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For Stephen King,

who taught us to aim with our eyes,

shoot with our minds,

and kill with our hearts.






From: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

To: Francisco Jimenez

<pacojimz97@gmail.com>

Date: 1:10 AM, Monday, November 3, 2025

Subject: Confirmation

Is it done?

From: Francisco Jimenez

<pacojimz97@gmail.com>

To: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

Date: 1:33 AM, Monday, November 3, 2025

Subject: Re: Confirmation

got the hard drive right here nobody was home just like you said

my first time breaking into a cop’s house kinda wild

where can we meet?

From: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

To: Francisco Jimenez

<pacojimz97@gmail.com>

Date: 1:34 AM, Monday, November 3, 2025

Subject: Re: Re: Confirmation

Put the hard drive inside a brown paper bag. I’ll be waiting at the bus stop on the corner of Encino and Ventura at the agreed upon time. Look for a man with a white cane. I’ll be wearing a Dodgers hat and carrying a McDonald’s bag with the 10K inside. Ask me for the time. When I check my watch, I’ll pretend to accidentally drop the bag. Pick it up and hand me yours with the hard drive. I’ll thank you, and you’ll walk away. After that, you won’t hear from me again.

From: Jezebel Faust

<faustdatamanagement@gmail.com>

To: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

Date: 7:39 PM, Friday, November 7, 2025

Subject: Lucky Me

Obsessed much? jk! It’s good to hear from you again. Five years is a long time. I can’t believe you’re still on AOL! AND still poking around that creepy lighthouse! LOL

I’ve only had time to skim the new footage you sent, but man oh man this stuff goes way beyond the Livingston tapes (working that gig gave me nightmares for a month). The payment fee and deadline you propose are both fine. I’ll get to work right away. Umm, don’t be offended but I have to ask: Are you sure this shit is for real?

From: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

To: Jezebel Faust

<faustdatamanagement@gmail.com>

Date: 8:37 PM, Sunday, November 30, 2025

Subject: Re: Lucky Me

Me again. You’re now a week late. Eight days, actually. Why the sudden radio silence? Please answer your phone. Not happy.
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Video/audio footage #1A

(10:14 a.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

The sound of muffled coughing over a dark screen.

After a moment, the lens cap is removed, revealing the first shaky images of a hotel room. The accommodations are stark. A narrow bed that appears to have been slept in, a cheap pressed-wood coffee table covered in notebooks and an open laptop, a tattered reading chair tucked away in the corner, and a bedside end table littered with a half-dozen empty beer bottles.

Another bout of coughing and then an unidentified man’s voice: “Testing one, two, three, four…”

The camera angle shifts as the man swings around to face the front of the room. Ugly curtains, the color of spoiled mustard, are closed against the morning sunlight. A water-damaged door is chained shut.

“… five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.”

The screen goes dark and silent.
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Video/audio footage #2A

(2:53 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Jumbled footage taken from a slow-moving vehicle:

Boulder-strewn fields dotted with the occasional barn or farmhouse giving way to…

… a busy cobblestone street lined with quaint, brick-fronted shops. A bakery. A fish market. A two-story bookstore. Restaurants and pubs with colorful names like the Rusty Scupper, Spitfire Arms Alehouse, and Durty Nelly’s etched across their glass facades. An impatient driver blows their horn and the vehicle speeds up…

… as Main Street ends, revealing a bustling port to the east, a maze of filthy docks scurrying with activity stretching as far as the eye can see. Lobster boats stacked with tied-down traps. Scallop boats, their clawlike dredges at rest. Fleets of fishing vessels unloading their catches: halibut, haddock, herring, swordfish. The vehicle pulls to a sudden stop on the shoulder of the roadway and the image goes blurry.

The man’s voice cuts in: “And there she is, ladies and gentlemen.”

The camera refocuses and zooms in on something far in the distance. The upper third of a lighthouse jutting high above the trees. Its ancient lens sparkles in the late afternoon sunlight.

“My God… she’s beautiful.”

The car pulls back onto the roadway. Tires crunching gravel. The screen goes blank.
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Video/audio footage #3A

(4:47 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

The clamor of wind and waves is deafening. There’s a narrow strip of sandy beach at the bottom of the screen. The rest of the frame is filled with sparkling blue ocean and bright, cloudless sky. The camera slowly pans to the left and the soft sands give way to jagged clusters of surf-splashed rocks, which in turn gradually morph into seaside cliffs. The steep rock face grows higher as the camera’s eye widens and wanders farther down the coast.

At the apex of the precipice, where the cliffs stand tallest, rests a lonely lighthouse, its rough stone walls faded and worn from years of tumultuous weather and neglect. A thick line of trees encroaches a short distance behind it, as if standing guard. Between the forest and the lighthouse, sunlight glints off the chain link and razor wire of a formidable security fence. The camera zooms in on the lighthouse’s wind-scoured cupola and the picture falls out of focus. There’s a scramble of hurried readjustment, and then the glass-enclosed beacon room sharpens into gleaming detail.

The man’s off-screen voice trembles: “This is it, ladies and gentlemen. This is it.”
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Video/audio footage #4A

(5:49 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

The man holds the video camera in his left hand and grips the steering wheel with his right. The road—and calling it a road is charitable at best—is unpaved dirt and gravel, and the camera POV is unsteady. Mostly bouncing images of the interior dashboard and snippets of blue sky through a dirty windshield. The Rolling Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil” plays at low volume on the radio.

Another thirty seconds, and there’s a squeal of brakes in need of repair as the driver slows down to pass through an open security gate. The vehicle swings wide—offering a close-up glimpse of the stone lighthouse—and comes to a stop facing rocky cliffs that perilously drop to the ocean below. The waters here are dark and rough and foreboding, even on this clear and sunny day.

The engine cuts off and is immediately replaced by the whine of the wind gusting through the open window. In the foreground, an old man with thinning gray hair, thick glasses, and a wrinkled apple of a face shuffles into view.

The driver exits the vehicle, still pointing the camera at the man, and his hand enters the top corner of the screen, waving.

“Hello!” he calls out above the wind, making his way toward the old man.

Up ahead, the skeletal stranger staggers through the blowing grass. His body so frail, it appears as though at any moment the wind might steal him away and send him kiting over the distant cliffs. At first, the old guy appears to be smiling, but as he gets closer it becomes obvious that he’s actually scowling—and it’s not a pretty sight. Like a decaying corpse grinning from inside a moldy coffin.

“Turn that damn camera off,” he growls.

The picture abruptly shifts to a patch of brown and green grass as the camera is lowered.

“Okayyy… we’ll just edit that out later,” the cameraman says to himself. And then in a louder voice: “Sorry, sir, I didn’t think it would—”
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Video/audio footage #5A

(6:01 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

The screen comes to life again—the stone lighthouse off in the distance with the woods in the background. The muffled crash of waves pounding the shoreline. It’s evident from the swaying view of the lighthouse and the intense wail of the wind that the camera is now affixed to a tripod and positioned somewhere close to the edge of the cliff.

The unidentified cameraman walks on-screen, carrying a canvas knapsack and what looks like a small remote control. He appears to be in his mid-forties, shaggy blond hair, neat dark-framed glasses, artfully scuffed boots, pressed jeans, and a gray sweatshirt. He stares directly at the camera, green eyes squinting into the wind, and then sidesteps back and forth, searching for the proper positioning.

He settles on a spot just in time to witness a violent gust of wind defeat the tripod.

“Shit!” He sprints toward the camera as it leans hard to the left and crashes to the ground.

There’s a squawk of static and the screen goes blank.
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Video/audio footage #6A

(6:04 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

The video switches on, and once again the man is standing in the foreground of the distant lighthouse, pointing the remote at the camera. The image is steadier this time. He slides the remote into the back pocket of his jeans and clears his throat.

“Okay, only have a few minutes, folks. Mr. Parker is in quite the hurry to get out of here. He’s either playing the role of anxious lighthouse owner to the extreme and faking his discomfort, or he’s genuinely unnerved and wants to be pretty much anywhere else but here on the property his family has owned for over a century now.”

He leans over, his hands disappearing off-screen, and returns holding the knapsack, which he places close on the ground beside him. He stands with an erect but relaxed posture and folds his hands together in front of him.

“My name is Thomas Livingston, the author of Shattered Dreams, Ashes to Ashes, and eleven other bestselling nonfiction works of the supernatural. I’m here today on the windswept coast of Harper’s Cove at the far northern tip of Nova Scotia, standing at the foot of the legendary Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

“According to historical records, the Widow’s Point Lighthouse—its name inspired by the large number of ships that crashed in the rocky shallows below—was erected in the summer and autumn of 1838 by Franklin Washburn II, proprietor of the largest fishing and gaming company here in Nova Scotia.”

Livingston’s face grows somber.

“There is little doubt that the Widow’s Point Lighthouse led to a sharp decrease in the nautical accidents that occurred off her shoreline—but at what cost? Legend and nearly two centuries of firsthand accounts seem to reinforce the belief that the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is cursed… or perhaps an even more apt description… haunted.

“The legend was born when three workers were killed during the lighthouse’s construction, including Franklin Washburn’s young nephew, who plunged to his death from the catwalk during the final week of work. The weather was clear that day, the winds offshore and light. All safety precautions were in place. The tragic accident was never properly explained.

“The dark fortunes continued when the lighthouse’s first keeper, a by-all-accounts ‘steadfast individual’ named Ian Gallagher, went inexplicably mad during one historically violent storm and strangled his wife before taking his own life by cutting his wrists with a carving knife. Mr. Washburn claimed that Gallagher must have suffered some type of mental breakdown and took full responsibility for his hiring and the resulting tragedy.

“But many of the townspeople of Harper’s Cove felt that something far more sinister—something beyond human control—was at work here.

“There had long been whispers—usually slurred in unguarded moments late at night in Harper’s Cove pubs—about the unsettling incidents plaguing the lighthouse’s construction. Few of the workers went so far as to utter scandalous words such as ‘haunted’ or ‘cursed’—not in the very beginning—but the most commonly expressed midnight sentiment was the belief that ‘something is wrong with that place.’

“And for many of those folks brave—or foolish—enough to speak their concerns out loud, the passage of time would seem to all but prove them correct.

“In the decades that followed, nearly two dozen mysterious deaths occurred within the cramped confines—and surrounding grounds—of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, including murder, suicide, unexplained accidents and disappearances, the 1933 mass slaughter of an entire family, and even rumors of devil worship and human sacrifice.

“After the gruesome events of 1933, in which the cold-blooded murderer of the Collins family left behind a letter claiming he was ‘instructed’ by a ghostly visitor to kill everyone on the premises, the most recent owner of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, seafood tycoon Robert James Parker—the grandfather of Mr. Ronald Parker, the camera-shy gentleman you glimpsed earlier—decided to cease operations and permanently shutter the lighthouse.

“Or so he believed…

“Because in 1985, Parker’s eldest son, Lawrence—Ronald’s father—entered into an agreement with the United Artists film studio in Hollywood, allowing them to film a movie both inside the lighthouse and on the surrounding grounds. The film—a gothic thriller entitled Rosemary’s Spirit—was shot over a period of six weeks, from mid-September to November 8. Despite the lighthouse’s troubled reputation, filming went off without a hitch… until the final week of production, when supporting actress Lydia Pearl hung herself from the iron guard railing that encircles the catwalk high atop the lighthouse.

“Trade publications reported that Miss Pearl was despondent following a recent breakup with her fiancé, Roger Barthelme, who was an all-star shortstop for the Los Angeles Dodgers. But locals here figured differently. They believed with great conviction that, after all those long years of silent slumber, the Widow’s Point curse had reawakened to claim yet another victim.

“And when not even a year later, during the summer of 1986, two young girls went missing in the vicinity of the lighthouse, those whispers grew to an outcry.

“Regardless of the reasoning, in 1988, the lighthouse was once again shuttered tight against the elements, and for the first time a security fence was erected around the property, making it accessible only by scaling the over-one-hundred-and-fifty-foot-high cliffs that line its eastern border.

“So… in other words, no human being has ventured inside the Widow’s Point Lighthouse in nearly thirty years…”

Livingston takes a dramatic pause, then steps closer to the camera, his face clenched and square-jawed.

“… until today.

“That’s right—tonight, for the first time in more than three decades, someone will enter and spend the night in the dark heart of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. That someone is me, Thomas Livingston.

“After months of—if you’ll pardon the pun—spirited discussion and negotiation, I have been able to secure arrangements to spend an entire weekend inside this legendary lighthouse. The ground rules are simple. Today is Friday, July 7, 2017. It is…”

He checks his wristwatch.

“… 6:09 p.m. Eastern Standard Time. In a matter of minutes, Mr. Ronald Parker, current proprietor of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, will escort me through the only entrance or exit, and once I am safely inside, he will close and lock the door behind me…”

Livingston bends down, comes back into view holding a heavy chain and padlock.

“… using these.”

He holds the chain and padlock up to the camera for another dramatic beat, then drops them with a clank to the ground.

“I will be permitted to take inside only enough food and water to last three days and three nights, as well as a sleeping bag, lantern, a flashlight, sanitary supplies, two notebooks and pens, this video camera and tripod, and several extra batteries. In addition, this…”

Backing up a couple of steps, Livingston reaches down into his knapsack and comes up with a small machine in his right hand.

“… uh… Sony digital voice recorder, capable of recording over one thousand hours of memory with a battery life of nearly ninety-six hours on a single charge. And, yes, please consider that an official product placement for the Sony Corporation. Why not.”

He laughs—and there’s a fleeting glimpse of the handsome younger man in the author photos from his books—and returns the voice recorder to his knapsack.

“I will not be allowed a cell phone or a computer of any kind. Absolutely no internet access. I will have no means to communicate, or should anything go wrong, no way to request assistance. I will be completely cut off from the outside world for three long and hopefully eventful days and nights.”

An angry voice barks from somewhere off-screen, and a startled Livingston’s eyes flash in that direction. He looks back at the camera, shaking his head, a bemused expression on his face.

“Okay, folks, it’s time to begin my journey, or shall I say our journey, as I will be recording all of my innermost thoughts and observations in an effort to take you, my dear readers, along with me. The next time I appear on camera, I will be entering the legendary—some say haunted—Widow’s Point Lighthouse. Wish me luck. I may need it.”
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Video/audio footage #7A

(6:12 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Livingston is carrying the video camera in his hand as he approaches the lighthouse, once again providing a shaky POV.

Mr. Parker remains off-screen, but his gravelly voice can be clearly heard: “Eight o’clock Monday morning. I’ll be here not a minute later.”

“That’ll be perfect. Thank you.”

The lighthouse door draws near. It’s a massive structure, broad and weathered, constructed of heavy beams of scarred dark wood—most likely scavenged from ancient ships, according to local records. The men stop when they reach the entrance.

“And you’re certain you can’t be convinced otherwise? It’s not too late to change your mind.”

Livingston turns to him, and the camera finally gets a close-up of the reclusive Mr. Parker: an antique codger of a man patched together with wrinkles and bulging veins, his knobby head framed by the blue-gray sea behind him. “No, no. Everything will be fine, I promise.”

The old man grunts in reply.

The camera swings back toward the lighthouse and is lowered, revealing a glimpse of Livingston’s knapsack hanging from his shoulder and, resting on the ground at his feet, a dirty white cooler. PROPERTY OF EVANSVILLE LITTLE LEAGUE is scrawled across the lid in messy black marker. Livingston leans down and takes hold of the plastic handle.

“Then I wish you godspeed,” Mr. Parker says in a dull tone.

The camera is lifted once again and focused on the imposing wooden door. A liver-spotted hand swims into view holding an old-fashioned, hollow-barrel brass key. It’s inserted into an impossible-to-see keyhole directly beneath an oversized, ornate doorknob and, with much effort, turned to the right.

