
cursed property but the exact kind of impossible choices people in horror stories always made badly.

“Fine,” she whispered. “Fine.”
She snatched her bag, shoved the useless phone into her pocket, and ran back through the rain.

Inside, she slammed the front door and turned the deadbolt herself. This time she watched it click into
place.

The house smelled stronger now, greener, almost freshly cut.
Wind moaned down the chimney. Somewhere above, a door opened with a long wooden whine.

Evelyn stood in the entry hall dripping rainwater onto the runner. She needed light, weapons, a room
that locked, and a way to stay awake until dawn.



The kitchen drawers gave her a flashlight after some searching, though it only worked when slapped
against her palm. She found candles in a sideboard, matches in a ceramic jar, and three knives—two too
dull to matter, one heavy enough to trust. In the pantry, behind the roots, she found bottled water and a
tin of crackers only five years out of date, which somehow felt encouraging.

She chose the downstairs study because it had one door, one narrow window, and a fireplace. The room
smelled of leather and mildew. Shelves lined the walls, most of the books warped beyond use, but a
broad oak desk stood intact in the center. Evelyn lit two candles and set them on either end. Their glow
pushed the shadows back only a little.

Then she opened Catherine’s journal again.

The entries grew stranger the farther she read.

May 9 — She hears him in the orchard. Pretends she does not. That is how it begins.

May 15 — Nailed the cellar door shut. Found dirt on the inside of the boards next morning.
May 28 — He only shows the antlers when he wants to be known.

Evelyn swallowed hard and kept going.

June 2 — Mother said the first Rook who came here made a bargain for the soil. We have been paying
it forward ever since.

June 7 — Your sister thinks leaving breaks a promise. She is wrong. Blood remembers roads that feet
forget.

Your sister.
That would be Evelyn’s mother.
Her hands tightened on the pages.

On the next leaf, Catherine’s neat script had changed. The words pressed deeper, shakier, as though
written under strain.

If Eve returns, tell her this first: do not answer the knocking. Do not follow voices into the trees. And if
she sees him in the house, then the line has opened again.

A soft sound rose just outside the study door.
Not a knock.

Breathing.

Evelyn went rigid.

The sound lingered for three long seconds, wet and slow, like someone standing with their face close to
the crack beneath the door.

Then came her mother’s voice.

“Evelyn?”



Every hair on her arms lifted.

The voice was exact. Not similar. Exact. Tired and low and edged with that old rasp from too many
cigarettes.

Evelyn stared at the door, unable to move.

“Evelyn,” the voice said again, gentler now. “Open the door, baby.”
Her eyes filled so suddenly it angered her.

Her mother had been dead three years.

No grief dream had ever sounded so real.

Evelyn rose from the desk, knife in one hand, flashlight in the other. She took one step toward the door
before Catherine’s warning flashed back through her mind:

Do not answer the knocking. Do not follow voices into the trees.
The voice outside the door sighed.
Then it changed.

The sweetness drained from it. The shape of her mother’s speech remained, but beneath it came
another texture, rough and splintered, like wood cracking in a fire.

“You came back,” it said.

The study door shuddered once in its frame.

Evelyn stumbled backward.

A second hit followed, harder. Dust sifted from the lintel.

Then silence.

Not empty silence—waiting silence.

The candle flames bent toward the door as if pulled.

Evelyn gripped the knife so hard her knuckles ached. “Go away.”
Nothing answered.

Minutes passed. Or one minute passed stretched thin enough to feel like many. Gradually her heartbeat
slowed enough for thought.

Cellar door, she remembered. Catherine had mentioned a cellar.
If there were old family records anywhere, they might be there. Or tools. Or a generator. Or another exit.
Or the worst possible place in the house.

Still, sitting in the study until dawn while the thing outside learned patience did not feel like strategy.



Evelyn gathered the journal, flashlight, matches, and knife. She opened the study door in a rush.
The hall was empty.

But wet footprints led away across the runner toward the back of the house.

Bare. Narrow. Long.

She followed them despite every instinct screaming otherwise, because now she needed answers more
than comfort, and terror had sharpened into something steadier.

The prints led into the kitchen.

At the far end of the room, half-hidden behind a tall pantry cabinet that stood slightly ajar, was a door
she had not noticed before. Its surface was crossed with old boards nailed in an X, just as Catherine had
described.

Dirt lay scattered on the floor beneath it.

Fresh dirt.

Evelyn stopped inches away.

From the other side of the nailed-shut door came a faint sound.
Not scratching.

Not breathing.

Knocking.

Three slow taps.

Her flashlight trembled in her hand.

Then, from upstairs, the horned voice rolled through the house in a low murmur that seemed to come
from the walls themselves.

“Don’t let me keep you from the truth.”