The door opens with a loud creak—and the sigh of ancient air escaping.

“Whew, musty,” Livingston says with a cough, and his hand reaches on-screen and pushes the door all the way open. Total darkness waits beyond the threshold.

“Aye. She’s been breathing dead air for thirty years now.”

Livingston pauses for a moment—perhaps it’s the mention of dead air that momentarily slows his progress, or maybe he’s just having second thoughts—before re-gripping the cooler’s sun-faded handle and stepping inside.

At the exact moment that Livingston crosses over into the lighthouse, the video goes blank. Entirely blank—with the exception of the time code in the lower left corner of the screen, which now reads: 6:14 PM.

“I’ll see you Monday morning,” Livingston says.

The old man doesn’t respond. Instead, with perfect clarity and a dread-inducing sense of finality, there’s the sound of the heavy wooden door closing.

The key is once again turned in the lock and the chain is heard being wrestled into place. After a moment of quiet, the loud click of a padlock snapping shut is followed by one last tug on the chain. Another brief pause, and there’s the muffled sound of a vehicle starting up and driving away.

Then, there is only silence…

… until a rustle of clothing whispers in the darkness, followed by the thud of the cooler being set down on the floor.

“And so it begins, ladies and gentlemen, our journey into the heart of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. I will now climb the two hundred and sixty-eight spiraling stone stairs to the living quarters, lantern in one hand, camera in the other. I will return downstairs later this evening for food and water supplies, after a period of initial exploration.”

Livingston begins to narrate over the sound of his ascending footsteps: “Originally built in 1838, the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is two hundred and seven feet tall, constructed of stone, mostly granite taken from a nearby quarry, and positioned some seventy-five yards from the edge of the sheer cliffs that tower above the stormy Atlantic…”
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Video/audio footage #8A

(6:30 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Livingston’s rapid breathing competes with the sound of his footsteps. The time code—located in the lower left corner—reads 6:30 PM. The rest of the screen remains dark.

“Two hundred sixty-six… two hundred sixty-seven… two hundred sixty-eight. And with that, we have reached the pinnacle, ladies and gents, and just in time too. Your faithful host is feeling rather… spent, I must admit.”

A rustling sound and a heavy thud as Livingston unslings his knapsack from his shoulder and drops it to the floor.

“Well, as you can certainly see for yourselves, Mr. Parker spoke the truth when he claimed this place was in a severe state of ill repair. In fact, he may have actually managed to underestimate the pitiful condition of the Widow’s Point living quarters.”

Unintelligible noises and feet shuffling around. “But regardless of her haggard state, you can most definitely feel the sense of something alive here. The air is thick and stagnant, a layer of dust blanketing everything, but it’s as if the stillness and silence possess a kind of substance, a holding of its breath, if you will… a waiting.

“Reporters and readers alike have asked me for years what I consider to be the most powerful haunt I have ever visited. My response prior to this day has always been the infamous Belasco House tucked deep in the rolling hills of upstate New York. It will be fascinating to see if my response remains the same after this weekend.”

A deep sigh.

“I shall now rest for a moment, then venture upward to explore the service and lantern rooms, and perhaps even the catwalk if it appears sturdy enough to hold me. Once I’ve straightened up a bit and established proper housekeeping, I’ll return to you with a further update.

“I also promise to discuss the mysterious incidents I referenced earlier—and many more—in greater and more graphic detail once I’ve made myself at home.”

More shuffling footsteps.

“But, first, before I go… Lord in heaven… it’s but a solitary window… Let us gaze upon this magnificent sight for a moment.”

Livingston’s voice takes on a tone of genuine awe. The phony theatrics gone, he now sounds as if he means every word he is saying.

“Resplendent mother ocean as far as the eye can see… and beyond. The vision is almost enough to render me speechless.”

A chuckle. “Yeah… almost.”

The time code disappears as the video ends.
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Voice recorder entry #1B

(7:27 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Well, this is strange and rather unfortunate. After I last left you, I returned downstairs and brought up a day’s ration of food and water, then spent considerable time cleaning the best I could with a container of Lysol wipes I’d stashed inside my backpack. Once those tasks were completed, and a thorough scrubbing of my filthy hands, I settled down to get some rest and double-check the footage I’d shot earlier.

The first batch of videos was fine, if a little rough around the edges, but when I came to the seventh video clip… I discovered a problem. While the audio portion of the recording is without issue, the video appears to have somehow malfunctioned once I entered the lighthouse. And I do mean at the exact moment I stepped inside.

I’ve checked the camera lens and conducted several test videos, all with the same result—the audio function is operating perfectly, but any video capabilities seem to be disabled. I admit I find the whole matter more puzzling than unsettling, even with the rather bizarre timing of the issue.

Perhaps something inside the camera was damaged when the wind knocked over the tripod. Or… perhaps the otherworldly influence rumored to dwell inside the Widow’s Point Lighthouse has already made its presence known. I suppose only time will tell.

In the meantime, this Sony—hear that, folks, Sony—digital voice recorder will serve my purpose here just fine. Too bad about the camera, though. I may try it again later.
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Voice recorder entry #2B

(8:03 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Just in case inquiring minds want to know what else I’m carrying around inside my knapsack, let’s do a quick inventory of its contents.

(Sound of zipper opening and shuffling around)

Let’s see. We have two changes of clothes. Clean socks. An old deck of playing cards. Flashlight. Towel. Two rolls of toilet paper, which I pray I won’t need. Imodium pills, please work your magic. A set of utensils: fork, spoon, butter knife. Salt and pepper. Deodorant. Toothbrush and toothpaste. The Lysol wipes. Tissues. Hand sanitizer. Eye drops. Chewing gum. Toothpicks. A paperback collection of George Orwell essays in case I get bored. And, of course, my Sonyyyy voice-activated audio recorder, which I am using right now to record this commentary. All it takes is a couple dozen decibels to automatically jog it on, so we should be covered twenty-four seven.

And that’s it, folks. Nothing else hidden up my sleeves.
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Voice recorder entry #3B

(8:36 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

Good evening. I’ve just taken my first dinner here in Widow’s Point—a simple affair: a ham-and-Swiss sandwich on whole wheat, slathered with mustard; a side of fresh fruit; and for dessert, a thin slice of homemade carrot cake. Then I finished organizing my notes.

Now it’s time for another brief history lesson.

Earlier, I referenced a handful of disturbing incidents that have taken place in and around the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. I also promised to discuss in further detail many of the lesser-known tragedies and unexplained occurrences that have become part of the lighthouse’s checkered history. In time, I will do exactly that.

However, for the sake of simplicity, I’ll first discuss the three or four most recent and widely known stories involving the lighthouse, and in chronological order.

During my initial introduction, I mentioned the 1933 mass murder of the Collins family. What I did not delve into were the gory details. So here goes: On the night of September 4, 1933, lighthouse keeper Patrick Collins invited his brother-in-law and three other local men to the lighthouse for an evening of card playing and whiskey. This was a monthly tradition, so it didn’t prove particularly notable to Patrick’s wife, Abigail, or their two children, Delaney, age twelve, and Stephen, age eight. As often was the case, Patrick’s family spent the evening in the adjacent bedroom playing board games and reading.

One of the men whom Patrick invited that night was Joseph O’Leary, a worker from the nearby docks who happened to be a close friend of Patrick’s brother-in-law, Phillip. O’Leary was, by all accounts, a quiet man. A lifelong bachelor. He was perhaps best known in Harper’s Cove as the man who had once single-handedly foiled a bank robbery, when the would-be robber ran out of the bank and directly into O’Leary’s formidable chest. O’Leary simply wrapped the thug in a suffocating bear hug until the authorities arrived.

According to the brother-in-law and the other two surviving card players—Joshua Tempe, a bookkeeper, and Donald Garland, a fisherman—the night of September 4 was fairly typical of one of their get-togethers. Collins and Tempe both drank too much, and as the night wore on their games became sloppy, their voices slurred and loud. On the other side of the table, the brother-in-law ate too many peanuts and strips of spicy jerky, and as usual, there were harsh complaints about his equally spicy flatulence. O’Leary was his reserved, affable self throughout the evening, and if any one observation could be made regarding the man, it was agreed by the others that O’Leary had experienced a stunning run of good fortune during the latter portion of the game.

By evening’s end, a short time after midnight, the vast majority of the coins on the table were stacked in front of O’Leary, with a grumbling Donald Garland finishing a distant second. The men shrugged on their coats, bid each other good night, descended the winding staircase in a slow, staggering parade, and returned to their respective homes and beds.

All except Joseph O’Leary.

When he reached his rented flat on Westbury Avenue, O’Leary went directly to his kitchen table, where he sat for over an hour, composing the now-infamous rambling, handwritten letter explaining how earlier in the night, while taking a break from card playing to visit the bathroom, he’d experienced an unsettling—though admittedly thrilling and liberating—supernatural occurrence.

Now, in 1933, to relieve yourself in the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, you had to descend to what was commonly and albeit crudely referred to as the “shit room.” Once you found yourself in this isolated, dimly lit ground-level chamber—which I will soon be using myself, by the way, with much trepidation—you tended to do your business as quickly as possible, for it was a genuinely eerie setting and clearly not designed for one’s comfort.

It was here, inside the shit room, that O’Leary claims the ghostly specter of a beautiful young woman wearing a flowing white bed robe appeared before him—initially frightening him with her spectral whisperings before ultimately seducing him with both words and embrace.

Afterward, in a daze, O’Leary returned to his friends and the card game. His letter claimed that it felt as though he had dreamed the entire incident.

Dreamlike or not, though, once O’Leary finished composing his letter, he rose from the kitchen table, took down the heaviest hammer he could find from his workbench, returned to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, ascended the two hundred and sixty-eight steps to the living quarters—and bludgeoned each member of the Collins family to death in their beds.

When the slaughter was complete, he strolled outside onto the catwalk—perhaps to rendezvous with his ghostly lover now that the task she’d burdened him with was complete—climbed over the iron railing, and stepped off into the starless night.

O’Leary’s body was found by a local fisherman early the next morning, shattered on the rocky ground below. A short time later, the authorities arrived and a much more gruesome discovery was made inside the light-house.
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Voice recorder entry #4B

(9:41 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

It occurs to me that, in lieu of the malfunctioning camera, I should probably take a few moments to describe my surroundings, not only so that my potential listeners can form an accurate picture inside their minds, but also so I can do much of the same in the months ahead when I sit down to compose my book.

Picture, if you will, a three-story structure waiting for you at the top of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse’s long, twisting staircase. Many years ago, when the lighthouse was still in operation, the staircase first opened into what was known as the “living quarters,” a surprisingly spacious area once divided into a master bedroom, a smaller second bedroom, a sitting room, and a functioning kitchen, which included a stove and narrow dining table.

All such amenities have long since been removed from the lighthouse and now what remains is a cluttered storage area of the most disgusting nature. Mildewed cardboard boxes stuffed with crumbling books and newspapers, stacks of rotting timber and rusted metal rods, ancient, corroded gearshifts the size of automobile tires, decaying empty fuel barrels, and dust-shrouded, turn-of-the-century pieces of ruined furniture crowd almost every square foot of this level. Perhaps, most disturbing of all, is the mound of mold-streaked mannequin limbs that lay tangled together in one dark corner. What in the world they’re doing here I don’t even want to imagine. Oh, and one final note of discomfort: There are families of rats nesting here, I am quite certain.

Okay… onward and upward. Located on the next level is what was traditionally known as the “watch room” or “service room,” where fuel and other supplies were stored and where the lighthouse keeper often stood watch. This will be my home for the next three nights. While the room has been cleared of most of its clutter, it does not appear to have actually been cleaned in nearly a century. Save for the approximately ten-foot-by-ten-foot area I scrubbed earlier, the wood-beamed floor is coated in a filthy film of dust and grime and littered with rat droppings. Immense spiderwebs decorate the walls and drape the old furniture. From my current vantage point, if I look to my right in the flickering lantern light, I see a pile of overturned chairs, an old, beat-up desk, and an antique dresser that would easily be worth five figures were it in acceptable condition. Nearby, on the floor, sits my sleeping bag, knapsack, and other supplies. If I glance to my left, I find a coffee table that may actually have a sliver of life remaining within its warped surface. Behind it, on the wall, a previous Widow’s Point visitor has carved their initials—DC—into one of the support beams.

I can’t help but wonder who this DC once was: Man? Woman? Child? Were they happy here in Widow’s Point? Were they bored? Frightened?

And finally, if I gaze straight ahead, into the deep shadows stretching to the far side of the room, I glimpse the dark yawning mouth of the stair-case.

If I were to take that final stretch of now-metal stairs to the highest level of the lighthouse, I would reach the glassed-in housing of the lantern room. Encircling that is the infamous catwalk, the scene of so many unexplained and tragic occurrences. Constructed of cast iron, this elevated walkway is said to offer the grandest seaside view in all of Nova Scotia, perhaps even the entire Eastern Seaboard.

And with that tantalizing tidbit, ladies and gentlemen, your grand audio tour of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is now complete.



[image: ]
Voice recorder entry #5B

(10:59 p.m., Friday, July 7, 2017)

It’s late and I can barely keep my eyes open. I’m rather exhausted from today’s events, so I bid you all a fair good night and pleasant dreams. I pray my own slumber passes uninterrupted, as I’m planning for an early start tomorrow. Exciting times ahead.
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Voice recorder entry #6B

(4:51 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

(Mumbling)

I can’t. I don’t want to. They’re… my friends.
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Voice recorder entry #7B

(7:14 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Good morning, listeners, and what a splendid morning it is!

If I sound particularly rested and cheerful for a man who has just spent the night in a filthy, abandoned, and reputedly haunted lighthouse, it’s because indeed I am. Rested and cheerful, that is.

Trust me, folks, I’m just as surprised as you are.

My night didn’t begin in a very promising fashion. Although I tucked myself into my sleeping bag and dimmed the lantern shortly after eleven o’clock, I found myself still wide awake at half past midnight. Why? Not entirely certain. Perhaps excitement. Trepidation? Or perhaps simply the surprising coldness of the lighthouse floor, felt deep in my bones even through the padding of my overpriced sleeping bag. Even now there remains a clammy chill in the air.

I lay there all that time and listened to the lighthouse whisper its secrets and a singular thought echoed throughout my exhausted brain: What am I hoping to find here?

It’s a question I’ve been asked many times in the days leading up to this little adventure—by Ronald Parker, my literary agent, even my ex-wife, just to name a few—and never once have I been able to come up with a response ringing with any measure of authenticity.

Until last night, that is, when—during my unexpected bout of insomnia, as I curled up on the frigid floor, wondering if what I was hearing… the distant, hollow clanking of metal chains somewhere below me and the uneven scuffling of stealthy footfalls on the dusty staircase… was reality or imagination—the answer to their question occurred to me with startling clarity.

What am I hoping to find here?

Inarguable proof that the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is haunted? Incontrovertible evidence that nothing supernatural has ever dwelled within this structure, all the stories and legends nothing more than centuries-old campfire tales and superstition?

The answer that came to me is none of the above—and all of the above.

I don’t care what I find here. For once, despite the circumstances, I’m not looking for a book deal or a movie option. Nor fame or fortune.

I’m simply looking for the truth.

And with that liberating revelation on my conscience, my eyes soon slid closed and I fell into a deep and peaceful slumber.
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Voice recorder entry #8B

(7:27 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

There are a half-dozen self-published books and a number of websites and online message boards devoted to the grim history of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. In 2001, a student filmmaker from Boston College spent almost nine months creating an in-depth documentary focusing on the various tragedies surrounding this infamous landmark. The ninety-minute film, The Curse of Widow’s Point, premiered at the Toronto After Dark Film Festival and won several awards. You can still watch it today on DVD and several streaming channels.