Evelyn turned toward the ceiling, pulse hammering.
The knocking behind the cellar door came again.
Three times.

And then the bottom board, old and split with age, bowed outward from something pressing on the
other side.



Chapter 3: The Cellar Door

The bottom board bowed outward again.
Not much. Barely the width of a finger. But it moved.

Evelyn stood rooted to the kitchen floor, flashlight beam fixed on the nailed-shut cellar door while the
rain battered the windows and the house listened around her.

Three taps had come from behind it.
Now there was only silence.

The horned voice upstairs had gone quiet too, and somehow that was worse. It felt less like retreat than
attention. As if it had stepped back to see what she would do next.

Her light shook over the crossed planks. They were old, hand-cut, and driven in with long black nails
rusted around the heads. Catherine had not boarded this door in panic. She had done it carefully,
thoroughly, like a person sealing a well.

Fresh dirt dusted the floor beneath the threshold.

Evelyn crouched, pulse pounding in her throat. The dirt was damp, clotted, and darker than the mud
outside. It smelled rich and cold, like something dug up from deep shade.

She brought the flashlight lower.
There were marks in it.

Not footprints. Not exactly. More like grooves, as though something had dragged fingers through the dirt
from the inside.

The top board creaked.

Evelyn jerked upright and stumbled back a step, knife raised. The door did not open. Nothing burst
through. Only that small noise, dry and deliberate, like the house shifting its shoulders.

“Stop,” she whispered, though she did not know whether she meant the cellar, the thing upstairs, or
herself.

The kitchen seemed darker than before. The flashlight dimmed, flickered, then steadied when she
slapped it against her palm. Her candles in the study were too far away to help. Beyond the sink window,
the woods were just a moving black wall.

She forced herself to think.

Cellar. Family records. Maybe electrical box. Maybe tools. Maybe the thing Catherine had been keeping
down there. All terrible options, but still options. And if she did not understand what was happening,
then she had no chance of lasting until morning.

Evelyn set the journal on the table and searched the drawers again until she found a hammer beneath a
nest of dish towels and a flathead screwdriver in a crock beside the stove.



The first nail came out with a shriek of rusted metal.
She froze, listening.
Nothing.

The second fought harder. Her palms slipped. The hammer rang against the board loud enough to make
her teeth hurt. Upstairs, somewhere deep in the house, something answered with a single thud.

Not footsteps.
A door closing.
Evelyn worked faster.

By the time she had pried loose the third plank, sweat had soaked through the back of her shirt despite
the cold. She dragged the board aside and leaned it against the wall. Behind it, the cellar door remained
shut, swollen with damp, iron latch furred orange with rust.

One board left across the middle.

She wedged the screwdriver under a nail head and pulled.
The kitchen light flashed on.

Evelyn cried out and spun.

The weak overhead fixture buzzed, shedding a sick yellow glow across the room. Every cabinet cast a
shadow. Every root on the pantry floor looked suddenly wet.

The light had not worked when she arrived.

Now it hummed overhead as if it had always been there.

Then, just as suddenly, it went out again.

Her breath came fast and shallow. She tore the final board free and let it crash to the floor.
The cellar door stood exposed.

For several seconds she only stared at it.

Then she gripped the knife in one hand, the flashlight in the other, and lifted the latch.

It stuck halfway.

She put her shoulder to the wood and shoved.

The door opened inward with a groan that seemed to come from far below, and a wash of cold air spilled
up from the blackness beneath. Not stale air. Earth air. Wet stone, rotted leaves, roots, and something
faintly metallic under it all.

Blood, she thought, and hated herself for thinking it.



A staircase dropped steeply out of sight. Narrow wooden steps. Stone walls slick with moisture. The
beam of her flashlight reached only halfway down before darkness ate it.

No knocking now.
No movement.

“Fantastic,” Evelyn muttered, because fear had sharpened her sarcasm into a last defense. “Absolutely
fantastic.”

She took the first step.
It groaned but held.

The second dipped under her weight. The third gave off a soft crack that made her grip the railing—
rough wood, damp as skin. She kept her light aimed downward and descended one careful stair at a
time, listening to the storm recede above her.

By the bottom, the house sounded far away.

The cellar was larger than she expected. Not a simple storage room but a broad stone chamber running
beneath most of the house, divided by thick support posts dark with age. Shelves lined one wall, sagging
under old jars, oil lanterns, bundles of wrapped cloth, tools gone red with rust. A coal chute sat in one
corner. In another stood a workbench scarred by knives and burn marks.

And everywhere, roots.

They ran through mortar lines and coiled along the walls. They dropped in thin tendrils from ceiling
beams. In the farthest corner they had massed into a thick wooden knot the size of a chair, splitting the
stone floor.

Evelyn swept the beam slowly across the room.

On the central table lay a row of objects arranged with such care that for one dizzy second she thought
someone must still live here.