However, only a handful of these resources have attempted to explore the origin of the Widow’s Point curse. Francis Dobbs, in his seminal volume, The Devil’s Den, claims that the original owner of the lighthouse, Franklin Washburn II, was a man of unscrupulous business practices and even more corrupt personal integrity. It was rumored that Washburn was responsible for the premeditated murder of his own brother while just a teenager laboring on his father’s fishing fleet, as well as the deaths of several unfortunate business associates during his later years. Washburn was also a well-known womanizer, unrepentant gambler, and a violent drunk. Dobbs goes so far as to speculate that it was from Washburn’s dark heart that the curse was born.

Wilma Forsyth, acclaimed historian and Harper’s Cove’s first librarian, respectfully disagreed with this assertion. She claimed the stones themselves that made up the Widow’s Point Lighthouse were responsible for its bad fortune. The enormous slabs of granite were taken from a nearby quarry owned by Gerald McClernan. He and his wife, Mildred, were respected members of their church and prominent business owners. Mildred operated one of the two original bakeries in Harper’s Cove.

What the townspeople didn’t discover until many years later, though, is that the McClernans were sexual deviants of the worst kind, with a penchant for drugging and imprisoning many of the young, scared runaways they encountered at the docks. When they were finally caught, which was more a stroke of good luck than any semblance of a credible police investigation, the McClernans had a fourteen-year-old girl chained to the wall in their basement. She’d been repeatedly raped and tortured. Strange symbols had been burned into the flesh on her neck, back, and torso. Hidden beneath a loose plank in the McClernans’ bedroom floor was a mason jar filled with hundreds of bloodstained teeth. Investigators determined that most of them had come from children.

Ms. Forsyth, a devout Protestant, believed with unwavering conviction that the evil found within the McClernan household was transferred to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse along with the stones from their quarry. It all makes for a harrowing story, but not exactly a provable theory.

Perhaps the most popular claim comes from longtime Nova Scotia resident and noted Indigenous historian Walter Logan. He believed that the tract of land known as Widow’s Point was originally part of a sacred burial ground guarded by one of the Mi’kmaq Nation’s “protection prayers,” designed to ensure that the deceased would not be disturbed on their “walk to the spirit world.” If the spirits were interrupted and not allowed to rest, legend has it that they wouldn’t be able to find their way and would henceforth roam the land forever.

I’ve written extensive notes involving these three theories and several others, which I’ll discuss later on. As for my own thoughts regarding the origin of the Widow’s Point curse, I can only say this: Time will tell.
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Voice recorder entry #9B

(8:39 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Still no luck with the camera, I’m afraid. I fiddled with the settings for the better part of an hour with no success. Which comes as little surprise—I’ve long considered myself a technological dinosaur. Now that I’ve completed my morning exercises and taken a bit of breakfast, I’m thinking it’s time for another history lesson.

As already noted in my opening segment—and sorry, I’ll try not to repeat myself too much—Hollywood came calling to the town of Harper’s Cove in September 1985. More specifically, Hollywood came here to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

Although town officials and a handful of local merchants were enthusiastic about the financial rewards Harper’s Cove stood to reap from the production, the vast majority of the townspeople expressed extreme unease—and occasionally even anger—after they learned that the planned subject matter of the film would so closely parallel the lighthouse’s own unfortunate history. It’s one thing to rent out the lighthouse for a motion picture production, but a horror film? And a ghost story at that? It felt morally wrong to many longtime residents. More than that, it felt dangerous. Like poking a slumbering bear. A handful of women from the Harper’s Cove Library Association actually gathered and picketed outside the movie set, but they soon gave up after a week of unseasonably harsh weather drove them back inside.

Hang on, I need to refer to my notes for this next part.

(Shuffling of papers)

Okay… here it is. Rosemary’s Spirit was budgeted at just over eight million dollars. The film starred Garrett Utley and Britney Longshire, both coming off modest hits for United Artists’ studio. Popular daytime television actress Lydia Pearl appeared in a supporting role and, by many accounts, stole the movie with her inspired and daring performance.

The director, Henry Rothchild, was quoted as saying, “Lydia was such a lovely young woman and she turned in the performance of a lifetime. She showed up on set every day full of energy and wonderfully prepared, and I have no doubt that she would have gone on to amazing things. What happened is unimaginable and tragic.”

Executive producer Douglas Sharretts, of Gunsmoke fame, added: “There were no signs of distress. I had breakfast with Lydia the day it happened. We sat outside in the sun and watched the fishing boats on the water. She was enchanted. She loved it here. She was excited to shoot her final scenes later that evening. And feeling good that she and Roger would work out their issues and be married. I’m telling you there were no signs. No warning. Nothing.”

The rest of the cast and crew are on record with similar statements regarding Miss Pearl and the events on the night of November 3, 1985. Lydia was, by all accounts, in fine spirits, well liked, and respected, and her death came as a shock to everyone involved in the film’s production.

However, there was one dissenting voice—that from Carlos Pena, Rosemary’s Spirit’s renowned director of photography. At the time of Lydia Pearl’s death, Pena was one of the only members of the crew who refused to comment on the record. Most people attributed this to his reticent nature. Pena was that rare individual in Hollywood: a modest and private man in a very public business.

Fifteen years later, dying of lung cancer at his home in Mexico, it was a different story. He told a Vanity Fair reporter the following: “I’ve worked on over a hundred films and I’ve never witnessed anything like it. It haunts me to this day.

“The crew was outside on lunch break and I thought I was alone. I was going over the next scene, pacing out camera shots and thinking about changing the angle on camera number two, when I heard someone whispering from the level below me. I figured it was just one of the actors running their lines. After a few minutes, the whispering grew in volume and intensity, to the point where I couldn’t concentrate any longer, so I went to investigate.

“Some of the crew had constructed a makeshift break room on the next floor down. It was cramped quarters but there was enough room for a small refrigerator, a cot, and a couple of chairs.

“I was surprised to find the room in total darkness when I reached the end of the stairway. The lights had been on not ten minutes earlier when I’d passed by on my way to set. I assumed once the person heard me approaching, they’d stop rehearsing, but they didn’t. The whispering continued, unabated. It was a woman’s voice, and I could now make out the words she was saying. Whoever this was, hidden in the darkness, she wasn’t running lines; she was having a bizarre conversation—with herself.

“I reached out and turned on the light—and there was Lydia Pearl, standing in the corner facing the wall, still whispering to herself as if I wasn’t even there.

“I called out to her: ‘Lydia? I’m sorry to interrupt.’

“She didn’t say anything so I walked closer. ‘Is everything okay?’

“No response. Just that frenzied whispering, as though she were arguing with herself.

“Once I was close enough, being very careful not to startle her, I called out her name again and reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder—

“—and she immediately spun around, a rattlesnake-quick hand lunging out to claw at my eyes. I backpedaled as fast as I could, fists raised in front of me, and—God forgive me, woman or not, job or not—I was ready to use them.

“Her face is what I remember most. I still see it sometimes in my dreams. It was… twisted with rage. Spittle hanging from her lips. Teeth bared. Hissing. Her eyes were impossibly large, unlike anything I’d ever seen outside of a movie set. But these were no special effects—they were real. The woman was feral… burning with unimaginable hatred.

“And then, just as quickly as it’d all begun, it was over. If I wasn’t standing right there, I wouldn’t have believed it. Her face relaxed, her arms dropped to her sides, and she drew back, blinking, like she was waking up from a dream. She saw me standing there in front of her and burst into tears, sobbing: ‘I’m sorry… I’m so sorry.’ And then before I could say anything, she ran from the room, brushing up against me. I remember her skin being ice-cold…

“Later that evening, when I heard about the suicide, I hate to say it, but I wasn’t surprised. Sad, yes, of course, but not surprised. Something very bad had gotten inside that woman.

“I’ve never spoken of this before… and I never will again.”

According to William Marshall, longtime reporter from Vanity Fair, Carlos Pena had grasped his rosary in his hands and crossed himself numerous times while recounting this unsettling story. Six weeks later, he was dead from the cancer.
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Voice recorder entry #10B

(10:06 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Well, as fortune would have it, I now know who carved DC on the support beam in the living quarters. I was poking around downstairs in a stack of old newspapers and shipping logs, seeing if there might be anything of interest relating to Widow’s Point’s history, and I stumbled upon an old diary, of all things.

It’s of scuffed brown leather and spotted with mold, but unlike most everything else in that immense pile of detritus, it’s in fairly readable condition. Scrawled on the inside cover in faded but legible ink is the name Delaney Collins. Believe it or not, that would be the twelve-year-old daughter of the ill-fated Collins family. Quite a historical find, and I’m shocked no one discovered it earlier.

Inside the diary, there are pages of doodles and drawings—very few of which demonstrate promise of a burgeoning career in illustration—as well as a number of journal entries written in surprisingly neat script. The initial entry is short and rather sweet:


February 7

My name is Delaney. I am 12 years old and I live in a lighthouse in Harper’s Cove, Nova Scotia, with my mother and father and brother, Stephen. My family moved here almost a year ago. I really love it here. I can see the ocean and the trees and sometimes it feels like I can see forever from up this high. The only thing I don’t like is all the stairs. Momma says it won’t be so bad when I’m older and my legs are longer, but I’m not so sure about that.
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Voice recorder entry #11B

(11:24 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Hello again. I’ve spent the past hour or so scribbling notes and skimming through Delaney’s diary. As is to be expected when the author is a twelve-year-old living in such close quarters with her family, many of the entries are limited to sophomoric ruminations and juvenile complaints. Case in point:


February 24

Stephen is such a brat. He’s smelly and selfish and mean but he never gets in trouble. It’s always my fault. Especially where Father is concerned. I know he wishes I was a boy too. Sometimes, I wish I was an only child.



And yet another work of poetic grace:


April 9

Justin Appleby is such a dope. First he tells me he thinks I’m pretty and he likes me. Then he tells his friends that I won’t leave him alone and he hates me. He won’t dare say it to my face. If he does he’ll get a punch right in the nose.



Indeed, the innocence of youth, ladies and gentlemen. I don’t imagine I will find much of note in this journal, but it’s a rather extraordinary discovery, nonetheless.

Lunch soon and then another history lesson, this one even more scandalous than the last.



[image: ]
Voice recorder entry #12B

(11:49 a.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Just now, as I was sitting down to enjoy a sandwich, I thought I heard the echo of footsteps coming from downstairs in the living quarters. I descended to investigate but found nothing out of the ordinary. No footprints in the dust. No glimpse of a spectral presence. I’m fairly convinced it wasn’t my imagination, but if that is truly the case, then what exactly did I hear? The Widow’s Point Lighthouse, all these years later, still settling into the rocky earth below? The harsh Atlantic wind searching for entry? Hungry rats scavenging for food? Restless spirits?
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Voice recorder entry #13B

(12:17 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

I’ve written nearly a dozen book-length studies of the supernatural and unexplained. I’ve traveled the world in pursuit of real-life answers to these eternal mysteries. And yet I’m honestly not sure what to make of this.

I was sitting here in the light of the window finishing up my notes when I decided some fresh air might serve me well. I left my notebook open on this old warhorse of a desk I’ve commandeered and went outside onto the catwalk for perhaps fifteen minutes. Twenty at the most. When I returned, I discovered… and I know this is going to sound crazy… that somehow, in my absence, the notebook had been turned to the next page, which should have been blank. Instead, there are now three words printed there in careful block, capital letters:


WE ARE HERE



To hell with the spook-show clichés, folks, I have legit goose bumps crawling up my arms. My spine is actually tingling, which I didn’t think was at all possible. I have no rational explanation for what I’ve just experienced. I only wish the video camera was functioning so I could make a proper record of it.
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Voice recorder entry #14B

(1:01 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Okay, now that my head has stopped spinning long enough for me to reorganize my thoughts, it’s time to get back to work. So let’s start with another story from the lighthouse’s illustrious past.

Not even a year after the much-publicized and controversial death of Hollywood starlet Lydia Pearl, the Widow’s Point Lighthouse was once again thrust into the spotlight when the nine-year-old twin daughters of real estate tycoon Harlan Ellington disappeared. This was on the afternoon of July 7, 1986.

Ellington and his family—wife, Lorraine, beautiful, poised, very old money, and daughters, Katrina and Danielle, every bit as striking as their mother—were spending the summer in Harper’s Cove to be closer to Ellington’s brother, Johnathan, in nearby Cambridge. Johnathan had recently lost his wife due to breast cancer and was in a particularly fragile state of mind. This arrangement also allowed Harlan Ellington to investigate numerous potential real estate properties, including the long-abandoned Rocky Point Golf Course and the acreage of cleared land upon which the Widow’s Point Lighthouse was situated.

Rumor had it that Harlan Ellington was putting tremendous pressure on the Parker family to sell it so he could develop the land as an exclusive gated community with the finest seaside views in all of Nova Scotia. Rumor also had it that a representative of the Parker family had repeatedly told Harlan Ellington to go fuck himself.

Despite the Parkers’ belligerent refusals to entertain even the most lucrative of offers, most Harper’s Cove locals were extremely welcoming to the Ellington family. Many insisted this was simply good old Nova Scotia hospitality at work, while the more pessimistic among them claimed that their fellow townspeople had simply caught a whiff of out-of-town money. Lorraine Ellington was widely known as a big spender in the downtown shops and boutiques, and Harlan was praised as a generous tipper in the many pubs and restaurants.

On the day of the twins’ disappearance, Harlan and his wife met with Steven and Jennifer Kepnes, sibling hotel owners from nearby Reston. The four of them sat down for a lengthy and lavish lunch spread in downtown Harper’s Cove, and then took a long stroll together in nearby Grant Park. By all accounts, it was a lovely and productive afternoon.

Or so they thought.

What the Ellingtons didn’t realize was that at roughly the same time dessert was being served, their babysitter, local girl Sheri Delmonico (still hungover from celebrating her nineteenth birthday the night before), was falling asleep on the antique sofa in the rented house on Tupelo Lane, leaving the twins unsupervised.

When the Ellingtons returned to Tupelo Lane later that afternoon, they found their now-frantic babysitter circling the house on foot and calling out the girls’ names. While Lorraine scolded the sobbing nanny for her blatant irresponsibility, Harlan quickly did his own search of the house. Having no luck, he canvassed outside in the yard and finally poked his head inside the open garage, which was when he noticed that the girls’ bicycles were missing.

Feeling a misguided sense of relief, he told his wife and the nanny to remain outside in case the girls returned before he did, and then he got back in his car and drove off to look for them.

Harlan Ellington had originally chosen the rental house for two reasons: It was fully furnished in a casual yet trendy style his family was accustomed to, and Tupelo Lane was just a mile and a half from the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. He immediately steered in the direction of the lighthouse with the hope of eliminating it as the girls’ destination. He shuddered as he drove, picturing the sheer cliffs and jagged rocks awaiting below.

His heart sank when he reached the end of the loose gravel service road and spotted the pair of bicycles lying on their sides in the grassy field between the lighthouse and the cliffs.

Ellington slammed on the brakes and sprinted from his vehicle, calling out for the girls. When there was no answer, he immediately went to the lighthouse and checked the old wooden door. It was locked tight, and there was a large NO TRESPASSING sign posted. Then, with his heart feeling like it would rip right out of his chest (as he later recounted to Lorraine), he carefully approached the edge of the cliff and peered over. Holding his breath, he scanned the shoreline, mesmerized by the crashing waves. Finally, he backed away, whispering a prayer of thanks that he hadn’t spotted his daughters’ ravaged bodies bobbing in the surf. Then he lit out to search the surrounding woods.