A brass key.

A lock of black hair tied with faded ribbon.

A silver thimble.

A child’s leather shoe.

And a shallow ceramic bowl! darkened brown-black inside.
Offerings, some part of her thought before the rest of her recoiled.

At the back wall stood a cabinet with glass doors, one pane cracked. Inside were ledgers. Dozens of
them. Neatly stacked.

Evelyn crossed to it, unable to look away.

Each spine had been labeled in ink.



House Ledger 1932
House Ledger 1949
House Ledger 1968
House Ledger 1987

Years and years of them.
Her aunt had not been keeping a diary. She had been continuing a record.

Evelyn opened the cabinet and pulled out the nearest volume: House Ledger 1971. Dust rose. The cover
stuck briefly, then opened under her hand.

The first page carried a line written in a different hand than Catherine’s, older and more elegant.
What is fed below does not climb above unless called.

A chill passed through her so hard it felt like a physical touch.

She turned pages quickly.

Most entries were practical in the same eerie way as Catherine’s.

North orchard blighted after the offering was delayed.
He appeared at the upper fence before first frost. Would not enter.
Mother says the child is hearing him already.

Then one passage, written harder than the rest:

June 18 — Ruth tried to leave with both girls. Miriam went with her to the road. Only one of them
came back before dawn, and it was not Ruth. Helen has dirt in her mouth and will not speak.

Evelyn stared at the line until the words blurred.

Ruth. Helen. The names from the portrait.

She opened another ledger. Then another. Patterns emerged fast enough to make her stomach turn.
The Rooks did not just live here.

They managed something here.

They tracked appearances, sounds, weather, missing animals, locked doors, dreams. They described the
thing in different terms depending on the decade—the man in the roots, the antlered one, the briar
guest, him below, once simply our debt.

Always the same warnings repeated:

Do not invite.
Do not answer after midnight.
Do not bring outsiders into the house once he is waking.

And, in three separate ledgers written decades apart:

Blood opens what wood can only bar.



Evelyn lowered the book slowly.

Above her, the house thudded once.

Then again.

Footsteps.

Heavy, deliberate, crossing the kitchen floor directly over her head.
Her mouth went dry.

The footsteps moved to the cellar door and stopped.

Evelyn killed the flashlight.

Darkness swallowed her whole.

A moment later the cellar door overhead creaked on its hinges.
She clamped a hand over her mouth.

A long pause followed.

Then something began descending the stairs.

Not quickly. Not even stealthily.

One step. Weight settling.

Another.

The old wood groaned under it.

Evelyn crouched behind the cabinet, heart hammering so hard she was sure it must be audible. She
could see almost nothing, only a deeper vertical dark where the stair opening cut into the room.

A smell reached her first.

Wet bark. Soil after rain. Sweet rot.

Then came a faint ember-red glow.

Not bright enough to light the room. Only enough to mark two points in the dark where eyes should be.
The figure reached the bottom of the stairs.

It did not continue into the cellar.

It stood there, tall enough that its antlers brushed the beam overhead with a soft wooden scrape.
Evelyn bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood.

The thing inhaled.

Not like an animal scenting prey. More intimate than that. Almost reverent.



“Still your mother’s child,” it said quietly.
The voice filled the cellar without echo, rough as ever, but slower now. Curious.
Evelyn did not move.

The figure tilted its head, and the ember-glow of its eyes drifted across the room. She felt rather than
saw them pass over the shelves, the table, the roots in the corner.

Then stop.

On the cabinet.

On her.

Every muscle in her body locked.
“You hide as she did,” it murmured.
A root near Evelyn’s ankle shifted.

She almost screamed. It was only a thin tendril, no thicker than string, sliding over her shoe. Then
another brushed her calf. And another.

The knot in the corner was moving.

The roots there were not growing, not exactly. They were waking, uncurling in tiny increments that made
almost no sound at all. Reaching toward her through the cracks in the stone.

The thing at the stairs took one step forward.
Evelyn lurched up from behind the cabinet and ran.

The flashlight clattered from her hand. She heard it strike stone and go out completely. Blind now, she
tore past the central table, slammed her hip into a post, recovered, and bolted for the stairs by memory
more than sight.

Something caught her wrist.
Not a hand.
A root.

It looped around her skin, tightening with shocking speed. Evelyn cried out and hacked at it with the
knife. The blade bit wood. Sap—dark and sticky as blood in the dark—spattered her hand. The root
recoiled.

She hit the stairs and scrambled upward on hands and knees.
Behind her, the cellar filled with a sound like a thousand branches straining in wind.
The horned voice rose, not loud, not angry, almost amused.

“You came down willingly.”