According to the police report, a short time later, exhausted and drenched in sweat, Ellington returned to his car and sped home to call the authorities.

While a pair of stone-faced detectives interviewed Mr. and Mrs. Ellington and the still-sobbing babysitter back at the house, more than a dozen officers searched the interior of the lighthouse—with begrudging permission from the Parker family—as well as the nearby grounds. The investigation, which by then had extended to the waters of Harper’s Cove, continued for the remainder of the day and throughout the night, but the police failed to turn up a single clue as to what had happened.

The next morning, the twins’ disappearance was the lead story on both local news channels as well as counter talk in every restaurant and diner in town. The whispers started immediately. The curse was back. Widow’s Point had stolen two more lives.

By midafternoon, missing posters featuring the girls’ smiling faces had gone up on light posts and storefront windows. Scores of townspeople joined in on the search.

One such local, thirty-six-year-old Bethany Deerfield, interviewed by a particularly ambitious Channel Two reporter while trudging through the woods, said, “We have to find them. They were always so polite and cheerful when they came into my shop. Always laughing and singing. My goodness, they had such beautiful voices.”

But Katrina and Danielle Ellington were never found.

While the police went to great lengths to make it clear that the investigation was still ongoing and they were currently in the midst of interviewing several persons of interest, the physical search was called off after four days. Harper’s Cove wasn’t that big of a town and there were only so many places to be scoured.

Undeterred and desperate, Harlan and Lorraine Ellington hired an out-of-town private detective to continue the hunt, but he, too, gave up after a number of weeks, unable to justify taking any more money from the bereaved parents.

The girls were just… gone.

In the days that followed, townspeople reported seeing Harlan Ellington roaming the woods and fields around Widow’s Point. One particular night, police responded to a trespassing call only to find him reeking of alcohol and trying to break into the lighthouse’s massive front door with a rusty crowbar. It was said both of his hands were blistered and bleeding, and he was in tears. “I can hear them inside,” he slurred. “I can hear my girls singing.” The responding officers felt pity for him. They shared a thermos of coffee from their patrol car with Ellington and then drove him home, releasing him to the custody of his wife.

A week later, the Ellingtons left Harper’s Cove for good and moved back to their estate in Bangor, Maine. Harlan’s brother, Johnathan, whose tenuous psyche had prevented him from being much help in the search for the girls, soon after boarded a plane for England, where he found a fresh start working for a prestigious publisher.

As the months passed, according to several close friends of the family, Harlan Ellington often complained to his wife of nightmares involving the lighthouse. He claimed that, in his dreams, the girls were still alive, trapped inside and struggling to break free. Lorraine Ellington experienced similar nightmares, but she never once admitted this to her husband. She knew he was suffering enough. When Harlan was killed three years later in a car accident, Lorraine moved to South Carolina to live with her only sister, Mona Tipton, where the two widows spent the remainder of their years in peaceful seclusion.
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Voice recorder entry #15B

(1:36 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Of all the distressing stories and legends involving the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, the disappearance of the Ellington twins troubles me the most. Yes, more than the murders and the suicides and the terrible accidents. Two beautiful, innocent young girls, just nine years old, their entire lives stretched out ahead of them, vanishing without a trace. What happened to them? Where did they go? How is it possible that not a single clue was left behind? It’s almost too much to bear.

I’m astonished to find that I’m famished. After discovering the message in my notebook, my stomach was a roiling mess. But I know I need to keep my strength up. I promise to return shortly with another tale after lunch.
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Voice recorder entry #16B

(2:07 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

My God was I ever wrong about the diary. Listen to this:


May 11

If I see her again I’m telling Momma. I know what she’ll say. There is no such thing as ghosts, Delaney Jane Collins. But I don’t care. I have to tell someone. I don’t want to go to sleep. I’m scared.



And this:


May 13

I saw her again last night in the corner of the bedroom. The lady in the white nightdress. This time she was squirming around on the floor and her mouth was open like she was screaming but nothing was coming out. She was on her back and kept grabbing at her throat like she was choking on something. After flopping around like that for a while she stopped and went still. This time I was brave and didn’t hide my face under the covers and I saw her disappear. One minute she was there and the next minute she was gone. I’m telling Momma after school today.



And finally this:


May 14

I was right. I told Momma everything. About how my bedroom gets so cold before it happens and how sometimes I can see my breath. I told her about the lady in white and what happens to her on the floor. I even told her how I watched her disappear the other night. None of it mattered. All I got was: You’re too old to be having nightmares, Delaney Jane. It’s just your imagination, Delaney Jane. No more Legend of Sleepy Hollow for you. Why hasn’t your brother seen her too since he sleeps in the same room?

I should have known better.



I’m nearly speechless. A miracle, I know. The historical value of this journal cannot be understated. I still can’t believe it was just sitting there after all these years. Almost as though it was waiting for me.
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Voice recorder entry #17B

(2:21 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Despite the tragic and mysterious disappearance of the Ellington twins in 1986, the Widow’s Point Lighthouse—save for a handful of additional NO TRESPASSING signs set about the perimeter—remained unguarded and largely accessible to the general public. It wasn’t until almost two years later, in late summer 1988, that a ten-foot-tall security fence was erected and the local authorities began regular patrols.

Here’s why:

In spring of 1988, fifteen-year-old Michael Risley had just finished his freshman year at Harper’s Cove High School. Michael wasn’t considered particularly popular or unpopular. In fact, he wasn’t considered much at all. Even in a school as small as the one here in Harper’s Cove, he was largely invisible.

Because of this, no one knew of his fascination—his outright obsession—with the occult and the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. No one knew that he’d spent countless hours at the library doing research and down at the docks talking to the old-timers about turn-of-the-century legends regarding devil worship taking place in the woods surrounding the lighthouse.

And, because of this, no one knew that Michael Risley had spent much of his freshman year experimenting with his own satanic rituals in those same woods, sacrificing dozens of small animals, and on several occasions even going so far as to drink their blood. It wasn’t until later, when police discovered a spiral notebook hidden away in a shoebox at the bottom of Risley’s closet, that the boy’s burgeoning obsession was fully revealed.

By the time July rolled around, Michael was ready to move on from small animals. On the night of a Thursday full moon, he snuck out of his house after bedtime, leaving a note for his parents on the foyer table, and met two younger kids—fourteen-year-old Tabitha Froehling and thirteen-year-old Benjamin Lawrence—at the end of his street. Earlier in the day, Michael had promised them beer and cigarettes and dared them to accompany him to the old lighthouse at midnight. Every small town has a haunted house, and for the children of Harper’s Cove it had always been—and always would be—the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

Even now it’s easy to imagine the three of them walking side by side down the middle of First Street, their elongated shadows from the bright moonlight trailing behind them. They walked slowly, silently, backpacks slung across their shoulders. If one of their neighbors had peeked out a window at that moment, they would have glimpsed what appeared to be an idyllic scene, brimming with youthful innocence and adventure.

But the reality of the situation couldn’t have been any further from the truth.

Early the next morning, Michael Risley’s mother read the note her son had left behind. She managed to call out to her husband before collapsing to her knees in hysterics on the hardwood floor. A frantic Mr. Risley bounded down the stairs, guided his wife to the living room sofa, read the note grasped in her hand, and immediately called 911.

The police found Michael and the other two children exactly where the note had warned they would be. A break in the thick forest formed a natural circular clearing. A firepit ringed in small stones was still smoldering at its center. Tabitha and Benjamin lay sprawled on their backs not far from the fire. Strange symbols, matching those adorning many nearby trees, had been carved into their foreheads. Both of their throats had been slashed and their chests sliced open. Their hearts were missing. Deep, ragged bite marks covered their exposed legs.

Michael was discovered several hundred yards away—at the base of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse—naked and incoherent. The officer in charge claimed in his written report that it was “like looking at the devil himself.” Michael had used the other children’s blood to paint every inch of his body red. Then, he had consumed portions of both their hearts.

According to the note he’d left behind, Michael believed that once this final ritual was complete, he would be “taken in by the Dark Lord and spirited away to a better place for eternity.”

Instead, at some point during the long and bloody night, Michael Risley’s sanity had snapped, and the only place he was spirited away to was the psychiatric hospital in nearby Coffman’s Corner.

A week later, the security fence was in place.



[image: ]
Voice recorder entry #18B

(3:19 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

On a whim, I took the video camera out onto the catwalk a short time ago and gave it another try. It’s a gorgeous July afternoon, the sun high in a cloudless sky, the ocean, unusually calm for this time of year, sparkling like a crush of fine emeralds scattered across a tabletop. I spotted a pair of cruise ships steaming south on the horizon. Later, a parade of fishing vessels hauling the day’s catch will journey past on their way back to port.

I filmed the entirety of this spectacle and tested the footage when I returned below. Alas, the screen remained completely blank.
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Voice recorder entry #19B

(3:45 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

I must say the diary of young Delaney Collins continues to prove most captivating.


June 2

Nobody else sees it. Nobody else feels it. Something isn’t right about this place. Sometimes I smell something bad. Like something’s rotten or dead and then all of a sudden it’s just gone. Sometimes I see things from the corner of my eye, like shadows that move when they shouldn’t. Sometimes I feel like someone is watching me. Or even touching me. This morning after breakfast I came into the bedroom to get my book and when I turned around I saw the rocking chair in the corner moving all by itself. It felt like I couldn’t breathe. I stood there and watched it rock back and forth and then Stephen came running into the room for his boots and all of a sudden the chair stopped moving. It’s like I’m the only one it lets see and feel it.
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Voice recorder entry #20B

(3:58 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Perhaps it’s the diary affecting my subconscious, but twice now in the past hour I’m almost certain I’ve witnessed inanimate objects moving all on their own. First, it was my toothbrush, and then my flashlight. Both instances just lightning-quick glimpses in my peripheral vision.

But between these recent occurrences and the earlier message scrawled in my notebook, I now feel confident stating for the record: I am not alone.
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Voice recorder entry #21B

(4:06 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

One more quick story and then I’m heading downstairs for additional supplies.

The years that followed Michael Risley’s grisly encounter with the Widow’s Point Lighthouse were relatively peaceful and uneventful. This would be through the nineties up until the late aughts. There were, of course, the occasional incidents—usually during the summer when kids were off from school or around October as Halloween approached. These mostly involved your typical rebellious teenagers infiltrating the fence under the influence of either alcohol or testosterone—or a foolhardy combination of both.

In one memorable instance, the sixteen-year-old son of a prominent Harper’s Cove business owner was hauled in and locked up overnight after he was caught spray-painting a series of large phalluses on the stone exterior of the lighthouse. The next morning, the hungover teenager was released to the custody of his red-faced father and given a forty-eight-hour deadline to scrub the lighthouse clean. Even today, if you look closely, you can still see remnants of faded green paint on some of the stones.

But aside from these scattered and mostly innocent trespasses, Widow’s Point remained largely undisturbed, its spectral presence lying dormant.

Until the spring of 2007, that is, almost two decades after the shocking murders of Tabitha Froehling and Benjamin Lawrence.

Remember earlier, out on the bluff overlooking the ocean, when I declared that no one else had stepped foot inside the lighthouse in nearly thirty years? Well, that was a bit of an exaggeration on my part. Poetic license, if you will. Still, so far as I know, there’s been only one exception to that statement, and here it is:

In 2007, Clifford McGee was a third-year student at the prestigious liberal arts school Colby College in Waterville, Maine. He was, according to the testimony of many of his classmates and professors, a disciplined and devoted pupil. He was well liked by his peers and often the first person they turned to for advice or tutoring. McGee was also captain of the Colby rugby team, and while he certainly held a variety of other interests, photography was his primary passion.

During that fall semester, McGee had begun to assemble a portfolio of photos focusing on abandoned structures, with the intent of capturing “the sensations of loneliness and desperation within a still photograph”—that’s a direct quote from his photography professor, Gabriel Green.

“Cliff was an extraordinary student,” Green said. “He scoured some of Maine’s most depressed regions in an attempt to fulfill his goal, but he was always left wanting more. He told me one afternoon that he was on a quest to capture the impossible. That mission statement neatly sums up Clifford McGee. He was an explorer at heart.”

On November 17, 2007, a chilly Saturday morning, Clifford McGee’s two roommates, Aidan McCleary and Derek Muse, woke up early and were surprised to find him already gone. McGee was a notorious night owl and late sleeper. His camera equipment was missing from his desk, as was his Subaru hatchback from the student parking lot.

Upon discovering his empty parking spot on their way to the cafeteria, McCleary immediately texted McGee: Hey man where the hell are you?

His response ninety minutes later: Left 4 wknd, photo proj, think I found what I need

That was the last time either of them ever heard from him.

The next morning, Kenny Penrod, a veteran Harper’s Cove fisherman, phoned the police to report an unusual sighting. While steaming north along the coast, he happened to glance at the Widow’s Point Lighthouse and spotted what looked like a solitary figure standing outside on the catwalk. “I grabbed my binoculars and took a closer look,” Penrod told the officer who answered the call. “It was hard to see with the rain and the mist, but I was eventually able to zero in on him. Standing there real still, almost like a goddamn scarecrow or something.”

Local law enforcement were no strangers to reports such as this. Even with the security fence in place, phone calls regarding strange sightings and occurrences at the lighthouse—from pranksters and frightened townspeople alike—still trickled in. Despite what usually turned out to be false alarms, the police dutifully checked out every single one of these reports. Most of the officers were simply doing their nine-to-fives, while a handful of others were mildly curious after residing here all of their lives. Of course, there were also those in the department who wholeheartedly believed in the stories and legends, and felt a very real responsibility to help keep whatever spirits that lurked within the lighthouse at bay.

Richard Mellon, the officer who responded to Kenny Penrod’s call, fell into the latter category. Mellon was a third-generation Harper’s Cove cop who’d heard all the stories—often enough so that they were committed to memory—and he was a true believer.

According to Officer Mellon, he arrived at the Widow’s Point Lighthouse at 11:27 a.m. and found a late-model tan Subaru with Maine license plates parked just outside the security fence. He called it in to the station and asked them to run the tag. Then, he exited his patrol car, and once he’d determined that no one was hiding inside the Subaru, he proceeded to search the fence line. After only a few minutes, he located a lower section of chain-link fence that had been breached with wire cutters. He radioed the station again, explaining the situation and requesting backup, and notified them that he was going to enter the lighthouse grounds.

Officer Mellon crawled through the hole in the fence, muddying his uniform pants and ripping the sleeve of his shirt on one of the jagged edges. He got to his feet and walked toward the lighthouse, calling out as he did.

There was no response.

He circled around to the front of the lighthouse, stopped and looked up, using his hands to shield his eyes from the falling rain. But it was coming down too hard and he couldn’t get a good look at the catwalk high above.

He called out again.

Nothing.

That’s when he noticed the door to the lighthouse standing ajar. Officer Mellon called out a third time, and when no one answered, he slowly approached, his hand now resting on his sidearm.

Mellon carefully examined the door, surprised to find no signs of damage or tampering, and proceeded inside.

He later admitted that while he was indeed nervous to enter the lighthouse, he was also buzzing with excitement and adrenaline. He couldn’t believe that after all these years he was finally getting a chance to explore Widow’s Point firsthand. His brothers were going to turn green with envy.

Once inside, he switched on his flashlight. After checking out the lower floor, he made his way up the spiral staircase. Halfway to the top, he thought he heard something—a rustling sound—so he pulled his service revolver and continued, albeit at a slower pace.

Upon reaching the upper levels, he completed a thorough search, and then reholstered his weapon. He claimed in his report, “It was as if no one had been inside the place for years. There was dust everywhere, but none of it was disturbed. I couldn’t find a trace of anyone. At that point, I figured it was just another prank call…”

So he wasn’t expecting what he encountered a couple of minutes later when he pulled open the lantern room’s narrow glass door and stepped outside onto the catwalk.

He actually heard Clifford McGee before he saw him.

Click click click

Shrouded in fog, the young student was standing ramrod straight on the metal walkway, his cheeks burned red from the previous day’s wind and sun, drenched now, his hair plastered against his face, staring out at the ocean just as Kenny Penrod had described. Even as Officer Mellon made his approach, McGee remained perfectly, eerily still—except for his right pointer finger, which obsessively triggered the Nikon camera held up to his eye.

Click click click

Click click click

Click click click

Twice, Officer Mellon called out to him, and twice McGee ignored him. Finally, the policeman eased closer and reached for the camera.

Click click click

The moment his fingers grazed the Nikon, McGee let out a guttural roar. Clutching the camera protectively to his chest, he spun around and began clawing at Officer Mellon’s eyes with his free hand.

Mellon, in his written report, claimed there was no question in his mind that Clifford McGee would have killed him if he hadn’t subdued the student with the butt of his sidearm.

Once McGee was securely handcuffed, he was escorted downstairs and locked in the back seat of a patrol car. Not that it mattered. He clearly posed no further threat. His eyes may have been open, but his mind had completely shut down. The prized student photographer was catatonic.

Three days later, thirty miles away, on the second floor of Cambridge Hospital, surrounded by family and under police guard, Clifford McGee remained unresponsive.

In the meantime, detectives had examined McGee’s Nikon and found the 64GB memory card completely full. A total of over ten thousand photographs.

The initial shots were of the exterior of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, taken from various angles and viewpoints and with a wide range of lenses. After that came a selection of images from the lighthouse’s interior: haunting shots of the spiraling staircase, close-ups and portraits of the ancient stone walls, mesmerizing photos of dust motes dancing in beams of sunlight. All capturing a remote sense of despair and decay.

That’s when things got strange.

The next batch of photos appeared to present a series of shots of the Atlantic Ocean and distant horizon. Hundreds, one after the other, all similar in style and scope. Only when a fishing boat entered frame from the right side and slowly worked its way across the next group of images did it become apparent that Clifford McGee had taken the exact same photograph over and over.

When the sky in the photos slowly faded to dusk, then to nighttime dark, then gradually brightened again to burgeoning rain-streaked dawn, the detectives realized the extent of McGee’s obsession: He had stood on that catwalk and taken the same photograph for a period of almost twenty-four hours, only stopping when Officer Richard Mellon had arrived at the lighthouse and interrupted him.

Almost as if Clifford McGee had spotted something lurking out there in the distant waters that no one else could see. Something that he couldn’t turn away from. No matter the cost.

Two weeks later, the Parker family hired a local work crew to reinforce the security fence and add coils of razor-sharp barbed wire.
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Voice recorder entry #22B

(4:56 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

You’ll have to excuse my labored breathing, as you are now so kindly accompanying me to the bottom of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse to retrieve additional water supplies, traversing the same spiral staircase once climbed by possessed killer and famous actress alike.

I feel history here with every step I take. The atmosphere akin to enjoying a leisurely stroll at dusk through the hallowed hills of Gettysburg, another haunted region where history and death lock arms and dance for all to see. A spectacle of names and dates and times flittering through your mind, while you construct a facade of mournful respect, all while secretly wishing to have borne witness to the ancient slaughter. A macabre thought, certainly, but also an undeniable truth for many. Interstate rubberneckers don’t clog lanes of traffic due to frivolous curiosity; rather, they can’t help themselves, hoping to witness that splash of scarlet on the roadside or a glimpse of mangled flesh. After all, the scores of spectators that once crowded the ancient coliseums sure as hell didn’t come for the popcorn.

Navigating these endless stairs, I must admit I feel a closer kinship with Lydia Pearl and Joseph O’Leary than I ever have with fallen soldiers of the Civil War. Why is that the case? Perhaps it’s simply the nature of time and urban legend… or perhaps it’s the very nature of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

Ghosts surround me here.
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Voice recorder entry #23B

(5:14 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

I’ve just tested several bottles of water from the cooler and discovered something rather alarming. The water has a salty tang to it. Subtle but present, nonetheless. The bottles were brand-new, purchased from a Portland grocery store just yesterday afternoon, and the water I consumed last night and earlier today had no such issue. Maybe I’m a victim of my own overblown imagination… or maybe it’s an unexpected effect of the salty air here on the Nova Scotia coast. Regardless, I can’t help but wonder, and I also can’t help but tell you all about it. After all, my own voice is—and always has been (chuckles)—my greatest companion.
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Voice recorder entry #24B

(5:32 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Ninety-one, ninety-two, ninety-three…
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Voice recorder entry #25B

(5:54 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

(Labored breathing)

My God am I winded. And thirsty. I thought the journey down these twisting stairs seemed endless, but the voyage back up feels like forever and a half, as my late mother was wont to say. I tried counting the two hundred and sixty-eight steps, as I did during my initial summit yesterday, but kept jumbling the numbers. I swear to you I must have climbed over five hundred stairs by now.

To add to this disorienting sense of displacement, I can hear, unmistakably, the rumblings of a storm approaching. Which is quite odd, as the skies were crystal clear a short time earlier, and not even a hint of precipitation was predicted. Trust me, I was meticulous about checking the local weather forecast in the days leading up to this adventure. Each and every online report called for clear days and pleasant nights. Oh well, no matter. A good storm will only add to the atmosphere.
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Voice recorder entry #26B

(6:04 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Many of the historical volumes I’ve studied about the Widow’s Point Lighthouse discuss the frequent storms that favor this particular section of coastline. More than one author claims that during the most violent of these storms, you can actually feel the lighthouse trembling upon its foundation. Initially, I chalked this observation up to showmanship and hyperbole, but boy was I ever mistaken.

When I finally reached the lantern room after what felt like an eternity of climbing, I can’t begin to tell you how stunned I was at the vision that greeted me outside. Heavy rain lashed the floor-to-ceiling windows. The once-crystal-clear skies boiled with fast-moving, dark, roiling clouds. Jagged shards of lightning stabbed the horizon while legions of angry whitecaps marched across the churning sea. The wind all around me howled like a runaway freight train, rattling the lantern room windows in their frames. I could feel in the very bones of the lighthouse the surging waves crashing onto the rocky shore below.

My heart pounding in my chest, I could do little else but stand there, staring in awe—and yes, I admit, I finally felt an icy shiver of encroaching fear… as well as the chilling notion that perhaps I’d made a colossal blunder by coming here. I have never before witnessed the sky or sea in such a turbulent state.
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Voice recorder entry #27B

(6:22 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

The June 17 entry from the Collins diary is equal parts fascinating and troubling—the perfect accompaniment for a stormy night. Listen for yourself:


I snuck down to the beach during this morning’s low tide. I know I shouldn’t have. Father has warned me that it’s dangerous and Momma has made me promise over and over to never go down there without her or Father but I was angry and bored and wanted to be alone. Stupid boys! It took me longer than I thought it would to walk through the woods and down the cut-away onto the beach. For a while, I was even convinced that I had gotten lost. By the time I got to the base of the cliff, I was covered in dirt and sand and sweating like crazy. And my elbow was bleeding from where I scraped it on a rock. But it was all worth it. The waves were so big and so so loud up close. I could feel the spray on my face and arms. It felt good. The cliff stretched so high above me I couldn’t even see the lighthouse from where I was standing. The beach was empty and covered with shells and rocks. I found a piece of driftwood that looked like a seagull but I knew I couldn’t take it home with me. That made me even madder. I couldn’t see what was so dangerous about the beach. It didn’t look dangerous. It looked like a normal beach to me. And then I noticed the cave in the cliff face. Maybe twenty feet up. Momma says I’m too curious for my own good and I guess she was right this time because I didn’t even think about it. I just climbed right up. The rocks were wet and slippery but I reached the cave in no time at all. The opening wasn’t very big. Father would have had to bend down to walk inside but there was plenty of room for me. I didn’t end up going in very far because it was dark and there were puddles everywhere and I didn’t have a lantern to light my way. The walls were all shiny and wet and it smelled funny too. Like rotten fish and seaweed that had been out in the sun for too long. Now that I was inside, it didn’t seem like such a good idea after all. I was about to turn around and leave when I saw the drawings on the wall. At first I couldn’t tell what they were supposed to be. They weren’t like the Indian drawings I learned about in school. Buffalo and deer and bear. These looked more like some kind of symbols.
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I was curious again so I walked in a little deeper. It was dark and hard to see but I found more drawings pretty much right away. A school of fish. An eagle with two heads. And a giant octopus with thirteen tentacles. I even counted them to be sure.
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Then I noticed what was piled on the floor underneath the octopus. It looked like animal bones. Too many to even think about counting. Even some skulls. For a second I thought I might wet my shorts right there inside the cave, I was that scared. I started walking as fast as I could for daylight and that’s when I heard the voice call out from behind me. It sounded like an old man and at first he was just laughing. But it wasn’t a happy laugh, it was a mean one, like I sometimes hear when I walk past Tilburn’s Tavern on my way into town. Just as I reached the opening of the cave, he stopped laughing and spoke to me: They’re coming for you, Laney girl. They’re coming for ALL of you. I was still shaking an hour later when I got home and Momma punished me for going off without telling her where I was going but I didn’t care. I was just glad to be safe and sound. My brother is the only one who calls me Laney. It started when he was little because he couldn’t pronounce my full name. I’m never telling anyone what I saw and heard in that cave. Wild horses couldn’t drag it out of me. And I’m never EVER going back to that beach again.
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Voice recorder entry #28B

(7:15 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Dammit. I’ve somehow managed to lose my flashlight. I know I had it when I went downstairs and I’m absolutely certain I brought it back up with me. I clearly recall laying it on my sleeping bag while I prepared dinner. Right next to the diary. But now… it’s just gone. I’ve looked everywhere. And something else while I’m at it… those goddamn mannequin limbs are starting to give me the willies. Every time I walk by, I swear there’s more of them.
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Voice recorder entry #29B

(8:12 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

(Livingston sounds agitated, his voice raised.)

First my flashlight, and now I’m hearing things again. Twice in the past hour, from somewhere below me, I could’ve sworn I heard the faint strains of a child singing. Each time, I moved to the stairway and listened, and each time as soon as I did, the singing stopped. Could be that the ghosts of Widow’s Point and the storm are playing tricks on me. Or maybe I’m just tired from climbing all those stairs. Despite my growing sense of unease, I guess I should be grateful for the experience. It’ll make a terrific addition to my notes.

Still no sign of that damn flashlight.
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Voice recorder entry #30B

(8:24 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

There! Can you hear it?! A banging, like someone knocking on the floor underneath me—

(Loud staccato rapping)

There! There it is again!

I’m not imagining it.

Can you hear it?!
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Voice recorder entry #31B

(9:07 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

I find myself becoming increasingly obsessed with young Delaney Collins. Her diary is extraordinary, almost as if I’ve been gifted a magical peephole that gazes directly upon the past. I have come to admire this young lady, as well as fear for her. I already know the final chapter to her story, and I dread each subsequent entry, as I have come to realize that it draws us both one day closer to the end. Her end. And yet still I cannot stop myself.


July 11

I don’t care what anyone says. Ghosts are REAL. Tonight when I was brushing my hair in front of the mirror, I saw her again. The lady in white. I was counting my brushstrokes out loud, just like Momma taught me to do, a hundred every night before bedtime, and when I got to eighty-something, my eyes went all blurry like when I’m outside in the sun for too long. I closed them for a second to stop the room from spinning, and when I opened them again, that awful lady was staring back at me from inside the mirror. She was smiling, only it wasn’t a pretty one, it was a hungry smile like she wanted to jump right out of the mirror and eat me. I screamed and fell out of my chair onto the floor and Father came running. I told him I thought I had seen a mouse or a rat and he just laughed and patted my back and called me his silly girl. After he left I peeked in the mirror again but this time it was just me in the reflection. Who is she? What does she want? Why am I the only one who can see her? I wish I was older and braver and could find out the answers.
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Voice recorder entry #32B

(9:57 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

What a night it’s been! First, the unexpected arrival of the storm and the disappearance of my flashlight. Then, that mysterious singing and the knocking sounds. Perhaps most exciting of all, and I know precisely how trite this sounds, I now feel certain that someone is watching me. Several times I have sensed something… a presence… directly behind me. I’ve felt it. Yet each time I’ve turned around to find nothing there but shadows. I’m sure my colleagues would find great pleasure if they could witness my skittish behavior.

I’ve lectured and written ad nauseam about the psychic energy that’s often trapped inside houses of haunted repute, especially those places where violent crimes have occurred. I can now confirm the presence of such energy here in the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. And I have to say, it’s growing stronger.

It’s not yet ten o’clock and I’m already tucked inside my sleeping bag, hoping for an early night. I can hardly see the floor in front of me. The lantern, although in fine working order last night, has proved a poor replacement for my flashlight, as the flame tends to extinguish within minutes of each lighting. Whether this is the result of a malicious gust or ’geist, I can’t say, but my temporary home most certainly possesses a draft that I hadn’t noticed before. And a chilly one at that. I’d been assured that the summer heat would be retained in this old stone monolith, but it seems as if the ocean winds blow colder inside the lighthouse than out.

Speaking of outside, the storm continues to rage. If anything, it’s grown even worse as the night has progressed. Every few moments, lightning slashes the sky, illuminating the room with a startling brilliance before plunging it back into darkness. I can’t help but wonder if—

(A long, silent beat followed by a beeping sound)

Well, what do you know? Ladies and gentlemen, dear listeners—the video camera appears to have come back to life.
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Video/audio footage #9A

(10:06 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

The screen is flooded with murky shadows. Only the time code can be clearly seen. There’s a muted crash of thunder, and then a flash of lightning brightens the service room. A few seconds later, the lightning is gone and darkness reigns once more.

“Initially, I dismissed what I was seeing as a trick of the lightning, but then I realized that the blinking red light at my feet was coming from the video camera. When I heard the beep of the battery, I immediately ran a series of rapid tests. For whatever reason, the camera seems to be working just fine now.

“I’m thinking perhaps I jarred something when I moved it after dinner or—JESUS, WHAT WAS THAT?!”

The video abruptly shifts. There’s the rustle of footsteps, moving cautiously at first, but soon gaining urgency. The echo of boots slapping wooden floorboards quickly transitions to boots clanging against metal as Livingston ascends the stairs and hurries outside onto the catwalk.

The door is yanked open and the frame is suddenly overpowered by the cacophony of the storm. Wind howls, rain lashes, thunder roars. Skeletal fingers of lightning dance across a violent sea.

Livingston moves closer to the iron railing and points the camera at the ocean below. Enormous swells crash onto the rocks, sending sprays of whitewater high into the night. The camera zooms closer—

—and Livingston gasps.

“My God, do you see it?!” His voice swallowed by the wind. “Someone needs to help them!”

The screen goes blank.
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Video/audio footage #10A

(10:50 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

Thomas Livingston’s haggard face stares into the lens. His hair is soaking wet and he’s shivering. His bloodshot eyes dart nervously around the room. For the moment, the lantern is lit, bathing his skin in a glistening orange glow.

He looks at the camera for maybe thirty seconds but doesn’t say anything, searching for his words. Finally:

“I know what I heard. And I know what I saw.”

At once defiant yet on the verge of tears.

“I heard it crashing upon the rocks.”

He glances at the ground, steels himself, then looks back at the camera and continues.