Evelyn lunged through the cellar door, slammed it with both hands, and threw her weight against it as
something hit the other side hard enough to shake the frame. She jammed the latch down, then
snatched up the fallen boards and shoved one through the handle, bracing it crooked across the wall and
pantry shelf.

A second impact struck from below.

Dust fell from the ceiling.

Then nothing.

Only her ragged breathing in the kitchen and the hiss of rain against the dark windows.
Her wrist burned.

She lifted it toward the dim spill of lightning from outside.

A red mark encircled the skin where the root had caught her. Not a scrape. Not a bruise.
A ring of tiny thorn-pricks.

Evelyn stared at it.

Then she noticed something in her other hand.

In the chaos, she had snatched one of the cellar ledgers without realizing it. The cover was damp from
her grip. She opened it with trembling fingers.

Not a ledger.

A family Bible.

The pages had been hollowed out in the center.

Inside, wrapped in black cloth, lay a small bone-handled knife and a folded note.
Evelyn unfolded the note.

It was in Catherine’s handwriting.

Eve—if you are reading this, then | have failed to keep it sleeping. Listen carefully now. Your mother
was wrong. The house cannot be fled, only starved or fed. And if he has spoken to you in her voice,
then he is already inside the line again. Do not trust the dead. Do not trust the woods. And above all,
do not let him reach the room at the top of the stairs.

A crash sounded somewhere above her.
Not the second floor.

The attic.

Evelyn looked up slowly.

Another crash followed, heavier this time, as if something enormous had shifted overhead after years of
lying still.



At the bottom of the note, Catherine had added one final line, written so hard the pen had nearly torn
the paper.

That is where we planted the first root.
Thunder rolled over the house.

Then, from directly above Evelyn’s head, came the sound of slow dragging footsteps crossing the attic
floor toward the center of the house.



Chapter 4: The Room at the Top of the Stairs

The dragging sound moved slowly across the attic ceiling.

Evelyn stood in the kitchen, Catherine’s note trembling in her hand, and listened as whatever was above
her crossed from one end of the house toward the other with immense, patient weight. Not footsteps
exactly. More like something being pulled over old boards. Something heavy enough to make the beams
complain.

Do not let him reach the room at the top of the stairs.

Too late for that, she thought. Or maybe not. Catherine’s wording gnawed at her immediately. Not the
attic. Not the cellar. The room at the top of the stairs.

A specific room.
A place inside the house where something could happen, or finish happening.
Another scrape sounded overhead, followed by a low, splintering pop.

Evelyn shoved the note into her pocket, grabbed the bone-handled knife from the hollowed Bible, and
compared it to the kitchen blade in her other hand. The old knife was shorter, narrower, its polished
bone yellowed with age. Symbols had been scratched into the metal near the hilt—tiny intersecting lines
like thorns or antlers or roots. It looked less practical and more purposeful.

Which was exactly what frightened her.
She tucked the kitchen knife into the back of her waistband and kept the bone knife in hand.
Then she went into the hall.

The staircase rose before her in deep shadow, its upper landing dimly visible each time lightning flashed
through the narrow window beside the front door. The house had settled into a new silence now. No
whispering walls. No false voice using her mother’s mouth. Only storm and timber and the steady
awareness that she was no longer alone inside something old enough to know patience.

The study candles still burned faintly behind her, but their glow did not reach the stairs.

Evelyn took the flashlight from the table where she had dropped it earlier, slapped it once, and got a thin
beam. Good enough.

The climb felt longer than it should have.

Every step creaked under her weight, and each sound seemed to travel too far, disappearing upward
instead of outward. Portraits lined the staircase wall—generations of Rooks painted or photographed in
severe clothes and unsmiling poses. As the flashlight passed over them, faces surfaced from gloom and
sank back into it. Men with hard jaws. Women with watchful eyes. Children already solemn.

Near the landing, she stopped.

A new portrait hung there, half-veiled by shadow. Not painted. Photographic. Black-and-white, framed in
dark wood.



Her mother stood beside Aunt Catherine on the front porch in summer sunlight. They were both young,
maybe eighteen and twenty-three. Catherine stared at the camera with her usual flint-edged expression.
Evelyn’s mother looked away from it entirely, toward something just off-frame in the yard. Her face held
the same expression Evelyn remembered from the worst years—tension so constant it had become
posture.

At the bottom of the frame, someone had written:
Vivian and Catherine Rook, August 1998
The year before they left.

Evelyn lifted the flashlight slightly and saw, just beyond the women at the far edge of the photo, a
blurred shape among the trees.

Too tall.
Not fully human in outline.
Her stomach tightened. She moved on.

At the top of the stairs, the hall split in two directions. To the left were three closed bedroom doors and
a bathroom with its door standing ajar. To the right, the corridor narrowed toward a window at the end.
A single door stood there, larger than the others, painted dark green beneath years of cracking varnish.