“It was a ship. Massive. Three masts. At least two hundred feet in length. It broke apart when it hit the rocks. It was an awful sound. Dozens of men… thrashed and tossed upon the rocks… their squirming bodies impaled on splintered planks… flailing and drowning in the waves. Those screams…

“I recorded all of it, I’m certain of that. What I witnessed wasn’t possible… I know that… but goddammit, I saw what I saw and I kept the camera rolling…”

A trembling breath.

“But now there’s nothing there. Nothing. I checked the video after I returned inside and changed into dry clothes. I checked it a dozen times. There’s nothing there.”

He stares off-camera, the brash showman nowhere to be seen.

“You can hear the thunder and the crash of the waves on the rocks. You can see lightning flash in the sky and the ocean below… but there’s no ship. No bodies. No screams.”

Livingston rubs his eyes with his fists.

“I offer no explanation, ladies and gentlemen… because I simply have none.”
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Video/audio footage #11A

(11:16 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

The video winks on and once again the churning ocean at the base of the cliff appears. The rain has finally slowed, but the wind is still gusting and shards of distant lightning decorate the sky.

“It’s taken me the better part of an hour to summon the courage to come out here again.” The camera zooms in for a closer view of the waves crashing onto an empty shoreline. “The ship is gone.” The camera zooms back out. “But I know what I saw.”

After a moment, the camera lowers and footsteps are heard on the catwalk, then a loud clanging.

“What the…?”

The camera shifts as Livingston bends down, and steadies on the object he almost tripped over.

His missing flashlight.
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Voice recorder entry #33B

(11:33 p.m., Saturday, July 8, 2017)

I must sleep now, if such a thing is possible. I’ve had enough adventure—or shall I say misadventure—for one day. Do you remember earlier when I said I was only here for the truth? Well, that was a fucking lie.
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Voice recorder entry #34B

(1:12 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Sleep eludes me, so I’ve returned to the diary. I honestly don’t know if I can bear to read much further. This is dreadful.


July 29

I’m going to talk to Momma again today. I have to. Last night was the worst ever. It felt like a nightmare but I know it really happened. I had fallen asleep early because I was so tired from the hike Father took us on. While exploring the woods, we saw deer and rabbits and squirrels and even caught tadpoles with our hands in a small pond we came across. It was a fun day and other than a nervous moment when I thought I saw one of the symbols from the cave carved onto a tree nothing scary happened. I even ate two helpings of Momma’s meatloaf at dinner and was sound asleep not long after. But then something woke me in the middle of the night. I don’t know if it was a noise or if I felt something. All I know is that I opened my eyes and the room was silent and at first all I could see was darkness. Then my eyes started to get used to the dark and I could make out the outlines of furniture in the room. I moved my head a little and saw another shape much closer. It was Stephen and he was standing at the foot of my bed. He was standing perfectly still staring at me and he was holding Father’s hunting knife. I whispered his name but he didn’t move or say anything. It was like he was in a trance or maybe even sleepwalking. Uncle Phillip is a sleepwalker so I know a lot about it. I called his name again and when Stephen didn’t answer I got out of bed very slowly. My heart was beating so hard I could hear it. I crept up on him and tried to reach for the knife but he tugged it away before I could stop him. I kept saying his name over and over and I finally slapped him right across the face and then he blinked his eyes like he didn’t know where he was and dropped the knife and started crying. At first I thought it was because I slapped him but he kept saying I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry so I think it was because of the knife. He looked like he might get sick. We promised to not tell Father and Momma and I let him sleep in bed with me for the rest of the night. He fell asleep after a little while with his head on my shoulder. But I didn’t sleep a wink.
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Voice recorder entry #35B

(3:12 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Sound of footsteps descending the stairway)

Sixty-eight, sixty-nine, seventy, seventy-one, seventy-two, seventy-three…
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Voice recorder entry #36B

(3:35 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Two sixty-six, two sixty-seven, two sixty-eight.

(Shuffling of footsteps as Livingston reaches the bottom, turns around, and immediately starts climbing again)

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen…
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Voice recorder entry #37B

(4:09 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

… two hundred and ninety-nine, three hundred, three hundred and one, three hundred and two, three hundred and three, three hundred and four, three hundred and five…

(Livingston’s voice is monotone, deliberate, as if he has been hypnotized.)
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Voice recorder entry #38B

(6:42 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

The night was endless, a nightmare. If I slept at all, I don’t remember. The hours passed like I was in a fever dream. At one point, I heard someone crying, a woman, but I was too damn frightened to get up and investigate. A short time later I thought I saw something moving in the doorway, the pale outline of a person, but it vanished while I was fumbling with the lantern. It’s so cold in here. I can’t stop shivering, even inside my sleeping bag. My entire body aches, and my feet are filthy and tattered, as if I’ve walked a great distance without shoes.

I need to eat something… drink, as long as it’s not salt water… but I’m too exhausted.
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Voice recorder entry #39B

(7:29 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

It occurs to me now that someone might be playing a cruel and elaborate prank on me. Either that old bastard Parker or perhaps my bitch of an ex-wife. To what end, I haven’t the slightest, but I don’t know what else it could be.

All of the water bottles I brought up with me last night—all of them—are empty. And I certainly didn’t drink them. I was too shaken to take more than a sip. And the crackers and cheese are stale. The apples and one remaining pear, rotten to the core. They were beautiful pieces of fruit when I bought them two days ago. I need to somehow summon the energy to walk downstairs to the cooler but I’m dreading it. God, my mouth is so dry I can barely spit. My stomach is growling. I’m so hungry.
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Voice recorder entry #40B

(8:17 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I’ve… nearly reached the bottom, thank God. Just another couple dozen stairs.

(Labored breathing)

The video camera is once again malfunctioning. It was my intention to bring it with me to chronicle what I found below, but the camera wouldn’t even turn on. It’s completely dead, so now I’m once again left with this crummy voice recorder—sorry, Sony, and go fuck yourself while you’re at it.

(A deep breath, and the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairway ceases)

Thank God… after everything else that’s happened, I almost expected the cooler to be gone.

(The sound of the cooler lid being lifted. There’s a rustling of ice and the snap of a cap being loosened, a loud gulp of water being swallowed, then—a chorus of violent gagging and spitting.)
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Voice recorder entry #41B

(9:09 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

All of the water is contaminated. Pure salt water. Every goddamn bottle. The caps were sealed tight. I’m sure of it. This isn’t a joke. This isn’t a prank. This is… something else.

All of the food has gone bad too. There are maggots squirming around in the lunch meat. The fruit is black and rotten. The bread, brittle and spotted with mold. It’s disgusting.

I’m so damn tired. I feel like I’m losing my mind.
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Voice recorder entry #42B

(9:48 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I tried pounding on the inside of the door, but of course no one came. The security gate is locked tight and won’t be opened again until tomorrow morning when old man Parker arrives. Next, I tried prying the door open with a piece of scrap metal but it wouldn’t budge. I searched for other means of escape but there’s nothing. This place is like a prison. I’m considering getting my sleeping bag, lantern, and the rest of my supplies and holing up down here until tomorrow morning. It somehow feels safer on ground level.

(A chortle of muffled laughter in the background)

Now that I’ve calmed down, I’ve given the situation a lot of thought. I can survive just fine until tomorrow morning without food and water. I’ve done it before.

(Another burst of laughter, which Livingston obviously doesn’t hear)

I just have to keep my wits about me.

(More laughter and then: “I’m coming, darling. I’m coming.” The voice belongs to a man, deep in tenor, with an Irish accent. A series of loud, wet thumps are accompanied by guttural shrieks. The man laughs again and there are several more wet smacking sounds. Livingston still takes no notice.)

Whether this is all somehow an elaborate ruse designed to make me appear foolish or truly the work of whatever spirits inhabit the lighthouse, I don’t care anymore. I’ve already got what I came for. The videos and audiotapes I’ve made are pure gold. More than enough to seal another book deal. Toss in the other things I’ve witnessed, and we most likely have a movie as well. It’s payday, folks, and just in time. Hell, I haven’t even had to embellish that much this go-around. The only thing I truly wonder is—

(Livingston gasps.)

Get off me! Get the fuck off me!

(Frantic footsteps pounding their way up the stairs, finally slowing after a number of minutes. Heavy breathing.)

Something grabbed me down there. I felt it on my shoulder… squeezing. Then, in the glow of the flashlight, I watched as a hank of my hair was pulled away from my head. But there was nothing there. I swear it. My goddamn hair was moving by itself.

(Footsteps pick up the pace.)

How in God’s name have I not reached the top yet?

(More footsteps)

… one hundred and seventeen, one hundred and eighteen, one hundred and nineteen… one hundred and twenty…
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Voice recorder entry #43B

(10:27 a.m., Sunday, July 9, 2017)

… two hundred and sixty-six, two hundred and sixty-seven, two hundred and sixty-eight, two hundred and sixty-nine, two hundred and seventy…

Dear God, what’s happening to me?
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Voice recorder entry #44B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Note: From this point forward, the voice recorder’s time code is corrupted for reasons unknown, displaying only 0:00 for the remainder of the recordings.)

There are forces at work here clearly beyond my comprehension. Forget the hundreds of extra stairs I just climbed to reach the living quarters. Forget the fact that I witnessed an ancient fishing vessel crash upon the rocks last night and watched my hair floating in midair right in front of my eyes this morning. Forget the cooler full of contaminated water and the piles of rotten food. None of that matters anymore.

But the bloody fucking hammer that I just found lying atop my sleeping bag? That’s another story entirely. Get me the fuck out of here!
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Voice recorder entry #45B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

This can’t be real.
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Voice recorder entry #46B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Pulsating BEEP-BEEP-BEEP of a telephone busy signal)

Come on, you son of a bitch!

(Busy signal is silenced.)

Worthless piece of shit!

(Deep sigh)

Okay, okay, fine, I snuck in my cell phone. Big fucking deal. It was the one and only ground rule I broke, and I only did it for security purposes. Not that it’s helped. Damn thing is useless. Despite my high vantage point, the cell tower not a mile down the road, and four bars of signal strength, I still haven’t been able to connect on a single call. I even tried outside on the catwalk.

Delaney Collins was right. Something is very fucked up here.
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Voice recorder entry #47B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I’m sitting with my back against the wall, shaking so hard it feels as if I’m suffering from a seizure. The lantern is aglow for now, and I can see the entire room and doorway from my position. But still I can’t take my eyes off that goddamn hammer.

All I have to do is make it until eight o’clock tomorrow morning. I would tell you what time it is now, but lo and behold, my motherfucking watch stopped working.
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Voice recorder entry #48B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I can barely calm the tremors in my hands long enough to hold the diary steady. Just a handful of pages remain.


August 9

I am alone. Stephen refuses to talk about it no matter how much I try to make him feel safe. I don’t blame him. He’s just a kid and I can see how scared he is. Momma doesn’t believe me. Father isn’t an option. I think it’s the lighthouse doing this. It’s almost like it’s playing a game with me. I keep having dreams about someone chasing me through the lighthouse. Up and down the stairs. A man this time. I can hear his animal-like grunts and heavy breathing. His footfalls are so loud. I’m crying and terrified and trying to hide but he keeps finding me. I can’t see the man’s face, it’s hidden in shadow, but I know it’s someone bad. This is a bad place. Something is wrong with it. I don’t think people are meant to live here.
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Voice recorder entry #49B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

The storm has returned in full force. I can hear the rain lashing the windows, feel the stone floor trembling beneath my feet. It’s so dark outside, it feels like the end of the world.
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Voice recorder entry #50B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

If only I had some rope, I could tie it to the railing on the catwalk, secure the other end to my waist, and rappel down to freedom. Or hang myself.
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Voice recorder entry #51B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

And with this final entry in the Delaney Collins diary, I feel what’s left of my heart and mind shatter into a million pieces:


September 4

I think maybe my prayers have been answered and the ghosts are gone. It’s been almost three weeks since I’ve had a nightmare or seen or felt anything out of the ordinary. I’ve been sleeping better. Eating better. I no longer feel nervous or like I am jumping out of my skin. I forgot what it felt like to be this way. Even Momma has noticed. She says her happy little girl is back. Tonight is one of Father’s poker games. I love poker nights. I get to see Uncle Phillip and even with the door closed I can hear the naughty jokes and laughter from the table. Momma says we can make ice cream sundaes after dinner and play games, just the three of us. I’m looking forward to a wonderful night!
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Voice recorder entry #52B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

That poor, sweet, innocent girl. Butchered at the hands of a madman.
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Voice recorder entry #53B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Defeated whisper)

I came here for the money. Of course I did. It’s always been about the money.
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Voice recorder entry #54B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I’ve sat here frozen like a coward long enough. The hammer isn’t real. It can’t be. I have to prove it to myself once and for all.

(Shuffling footsteps. Labored breathing.)

My God, how…? There’s hair stuck to it, bloody clumps of hair. And dried-out pieces of skin too, and what looks like bone. My sleeping bag… my sleeping bag is soaked in blood.

(Gasp)

The hammer. It’s so heavy. I can barely hold it. How strong would a man have to be to use this as a weapon? It feels…

(Silence for the next nineteen minutes and forty seconds, and then we hear a loud thud as the hammer drops to the floor—followed by the sound of vomiting.)
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Voice recorder entry #55B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Crying)

I… I saw her face. Her beautiful red hair. I heard her screams and pleas for mercy. I… I saw her nose and mouth explode when the hammer struck. Again and again and again. I felt the warmth of her blood on my hands. I was there. It was me. Holding the hammer. Swinging it. I killed her. Sweet Delaney.

(Sobbing)
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Voice recorder entry #56B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Livingston can be heard mumbling and laughing, his unsettling giggling interrupted by the occasional sob.)



[image: ]
Voice recorder entry #57B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Late last night and the night before, Tommyknockers, Tommyknockers, knocking at the door. I want to go out, don’t know if I can, ’cause I’m so afraid of the Tommyknocker man.
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Voice recorder entry #58B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Someone wrote in my notebook. For real this time. Okay, so I lied before. Are you happy? I admit it. I. Fucking. Lied. Call it showmanship. Call it bullshit. I don’t care anymore. But I’m telling you, this is different. This is real. Just a few minutes ago I found my notebook open. My pen lying on top of it. Someone left me a message:


WE ARE STILL HERE



I swear to God I’m not lying this time. I wish I were.
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Voice recorder entry #59B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

It shouldn’t be night already. It can’t be. It wasn’t yet ten in the morning when I went downstairs to the cooler. There’s no way that much time has passed. It’s not fucking possible.
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Voice recorder entry #60B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Get off me! Stop touching me!
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Voice recorder entry #61B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Crying)

My eyeglasses are missing. I’m sitting here wide awake and I can barely see across the room. I don’t understand how… but they’re gone. They’re… just not here.
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Voice recorder entry #62B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Crying)

Someone… something… keeps touching my face. Playing with my hair. I can feel its cold breath on my neck. Please stop. Please.
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Voice recorder entry #63B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

It won’t leave me alone. I can feel its hands all over me, a relentless embrace. It’s crushing me. I can’t breathe. It’s drowning me. I’m freezing. The lighthouse is drowning me.
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Voice recorder entry #64B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Sobbing)

Please… I’m sorry I came here… Just leave me alone.
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Voice recorder entry #65B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Can you hear them singing? The little girls? They’re getting closer.
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Voice recorder entry #66B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Unintelligible)
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Voice recorder entry #67B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I want to go home. I want to leave this bad place and never come back. There’s evil here. It’s in the walls, the floorboards, the air. It’s lurking along the stairway and slumbering upon the catwalk. It breathes in the salt of the ocean and exhales darkness. It survives on the town’s fear. I know that now. I can feel it oozing through the stone walls and slithering into my skin. It’s swimming in my veins. I can feel it. I can feel it eating my brain.
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Voice recorder entry #68B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

This. Is. Madness.
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Voice recorder entry #69B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Quiet sobbing)

Everything’s gonna be okay. Parker will be here soon. Everything’s gonna be okay.
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Voice recorder entry #70B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Livingston’s voice back in tour guide mode)

Widow’s Point, with its sheer cliffs and windswept ocean views, is one of the most picturesque scenic overlooks in all of Nova Scotia. It’s located a mere five minutes from the town of Harper’s Cove, a thirty-minute drive from neighboring Cambridge, and zero minutes away from the depths of hell.
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Voice recorder entry #71B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(A distant murmuring grows in volume and clarity, coalescing into a pair of young girls’ voices singing in perfect melodic harmony.

… he played two,

He played knick-knack on my shoe;

With a knick-knack paddywhack,

Give the dog…)

… a bone!

(Livingston chimes in, practically shouting, his voice wavering on the edge of hysteria.)

This old man came rolling home!

(He listens for a response. None comes. His volume much lower, voice cracking.)

This old man, he played three,

He played knick-knack on my knee…
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Voice recorder entry #72B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I just discovered something awful in my pocket. How it got there I have no idea. I’m sitting here with my back against the wall, like a frightened mouse trapped in a corner, and when I leaned forward to adjust the lantern, I felt something poke me in the ass, almost like a bee sting. I reached behind me and pulled out what looks like a hand-carved crucifix. I wish to God I hadn’t. I’ve never seen anything like it.

It’s maybe six inches tall, fashioned out of dark wood, and polished to a gleam. A miniature Jesus figure is nailed to the cross, completely naked. His penis is erect and there are horns protruding from his head and he’s smiling… he’s fucking smiling… and his mouth is stretched open, revealing razor-sharp teeth. It’s hideous. It’s obscene, and yet I can’t stop thinking about it.

I tossed the blasphemous carving into the darkness, far beyond the reach of the lantern, but I can still feel it watching me. I hear a scraping sound coming from within the shadows. I think it’s crawling toward the light. Toward me.
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Voice recorder entry #73B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(The deep Irish voice heard earlier…

Yes, love, it’s done. Each one nothing but a bloody carcass on a bedsheet. Oh yes, darlin’, very bloody.

What’s that? You want this one too?)
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Voice recorder entry #74B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

This is a bad place. I can feel it whispering inside my head. It wants to show me something… something… unspeakable.
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Voice recorder entry #75B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

I wish you could see what I see swirling inside my head. There are serpents here. Circling the lighthouse. Beneath the ground, beneath the waves. There are ghosts here too. And much worse. The lighthouse is an infinite coil with no end. There are no endings here. Only more stairs. It’s an eternal circle, spiraling, maddening. There is no death in Widow’s Point. I know that now.
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Voice recorder entry #76B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Screaming)

Oh my God, it hurts!

(Sobbing)

Somehow I dozed off and woke up with the most awful pain shooting through my leg. I rolled up my pants and found fucking teeth marks! Something bit me while I was sleeping! Something not human. There are too many goddamn teeth. Oh Jesus, I have to stop the bleeding!
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Voice recorder entry #77B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Heavy breathing and the echo of loud, hurried footsteps)

That’s it. I’m done. I’m going downstairs again. It has to be safer there. My God, these stairs are fucking endless.
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Voice recorder entry #78B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

It wants to show me something ancient, something slumbering deep beneath the dark waters. The ocean is Its home and the lighthouse is Its beacon. The light shines not across the horizon, but downward, illuminating Its way home from the watery depths. The lighthouse calls It and It shall come.

And It shall come

And It shall come

And It shall come

And It shall come

And It shall come

It is coming
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Voice recorder entry #79B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Livingston speaks for nine minutes and thirty-three seconds, but in a language unknown. He pauses frequently, as if listening for a response. No responses are recorded.)
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Voice recorder entry #80B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done…

(The following is spoken by Livingston in Hebrew and has been translated for this transcript.)

… for rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and arrogance is as iniquity and idolatry. Because thou hast rejected the words of the Lord, he hath also rejected thee.

We know that we are children of God, and that the whole of this world is under control of the Dark One.
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Voice recorder entry #81B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

This isn’t fucking possible. I was climbing down all this time. One foot after the other, spiraling ever downward and downward…

… so how in the hell am I back upstairs in the living quarters again? I remember stepping off that final stair, seeing the cooler sitting there in the shadows, taking one more step—and then I was here.

It’s not possible.

None of this is possible.

It tricked me.

Again.

Widow’s Point isn’t going to let me leave.
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Voice recorder entry #82B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(A shrill buzzing)

Jesus! You hear that?

(Buzzing continues. Livingston can be heard rummaging through his knapsack.)

Come on, goddammit!

(Buzzing is silenced.)

Hello? Hello? I need help!

(A disharmony of static followed by a man’s voice: “Hey there, Tommy boy.” An audible gasp follows. “What’s the matter, son, cat got your tongue?” Livingston’s breathing grows irregular and heavy.)

Da… dad?

(“That’s right.”)

No, no, no, NO… This isn’t real… You’re…

(“Oh, it’s real, all right. Now come give Daddy a hug.”)

This isn’t happening. You’re… dead.

(“Well, yes, that is true. I am dead. But you won’t be. You’re never gonna leave this place, Tommy boy. You’ll be here with the rest of them, night after night, just you and all your shame and regret and failure. You’ll feel right at home here in no time.”)

Shut up!

(“Like father, like son, huh? Why do you think I drank so much? Why do you think I beat the shit outta your mom? Why do you think I touched—”)

SHUT THE HELL UP!

(The sound of the phone shattering against the wall is replaced with Livingston’s choked sobs.)
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Voice recorder entry #83B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

My name is Thomas Livingston. I have been trapped inside the Widow’s Point Lighthouse for what feels like an eternity. I no longer know if it’s day or night or even what day of the week it is. I have witnessed and felt things beyond any scientific explanation. I feel my sanity slipping away, drifting with the tide. If there is a God, He has no power here.
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Voice recorder entry #84B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

Where the hell is Parker?

Where’s the sun for that matter?

(A pause of nearly two minutes)

The mannequins are telling secrets behind my back.

(Unintelligible)

How long have I been here? The rain never stops. I should be starving to death, but the lighthouse gives me rats to eat.
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Voice recorder entry #85B

(time unknown, Sunday, July 9, 2017)

(Frantic footsteps)

I’m going outside on the catwalk. It’s my last hope.

(The sound of a door opening, hard wind, and rain)

I can’t stop the bleeding in my leg. I can’t stop the voices. They’re getting closer.

(Thunder crashes)

The bloody hammer disappeared from my sleeping bag.

There’s heavy footsteps on the stairway.

He’s coming for me now. Joseph O’Leary is still here in the lighthouse. He never left. None of them did. If only I can make it until morning, I can—





OFFICIAL POLICE REPORT

FILE #173449-C-34

DATE: July 11, 2017

REPORTING OFFICER(S): Sgt. Carl Blevins; Sgt. Reginald Scales

At 8:47 a.m. on Monday, July 10, 2017, the Harper’s Cove Police Department received a phone call from Mr. Ronald Parker, 81, reporting a missing person and summoning them to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

Sgt. Scales and I arrived at the lighthouse grounds at approximately 8:59 a.m. Mr. Parker greeted us at the security gate and directed us to park next to a red Ford pickup truck and a gray Mercedes sedan.

Mr. Parker showed us identification and explained that the Mercedes belonged to a male in his mid-forties named Thomas Livingston. According to Mr. Parker, Mr. Livingston, a well-known author, had rented the lighthouse from Mr. Parker’s company for the purpose of paranormal research. The dates of the agreement ran from Friday evening, July 7, to Monday morning, July 10. Mr. Parker was contracted to return to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse at precisely 8 a.m. on Monday to unlock the front door and escort Mr. Livingston from the property.

Pursuant to this agreement, Mr. Parker claimed that he arrived on Monday morning at approximately 7:50 a.m. and waited inside his truck until 8 a.m. At that time, he unlocked the front door and called out for Mr. Livingston. When there was no response, he returned to his truck for a flashlight and entered the lighthouse.

On the lower level, he found Mr. Livingston’s cooler still nearly full of food and water. He also noticed a puddle of dried vomit nearby on the floor.

After repeatedly calling out to Mr. Livingston and receiving no response, Mr. Parker climbed the spiral staircase to the lighthouse’s service room. There he found a blood-soaked sleeping bag, a video camera, a lantern, and numerous other items belonging to Mr. Livingston. He also noticed a series of strange symbols that had been scrawled on the walls in what appeared to be blood.

Before returning to the lower level, Mr. Parker searched the catwalk for Mr. Livingston. He found no sign of him, save for a Sony digital recorder located on the metal walkway. Mr. Parker did not touch the recorder and immediately returned to his truck, where he called the authorities using his cell phone.

After Sgt. Scales and I finished interviewing Mr. Parker, we searched the lighthouse in tandem. Failing to locate Mr. Livingston, we proceeded to search his unlocked vehicle, where we discovered numerous prescription pill bottles as well as a loaded handgun, all of which have been logged into Evidence. We subsequently searched the surrounding grounds and woods.

At 9:31 a.m., I summoned the Crime Lab, and Sgt. Scales and I began establishing a perimeter.

As of today, thirty-one (31) items have been logged into Evidence, including the video camera and audio recorder. Additional analysis of the digital footage found within the camera and dozens of audio files is underway.

Weather conditions remain sunny and clear, and additional searching of the lighthouse grounds is still in progress.

Sgt. Carl Blevins

Badge 3B71925





Excerpted from the September 10, 2017, Sunday edition of The Baltimore Sun:

BESTSELLING AUTHOR’S MYSTERIOUS

DISAPPERANCE REMAINS UNSOLVED

Despite a puzzling lack of new evidence, police detectives from Harper’s Cove, Nova Scotia, still consider bestselling author Thomas Livingston’s bizarre disappearance an active and ongoing investigation.

Livingston was last seen on July 7, 2017, when he was granted entry to the infamous Widow’s Point Lighthouse for a three-night exploration of the paranormal. When the lighthouse’s owner, Ronald Parker, returned on the morning of July 10 to escort Livingston off the premises, he discovered that the author was missing.

Livingston left behind all of his personal belongings, as well as a series of disturbing video and audio recordings, which have led some medical professionals to claim that Livingston was suffering from an unusual case of schizophrenia.

“We really don’t know any more than we did a couple months ago,” said Harper’s Cove Detective Paul Fry. “It’s been a long and frustrating process for all of us, but we aren’t giving up. We’ll keep searching for answers.”

Ronald Parker declined to comment for this article, but the author’s ex-wife, Audrey Livingston, has been very outspoken when it comes to her husband. “Thomas was a very troubled man,” she said. “He was suffering from severe mental health and financial pressures, for which he refused to seek help. He was desperate for a hit, which is the only reason he went to that godforsaken lighthouse.”

The Widow’s Point Lighthouse, located at the northeastern tip of Nova Scotia, was originally built in 1838 and has been the scene of dozens of mysterious deaths and unexplained disappearances over the past two centuries…





Excerpted from the October 31, 2017, Reddit Ask Me Anything (AMA) with ghost hunter Rob Elliott:

TrkorTrt69: What is your opinion of the popular “Thomas Livingston was suffering from schizophrenia” school of thought?

RobtheGhostHunter: It’s a bunch of hogwash, that’s my opinion. I’ve heard snippets of the Livingston Tapes. To propose that Thomas Livingston alone was responsible for all those voices—his deceased father, Joseph O’Leary, the little girls’ singing—is preposterous. Typical closed-minded pseudo-academic thinking.

Let me ask YOU this: if the whole thing was nothing more than a “textbook schizophrenia episode,” where is Thomas Livingston now? How did he manage to disappear from a building that was locked and chained from the outside?

Hippiechick: Top or bottom? Which do you prefer?

RobtheGhostHunter: I prefer it any way I can get it. How ’bout you? ;)

SpookyMulder1: What about the marijuana the cops found in Livingston’s backpack?

RobtheGhostHunter: What about it? The guy liked to smoke weed. So do I. The police tested it. It was mid-level shit and clean. He wasn’t hallucinating, if that’s what you’re getting at. Hell, we don’t even know if he smoked any of it.

JumpingJFlash: What do YOU think happened to Livingston?

RobtheGhostHunter: I think Widow’s Point swallowed him whole. I think he’s still there in the lighthouse—with the rest of them.

Deadmanwalking33: Are you still considering spending the night in Widow’s Point?

RobtheGhostHunter: If I can get permission and do it legally, absolutely. As I’ve already discussed elsewhere, I’ve been trying to nail down Ronald Parker for some time now. He’s not an easy dude to deal with, but I think we’re making progress.

King13Kong: String cheese… bite it or peel it?

RobtheGhostHunter: Chomp that shit like a hungry gator, bro. And now I’m hungry. Thanks, Kong, thanks a lot.

WVrednecksrule: Is it true that you might write a book about Livingston’s experience in Widow’s Point? Based on his notes and the tapes?

RobtheGhostHunter: I can’t really comment on that at this time. Lawyers in fancy suits, ya know. More news soon.

Moldymulder: What about the Delaney Collins diary? If Livingston really was narrating those passages, why didn’t the police find it?

RobtheGhostHunter: That’s assuming the police are telling the truth, right? Why haven’t they released the test results from the blood found on Livingston’s sleeping bag? Or the blood on the walls, for that matter? Why haven’t they released all of the video footage? There’s a LOT more to this story than meets the eye.

Camelotfilms: With all that’s happened in the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, why would you want to go there? Why risk your life?

RobtheGhostHunter: Because that’s what I do. I’m an explorer, a seeker. Great discoveries are rarely achieved without great risk.





Unexplained Mysteries

TNT Cable Network

Airdate: October 31, 2017, 8 p.m. EST

As a montage of ominous-looking mansions and landscapes—some of them modern in appearance, others resembling sepia-toned snapshots discovered inside a moldering photo album in someone’s dusty attic—appear on-screen, spooky music plays in the background, and an unseen narrator begins to speak…

“On this most haunted night of the year, in this week’s special episode of Unexplained Mysteries, we explore the darkest corners of North America where, according to many experts of the supernatural, evil dwells and ghostly spirits roam…”

Most of the buildings and surroundings we see are shrouded in darkness and fog, as if the sun has determined to shun their very existence. Some of these places are easily recognizable. Others are not.

“From the infamous Fall River, Massachusetts, home of ax-wielding Lizzie Borden to the Ocean Avenue Dutch Colonial in Amityville, New York, where on one stormy November night Robert DeFeo Jr. murdered six members of his own family, to the sprawling cemeteries of New Orleans and the blood-soaked fields of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, we venture deep into the shadows, searching for answers…”

The long, flat stretch of ground where Confederate General George Pickett made his final charge fades away and is replaced by the soaring POV of a drone camera gliding high above the windswept whitecaps of a storm-tossed ocean. Just as it appears it’s going to crash into a sheer stone cliff, in a dizzying display of maneuverability, the drone sweeps vertically up the rocky face and then abruptly stops, holding its position… hovering there… focusing in on a familiar landmark: the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.

“At the exciting conclusion of this week’s episode, in an exclusive Unexplained Mysteries one-on-one interview, we travel to the small coastal town of Harper’s Cove, Nova Scotia, to speak with Police Sergeant Reginald Scales. Just over three months ago, on the morning of July 10, Sergeant Scales was one of two local officers who responded to an emergency call at the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. New York Times bestselling author and renowned authority on the occult Thomas Livingston had spent the weekend locked inside the lighthouse, conducting research for a new project.”