Roots had broken through the wallpaper around its frame.

Not many. Only a few thin lines, like veins beneath skin. But they all led toward that one room.
The room at the top of the stairs.

Evelyn’s flashlight dimmed.

She slapped it. The beam steadied, weaker now.

The door at the end of the hall was not quite closed. A black gap ran between it and the frame. From
inside came no sound at all.

Behind her, something ticked softly.

She turned.

The bathroom faucet had begun dripping into a stained porcelain sink.
Once.

Twice.

Then the mirror above it fogged from the center outward, as though someone had breathed on the glass
from the other side.

Evelyn backed away from it immediately.

Words began to appear in the mist.



Not written all at once, but traced slowly, each letter forming beneath an invisible fingertip.
DON’T OPEN IT

She stared.

The handwriting was familiar in the worst way. Not Catherine’s. Not her mother’s. Her own.
Or near enough to it that her breath caught.

Another line appeared beneath the first.

HE WANTS YOU TO

Then the fog thinned. The words ran and vanished.

At the far end of the corridor, the green door opened wider with a soft wooden sigh.
Evelyn whipped the flashlight back toward it.

Still no movement.

Still no sound.

But the gap was broader now.

“You are not funny,” she whispered, though nothing about this felt like mockery anymore. It felt like
maneuvering. Different forces, different warnings, all trying to place her in one spot or keep her from it.
And she had no way to know which danger was the lie.

She thought of Catherine’s note in the Bible. Do not trust the dead. Do not trust the woods. And above
all, do not let him reach the room at the top of the stairs.

That was the only direct instruction she had.
So she went to the room.

The closer she got, the colder the hall became. Not draft-cold. Interior, marrow-deep cold. The kind that
made her teeth ache. The wallpaper here had peeled away in strips. Beneath it the plaster was stained
with long dark runs that looked, in the flashlight’s weak beam, almost like water seepage. But when she
touched one with the back of her knuckles, it felt tacky.

Sap.

The green door stood open enough now to admit her without touching it.
Evelyn pushed it the rest of the way with the tip of the bone knife.

The room beyond had once belonged to a child.

Lightning flashed through the narrow windows, illuminating a small iron bedframe, a wardrobe with one
door hanging off its hinge, a low bookshelf, and a faded wallpaper border of foxes and brambles running
the length of the walls. A cracked porcelain doll lay on the floor near the bed with one eye missing. In
the far corner stood a painted wooden chest.



And on every surface—floorboards, bedposts, windowsill, chest lid, even the ceiling in one spreading
branch pattern—ran roots.

Not the thick, ancient roots from the cellar or outside foundation. These were younger, paler, more
invasive. Like nerves. Like veins. They all emerged from a single place beneath the bed.

Evelyn entered slowly.

The room smelled like dust, rain, and that same green living rot. Yet underneath it there was another
odor too: old perfume, faint and stale, something powdery and floral that struck her with a flash of
memory so sharp she nearly staggered.

Her mother’s coat.

Not cigarettes. Not vodka. The expensive perfume she used only a few times each year, when she was
trying to look less tired than she was.

Evelyn turned toward the wardrobe.

Its door hung half-open. Inside were children’s dresses, yellowed with age, and one adult coat covered in
a sheet. She pulled the sheet down.

Dark wool. Women'’s cut. One button missing near the throat.

Her mother’s coat.

She stepped back hard enough to hit the wall.

“No,” she said at once. “No, she didn’t come back here”

But the coat remained. Real. Moth-eaten at the cuffs, dust at the shoulders, unmistakable.
Something inside the chest clicked.

Evelyn swung the flashlight toward it.

The painted chest sat at the foot of the bed. Blue flowers had once decorated the lid, though most of the
paint had worn away. A tiny brass padlock hung broken from the latch, as if cut years ago and never
replaced.

Very carefully, Evelyn opened it.

Inside were toys, letters, a Bible with a child’s name written on the flyleaf, and beneath them a stack of
folded papers tied with ribbon.

She untied them.

The top paper was a drawing in crayon. A house. Trees. A stick-figure family holding hands under a
yellow sun. Beside them, drawn in black, stood a much taller figure with antlers.



Below it, in a child’s uneven printing:

HE LIVES IN THE ROOTS BUT MOMMA SAYS HE KNOCKS LIKE PEOPLE
A second drawing showed the same figure standing outside a window.
A third showed it inside the house.

All signed with the name Helen.

Evelyn’s skin prickled.

She moved to the letters. Most were brittle and half unreadable, but one had been written on lined
notebook paper in blue ink—much more recent than the rest. She unfolded it and recognized her
mother’s handwriting instantly.

Catherine,

If | leave and you stay, then one of us is a coward and one of us is a martyr, and | no longer know
which is worse. | know what you think of me. | know what Mother said, and what her mother said
before that. But | will not offer my child to a bargain | never made. If blood remembers roads, then let
it chase me. | am done feeding this house.

If he reaches the nursery again, burn it. Don’t pray. Burn it.
—Vivian

The nursery.

Evelyn lowered the page slowly and looked around.

This room.

This had been the nursery. Or the old child’s room passed down, generation after generation, until it
became something else. A threshold. A point of contact. The place where children first saw him.

A scrape came from beneath the bed.

Evelyn dropped the letter and stepped back.

The roots under the bed shifted.

Not all at once. A subtle ripple, as if something beneath the frame had just taken a breath.

She crouched before she could lose her nerve and shoved the flashlight beam into the dark under the
mattress.

There, between coils of pale roots and years of dust, lay a circular patch of exposed floorboards stained
almost black. In the center had been carved a symbol matching the marks on the bone knife: interlocking
thorn-lines in a crude spiral.

Planted the first root.

Not metaphorically.



Literally.

In the center of the spiral, a crack had opened between the boards. From it protruded one thick black
root, old as iron, polished smooth by time.

It pulsed.

Not visibly. Not like a heart. More subtly than that—an internal tightening and release that her eyes
almost refused to register, though some deeper part of her body recognized it instantly.

Alive.

A whisper moved behind her.

“Evelyn.”

Her mother’s voice again, but quieter. Weaker.
She spun.

At the door stood Vivian Rook.

Not solid. Not transparent either. She looked like someone standing behind rain-streaked glass, edges
wavering, face pale and exhausted. She wore the dark coat from the wardrobe. Her hair hung damp
around her shoulders. Mud darkened the hem.

Evelyn forgot to breathe.
”Mom?"
The figure looked at her with terrible sadness. “Don’t let it bloom.”

Tears sprang to Evelyn’s eyes with an anger that steadied her more than comfort would have. “Are you
real?”

Vivian’s gaze shifted, not to Evelyn but to the floor beneath the bed.
“Not enough,” she said.

Then her eyes snapped toward the hall.

Her expression changed instantly to fear.

“He’s here”

The room temperature dropped so violently the windows crackled.

From somewhere above the ceiling came a deep wooden crack, followed by a shower of dust. The attic
floor. Something heavy dragging directly overhead.

Vivian backed away from the doorway. Her outline flickered.
“Burn it,” she said, voice distorting. “Catherine was wrong. Burn the room before—"

The door slammed shut between them.



Evelyn lunged forward and yanked at the handle.
Locked.

Behind her, under the bed, the black root shifted.
Not a pulse now.

Growth.

It pushed upward another inch through the cracked boards with a splintering sound. The pale network
branching from it trembled across the room, running faster along walls and ceiling, thickening before her
eyes. The fox-and-bramble wallpaper darkened as roots spread under it like bruises.

From the attic above came a single impact so massive it drove dust from the light fixture and knocked
one of the windows open.

Wind burst into the room, carrying rain and the smell of the forest.

Then the voice came, not from the hall, not from the cellar, but from inside the walls themselves.
“Your mother always chose fire.”

The wardrobe doors flew open.

The chest lid slammed shut.

The doll on the floor rolled over onto its back with a hollow clack.

Evelyn whirled, bone knife up.

The roots across the floor were moving toward the bed, converging on the black central root as if feeding
it.

She had seconds, maybe less.

On instinct, with no better plan than terror and Catherine’s hidden blade and her mother’s warning
colliding inside her, Evelyn dropped to her knees, shoved the bed aside with all her weight, and drove
the bone-handled knife straight into the black root.

The house screamed.
It was not a metaphor. Not imagination.

Every beam and pipe and pane of glass in the room gave voice at once in a shrieking groan that seemed
to tear upward through the whole structure. The root writhed beneath the blade. Dark sap burst over
Evelyn’s hand, hot as fresh blood. The floor bucked hard enough to throw her onto her side.

The bedroom door flew open.

At the threshold stood the antlered figure, filling the frame from shoulder to branching crown, ember
eyes blazing now with something far older than curiosity.

Not amusement anymore.



Recognition.
And fury.
The black root split around the knife with a wet crack.

From the wound came a gust of air so cold it burned, and with it dozens of whispers layered together in
children’s voices, women’s voices, men’s voices, all speaking at once:

IIRun'”
The antlered man stepped into the nursery.

And behind him, from somewhere in the attic, came the heavy sound of something else waking up.



Chapter 5: The Thing Above the Ceiling

The antlered man stepped into the nursery.

Evelyn scrambled backward across the floor, one hand slick with dark sap, the other still gripping the
bone knife lodged in the split black root. The room convulsed around her. Roots shuddered through the
walls like nerves in seizure. The windows rattled so hard she thought they would burst.

Behind the thing in the doorway, the hall had gone unnaturally dark.
Not shadow-dark.

Depth-dark.

As if the corridor beyond no longer ended where it should.

The figure ducked slightly beneath the frame. Up close it was worse than any glimpse lightning had
allowed: bark-textured skin stretched too tightly over a human shape, long limbs jointed almost correctly
but not quite, fingers ending in black, root-like nails. Its chest rose and fell slowly beneath a coat of
something that might once have been cloth but now looked grown rather than sewn. Antlers branched
from its skull in a crown of polished black wood.

Its face was not an animal’s. That would have been simpler.

It had the architecture of a man’s face, but lengthened, thinned, hollowed by time and hunger until
every feature seemed carved rather than born. The ember-light in its eyes had brightened to a furnace
glow.

“You cut what was planted,” it said.

Its voice made the glass tremble.

Evelyn got her feet under her and yanked the knife free.

The root shrieked again.

Not the house this time. The root itself. A thin, piercing sound like wet wood tearing in winter.
The antlered man recoiled one pace, and above them the ceiling thudded.

Once.

Twice.

Then a long dragging sound moved over the nursery, directly across the attic floor, so heavy the plaster
cracked in a jagged line from one corner of the room to the other.

Dust rained down.
The thing in the doorway lifted its head toward the ceiling.
And for the first time since Evelyn had seen it, it looked uncertain.

That was all she needed.



She ran at him.

Not because it was brave. Because the doorway was smaller than he was, and because panic had
become motion. She slashed with the bone knife as she lunged. The blade caught his forearm. Dark sap
spattered the wallpaper. The antlered man hissed—not in pain exactly, but in surprise—and twisted
aside.

Evelyn hit the hallway hard enough to bruise her shoulder and kept moving.
Behind her, the nursery door slammed into the wall as the figure turned to follow.

Ahead, the corridor warped in her flashlight beam. Not physically, maybe. Not in a way she could prove
later with measurements and common sense. But the hall seemed longer than before, the bathroom
farther away, the stair landing receding in impossible slow increments as she ran.

The mirror over the bathroom sink had fogged again.
Three words appeared in frantic, slanted strokes:
NOT HIM. RUN.

Then the ceiling above the hall split open.

With a thunderous crack, plaster and splintered lath exploded downward in a white storm. Evelyn threw
up an arm and stumbled back as something vast punched through from the attic.

At first she could not make sense of it.

All pieces. White limbs. black roots. something like hair, something like branches, the glint of a face
where no face should be.

Then the debris settled enough for shape to emerge.
It was a woman.
Or had once been.

She hung half through the broken ceiling, suspended in a mass of roots as though the house itself were
birthing her from above. Her body was enormous only because of what surrounded and entered it—
bundles of black root braided through rib and spine, through the hollow of her throat, through the
sockets of eyes that glowed milky white. Long strands of pale hair hung around a face stretched thin with
age and fused in places to bark-like growth. Her hands, too long and jointed wrong, clawed at the edges
of the hole as she lowered herself farther into the corridor.

An attic thing.
A thing above the ceiling.

And yet beneath the monstrous grafting, there was still enough human structure left to tell Evelyn one
horrible fact:

This had once been one of the Rook women.



The antlered man stopped in the nursery doorway behind her.
He did not come closer.

The woman-root creature turned her blind white gaze toward him. When she spoke, the voice came
from several throats at once—old woman, young woman, child, root-creak, attic dust.

“You let the cut happen.”

The antlered man’s ember eyes narrowed. “You were meant to sleep.”
“Sleep ended when blood returned.”

The ceiling groaned as more roots lowered behind her, bearing her weight.

Evelyn stood in the middle of the corridor with the knife in one hand and the dying flashlight in the
other, staring between two nightmares while rain blew through the open nursery window and soaked
the carpet.

The woman's face turned toward Evelyn.
And changed.

Not fully. Not kindly. But for a moment, through all the bark and root and ruin, a living expression
flickered there.

Recognition.
“Child,” she said, and the layered voices softened. “Downstairs.”
The antlered man moved fast then.

One moment he was in the doorway. The next he had crossed half the corridor, impossibly quick, antlers
scraping sparks from the torn plaster as he lunged.

The attic woman struck him aside.

A bundle of roots lashed from her torso like a whip and caught him across the chest, smashing him into
the bathroom door hard enough to splinter wood. The whole hall shook. Evelyn ducked as black sap
sprayed the wallpaper.

“Go!” the woman roared.
Evelyn went.

She bolted for the stairs, nearly slipping on wet plaster dust. Behind her, the corridor erupted in violence
too large to fit inside an ordinary house. Wood cracked. Roots slammed into walls. The antlered man
made a sound unlike any she had heard yet—not human rage, not animal pain, but the roar of wind
forced through dead branches.

The attic woman answered with a shriek that rattled the framed portraits clean off the wall.



Evelyn hit the landing and threw herself down the staircase three steps at a time. One hand slid along
the rail. The flashlight flew from her grip and disappeared into the dark below. She barely noticed. Her
world had narrowed to stair edges, breath, and survival.

At the bottom, she ran for the study because it was the only room downstairs that had felt even briefly
defensible.

She slammed the door, shoved the desk against it, and stood panting in candlelight that had guttered
nearly to stubs.

The room seemed too small now. Too civilized. Leather books, dusty desk, fireplace. Meaningless things
against what moved in the walls.

Upstairs, the fight continued.

Thuds shook the ceiling. The chandelier in the front hall rang softly. Once, something massive slammed
overhead hard enough to knock ash down the chimney into the study grate. Once, a woman screamed—
or something wearing a woman’s memory of screaming.

Evelyn leaned over the desk, hands braced on its surface, and tried to think through the static in her
skull.

The attic creature had called the antlered man him.

It had known the cut mattered.

It had told her to go downstairs.

Why downstairs?

Cellar, she thought immediately.

Because everything in this house fed from below. The ledgers. The offerings. The root. The line.

She dragged Catherine’s journal back toward her and flipped frantically through pages she’d only
skimmed. Candlelight shook over the entries.

June 11 — Mother says the thing in the attic is not him and not us, but what remains after too many
seasons listening.

Evelyn stopped.
She read it again.
Not him and not us.
Another page.

June 14 — We keep one above and one below. The house is the knot between. If both wake together,
God keep the middle rooms.

Her blood ran cold.

One above.



One below.

The antlered man was one. The attic woman was the other. Or maybe the other way around. Either way,
the house had been built to hold them in tension. A knot. A binding point. And she had just cut the root
in the nursery.

On the next page, Catherine’s handwriting had gone shaky:

If the first root is cut, the crown will wake. If the crown wakes, find the hearth key before either
reaches the heartwood.

Evelyn flipped back. Forward. Searched for hearth key.

There.

Buried where she never looked: in the ash below Father’s saint.
Father’s saint?

Evelyn lifted her head slowly and looked at the fireplace.

Above the mantel hung a darkened religious painting she had barely noticed before: Saint Michael,
sword raised over a fallen devil.

Father’s saint.

Without thinking further, she dropped to her knees before the hearth. Cold ash coated her palms as she
dug through years of soot and cinders with frantic hands. The smell of old smoke filled her nose. Half-
charred wood, mouse droppings, dust—

Her fingers struck metal.

She pulled free a small iron key on a chain blackened with soot.
The hearth key.

At once the study candles guttered out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Then, from the far side of the door, came a soft tapping.
Three knocks.

Evelyn held utterly still.

A voice spoke through the wood.

Catherine’s voice.

“Eve,” it said, low and strained. “Don’t open it. Listen to me.”

Evelyn’s pulse hammered.



The voice continued, urgent now. “The cellar isn’t safe anymore. Go to the chapel room. Second floor
west side. Take the hearth key and lock the red door before he—"

A violent impact cut her off. The study door shuddered inward. The desk scraped under the force.
Then silence.
Not even breathing.

Evelyn backed away from the door, clutching the soot-black key in one hand and the bone knife in the
other.

A moment later, a second voice rose in the hall.

Her own.

“Don’t trust Catherine,” it called from outside, calm and clear. “She fed him too.”
Evelyn shut her eyes for one second.

Of course.

Of course nothing in this house would let a message arrive clean.
The ceiling above the study gave a low, prolonged groan.

Then came the sound of something descending the staircase.
Slow.

Heavy.

One step at a time.

Not the antlered man. He was too light on his feet, too deliberate. This was bulk. Drag. Root-mass and
old wood and vast, unwilling age.

The attic thing.
The thing above the ceiling was coming down.
Evelyn opened the study window.

Rain burst in immediately, soaking the sill and the carpet beneath. The drop to the ground outside was
only eight feet at most, but the roots outside the foundation twisted thick as pythons over the flower
bed and vanished into mud blackened by the storm. Beyond them, the yard sloped toward the tree line.

The forest.
Do not trust the woods.
She shut the window again.

The descending weight on the stairs reached the bottom landing.



The house fell silent around it.

Then, from somewhere deeper in the first floor, the antlered man spoke in a voice that had lost all false
warmth.

“She has the key.”

Something answered from the staircase in that layered, many-throated murmur.
“Then the heartwood opens tonight.”

A crash sounded in the entry hall as if one of them had turned toward the other.

Evelyn stood in the dark study with the hearth key digging into her palm and understood, with abrupt icy
certainty, that whatever the red door was, both of them wanted it.

And somewhere upstairs on the west side of the house, a chapel room was waiting.