The camera pulls back and swings in a wide circle, giving viewers a good look at the lighthouse grounds below, and then it creeps close on the lighthouse’s wooden door. There are several large padlocks securing it. A large KEEP OUT sign hangs above the doorknob.

“But when the door was unlocked that fateful July morning, Livingston was nowhere to be found. His belongings remained inside the lighthouse, and his Mercedes was still parked outside, but the man himself had mysteriously vanished.

“Despite the bizarre circumstances, not a single one of the Harper’s Cove residents we spoke to on camera was the least bit surprised.”

The drone footage cuts to the POV of a handheld camera. It slowly pans across a length of tall chain-link fence surrounding the perimeter of the lighthouse—the spirals of shiny silver razor wire running along the top of the fence reflecting the bright sunlight. The message here is clear: This is a barricade that means business. Try it at your own risk. The camera follows the fence for a short distance longer before steadying and zooming in on a dark green sign—NO TRESPASSING: BY ORDER OF THE HARPER’S COVE POLICE DEPARTMENT—attached to the padlocked front gate.

“The Widow’s Point Lighthouse has been the scene of a multitude of past tragedies, including numerous fatal accidents and even a handful of violent murders.”

And then the words on the sign grow blurry, and slowly fade out…




From: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

To: Jezebel Faust

<faustdatamanagement@gmail.com>

Date: 6:22 AM, Monday, December 8, 2025

Subject: Re: Re: Lucky Me

Please be advised that I no longer require your services for this assignment. I expect a full refund of my advance fee and the prompt return of the hard drive. This has all been very distressing, not to mention disappointing.

From: Jezebel Faust

<faustdatamanagement@gmail.com>

To: johndoughboy@aol.com

<johndoughboy@aol.com>

Date: 1:14 PM, Monday, December 8, 2025

Subject: Fuck You

Completed transcription attached. Now leave me alone and never contact me again. I destroyed the hard drive when I was finished. Smashed it with a hammer and threw the pieces into the river. I only wish I’d done it sooner—before I ever laid eyes on a single fucking frame. Not that it matters much in the big picture, I’m sure it was just a copy. The original soon to be featured right alongside the rest of your freak show collection. You know the one I’m talking about, right? Lizzie Borden’s ax, one of the shotguns used by the Menendez brothers, a jar of charred teeth from a woman burned at the stake during the Salem witch trials, vials of ashes from Ted Bundy’s and Jeffrey Dahmer’s cremated bodies, not to mention the world’s largest selection of snuff films. What, you didn’t think I could figure out your real identity, Mr. Charles Poole, professional loser? Fifty-one years old and still living off your mommy’s money. These were REAL people, asshole. Not actors. They’re NOT here for your entertainment, you sick fuck! The footage you sent me is EVIL and so are YOU! I HOPE YOU BURN IN HELL!!!






Excerpted from Spiritual Tumors by Catherine Durand,

Simon & Schuster Books, 384 pages, OCTOBER 3, 2018

… thus the oldest known depiction of cancer, although the words themselves would not correlate until the Greeks came and went, comes to us from the Egyptian Secret Book of the Physician. It describes ulcers of the breasts that, even when removed with a cauterizing drill, inevitably returned. A persistent disease, one that seemed to rot whichever organ it had rooted itself within only to spread and fester further and faster. These words writ upon papyrus may as well have been etched in stone: “There is no treatment.”

Tumere. To swell. Cancer, crab, for the Greeks saw in the many-limbed pale rot a scavenging beast. Today, we know cancer begins with a single cell that, by chance mutation or genetic damage, becomes defected. Deaf to the body’s many pleas and direct signals that it is time to die, the cancerous cell instead divides, and divides, and divides. Neighboring cells are consumed by the gray tide, tissue is stretched, organs are intruded upon, until the tumor grows so large that it begins to shed like a dandelion in the wind, spreading its vile seed throughout the bloodstream.

Many historians have made the low-hanging comparison of human and cell, with the Earth as Body. Though humanity still fears tumors, still dreads cutting them out, still pretends the swelling will fade, still resents the radioactivity burning their willpower away, within this metaphor there is a certain comfort in cancer. What else are we to think of history’s great enemies, of tyrants and warmongers and insatiable cruelty manifested, if they are not, somehow, other? Somehow mutant in their betrayal of their fellow man and the grander world we together inhabit?

Yet even more historians have critiqued their contemporaries for falling into such comfortable entrapments, for allowing themselves to believe that tragedy is a consequence of a single unfortunate mutation into evil, as opposed to the result of our own collective inadequacies and failures. We resign ourselves to those most dreaded of words—“There is no treatment”—for cancer of the spirit is a convenient scapegoat.

And yet culture at large does not limit such false comparisons to the individual. Otherwise, the world would fail to boast a single haunted house.

In reality, of course, nearly every village and town has one…
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Security Camera Footage—Widow’s Point Lighthouse

(8:56 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

A constantly shifting montage of sharply focused images.

Each one lasting several seconds before quick-cutting to the next. All of the POVs offering a nearly identical view: long stretches of fence line topped with concertina wire. Every fifth rotation, a wide-angle shot of a locked gate.

The uncut grass at the base of the fence gently stirs in the morning breeze, but all else remains still. Not even a curious squirrel or woodchuck scampering about. There is no audio, but the images are remarkably clear.

As the gate appears on-screen for the third time, a black van pulls into view and stops. The driver’s door swings open.



[image: ]
HandCam01.mp4

(8:59 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

A young man—mid-twenties and fit, blond hair, blue eyes, dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up—steps out of the van. His muscular forearms are covered in tattoos. A crucifix with FAITH printed below it in fancy script. A mermaid. The face of a lion. A series of Roman numerals and symbols. SpongeBob.

“Close the door,” a woman’s voice says from behind the camera, “and walk to the front of the van. Everyone else, sit tight for a minute. This is T-Breeze’s shot.”

The camera follows as the man closes the driver’s door and strides around the van. His head is tilted upward, his sunlit eyes squinting at something in the foreground.

As the camera swings wide, a tall chain-link fence appears, stretching all the way to a shadowy tree line in the distance. From somewhere off-screen comes the rhythmic crash of waves slamming against a rocky shoreline.

“It’s not as big as I thought it would be,” the woman says with a giggle. “But you’re probably used to hearing that.”

The man ignores the remark, his intense gaze never wavering. “It’s two hundred and seven feet tall and built on the edge of a cliff. It’s plenty big. Ships can see it for miles.”

“So… is it everything you hoped it would be when you bought it?”

A long beat, and then the man turns and stares directly into the camera. “Even better. It’s… like something from a dream.”

The camera pulls back and pans from right to left, focusing beyond the man and the idling van, angling upward above the razor-topped fence…

“Or a nightmare,” the woman whispers.

… and then it’s right there: the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. Stretching high into a bright blue sky, looming over all, a dark brooding sentinel. The gray stone, still rough after centuries of whipping wind and rain, absorbs the sunlight and transforms it into shadow. The ground at the base of the lighthouse is lost in its gloom. A tangled network of thick green vines spirals up the side of the tower until they gradually yellow and blacken and shrivel away to nothing.
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HandCam02.mp4

(9:07 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

Muffled voices over a black screen, then a rustling sound and a sudden burst of brightness. A jumble of blurry letters slowly swim into focus: NO TRESPASSING: BY ORDER OF THE HARPER’S COVE POLICE DEPARTMENT.

The dark green sign on the gate has aged from the weather. The bright white, glow-in-the-dark lettering faded to a dingy gray. Tendrils of leafy vine crawl up the chain-link fence, threatening to enshroud the metal sign and render it unreadable.

“Now unlock the gate and swing it open,” the woman instructs from behind the camera. “Nice and slow.”

As the video shifts away from the sign, an out-of-focus glimpse of the lighthouse is captured in the background. Forever watchful.

The young man in the flannel shirt steps into frame. He pulls a silver key from his pants pocket and inserts it into the padlock. After removing the lock and hanging it on the fence, he steps back and pulls open the gate, a dreamy look etched upon his tan face.

“Let’s do it one more time,” the woman says. “A little slower.”

The man nods and closes the gate. He waits a beat, running his fingers through his hair, and then swings it open.

The camera zooms in on the NO TRESPASSING sign again as it passes slowly out of frame. Once it’s gone, the fuzzy background image sharpens into focus… and the lighthouse’s massive wooden door fills the screen.

“Perfect,” the woman whispers.

The screen goes dark.
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HandCam03.mp4

(9:19 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

Three young men stand together in front of the lighthouse, framed by the enormous door behind them.

The man in the flannel shirt who unlocked the gate gestures at the camera. “Hurry up, Steph. I’ve starving.”

“You should’ve eaten before we got here.” Off-screen. “Like the rest of us.”

He shrugs. “I thought we were grabbing breakfast on the way.”

“That’s because you never listen. You didn’t even look at the itinerary I printed, did you?”

The man’s sheepish grin is answer enough.

“Can I help with the tripod?” One of the other two men. He’s an inch or so shorter than Flannel Shirt Guy, lanky, with longish brown hair and a small hook-shaped scar on his chin. There’s a gold hoop earring dangling from his left ear and he’s wearing stylish black-framed glasses.

“I think I got it.” A loud click, and then the camerawoman walks on-screen. Petite and pretty, with big brown eyes and dark hair dyed with red streaks falling below her shoulders, she moves with the energy and agility of a seasoned athlete. She appears a little older than her male companions: late twenties, maybe even early thirties.

Squeezing in between Flannel Shirt Guy and the third man in the group—a diminutive Korean American dressed all in black, fashionable buzz cut, manicured eyebrows, and a touch of rose-colored blush on his cheeks—she gives them both a playful elbow to the ribs.

Then, all four of them are standing shoulder to shoulder, facing the camera, big smiles on their faces. Flannel Shirt Guy is taller than the others, but that’s not what makes him stand out. He has a kind of inner glow about him, a shine, clearly the leader of the group.

“Now let’s ditch the happy faces,” he says, “and go for a little more apprehensive, okay?” He glances over his shoulder at the lighthouse. “After all, we’re about to introduce a hundred million subscribers to one of the most haunted places on earth.”
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HandCam04.mp4

(9:26 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

Flannel Shirt Guy lets the six-foot length of metal chain slide to the ground with a clank and removes the padlock from the hasp. He pauses with his hand on the doorknob, takes a deep breath…

“Here goes nothing.”

… and pushes open the roughly hewn door.

“Jesus.”

He immediately takes a step back, whether from the piercingly loud groan the door makes as it separates from the frame for the first time in eight years or the gush of dead air that escapes from within, rustling his clothing.

As the camera swings around, the other two men huddle behind him, peering over his shoulder. The Korean man with the buzz cut sneezes—once, twice—and begins rubbing his eyes. Steph, the woman operating the camera, is once again unseen.

“Trent… here, take this.” The man in the stylish glasses hands Flannel Shirt Guy / Trent a flashlight, and he turns it on, pointing it into the doorway. From this angle, the inky darkness appears to swallow the narrow beam of light. It’s like staring into the pit of a bottomless well.

“Guess we should’ve bought better flashlights,” comes a male voice with an uneasy chuckle. Trent doesn’t pay it any attention.

Instead, with nary a hint of hesitation, he steps inside, vanishing into the black void. Then, in a tone of absolute wonder, his disembodied voice:

“Ladies and gentlemen… the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is back in business.”
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HandCam05.mp4

(9:34 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

Heavy footsteps and labored breathing. A muffled cough. And then a violent bout of sneezing that seems like it will never end.

“Bless you, Phil. Again.” Steph giggles. Above her, several flashlight beams flutter back and forth in the darkness, casting a spiderweb of whirling shadows on the arched stone walls.

“Sorry,” the Korean man / Phil says. “It’s all this damn dust.” He sniffles. “All these stairs aren’t helping either.”

“Two hundred and sixty-eight steps to the living quarters,” Trent says from the front of the line. “I figure we’re about halfway.” You can’t see his face clearly—you can’t see anyone’s face clearly—but judging by his peppy tone, it sounds like he’s having the time of his life. He might be the only one.

“How do I let you talk me into these things?” Phil whines, his voice gone thick and raspy.

“Creep factor’s pretty high, wouldn’t you say?” Steph stops climbing and turns in a slow circle, the camera angle giving the impression that the dark stone walls are closing in on them.

“Oh, hell yeah,” the man in the glasses says from somewhere in front of her. “At least an eight-point-five.”

“It’s spooky, that’s for damn sure… and it’s only going to get spookier.” Trent sounds like an excited adolescent getting ready to go trick-or-treating.

Phil clears his throat. “You guys feel those cold spots?”

From behind the camera: “Where?”

“Two or three times since we started climbing.”

“I didn’t feel anything,” the other man says. “I thought I heard whispering a while back… but I think it was just our footsteps.”

“I swear it feels like someone’s watching us,” Phil adds with a shiver. “I’ve got goose bumps all over my arms.”

“Here we go…” A clearly amused Steph.

“Too late to go hide in the van now,” Trent says with a hint of derision. “Unless you want to walk back all by yourself.”

“No, thank you.” And another sneeze.

“Speaking of being watched… we’re gonna have to find a way to rig some cameras on this stairway,” the man in the designer glasses says, shining his flashlight around. “Downstairs should be a piece of cake. Lots of beams to work with… I can use wall mounts. I’m assuming the living quarters will be more of the same.”

“Between that and the body cams, we’re good to go,” Phil says.

“I want coverage on every inch of the catwalk.” Trent speaks too loudly in the cramped darkness, his voice echoing all around them. “A lot of weird shit went on up there.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Couple of zip ties to secure the cams to the railings. Getting decent audio with all that wind will be the hard part.”

“Hard part…” Steph grunts. “Easy for you to say, Jeff. You and Phil get to sleep in the van every night while the rest of us are trapped up here in the dark.”

Jeff glances over his shoulder, his words slow and enunciated, as if he’s reciting from a script. “That’s why you get second billing as head camerawoman and I’m just a lowly editor.”

“Best damn editor on YouTube,” Trent corrects him, effortlessly slipping into his on-camera persona.

“So wait… if that leaves Trent as the pretty face and talent of this operation…” You can practically hear the smirk in Steph’s voice. “… what exactly does Phil do?”

A runny nose is blown in the darkness—sounding a lot like the honk of an angry goose—and then a haughty voice: “Phil makes sure the contracts are signed and the bills are paid. Phil makes sure we have the proper equipment and permissions. Phil answers all the emails and phone calls the three of you ignore. Phil handles media requests and makes sure you get your—”

The chorus of the others’ shared laughter drowns out his wounded voice. When it finally dies down, Steph says, “You know I’m just yanking your chain. You are loved and appreciated.”

“If you say so.”

“We all say so.”

“Speaking of the press, boss, a reminder that you have a pre-screen phoner with Joe Rogan at five o’clock.”

“Ugh.” It’s the first time we’ve heard Trent sound less than enthused.

“And then dinner at six with our guests. Can’t be late.”

“Now that I’m looking forward to.”

Steph readjusts the light on her camera. “What are they like?”

“Who? Rob and the professor?”

“Yeah. You and Phil are the only ones who’ve met them. What should I expect?”

“They’re… interesting.”

“That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement.”

“It’s actually a compliment. They’re both very smart and a lot different than—”

Phil interrupts him. “Professor Catherine Durand. Fifty-six years old. Anthropologist. Historian. Author. Much older and a bit more formal than we’re accustomed to, but her mature presence and academic voice will lend this project an immediate sense of authenticity. The fact that she was born and raised in Harper’s Cove only makes her all the more fascinating.”

He recites this information as though he is reading from a background report on the woman—which he obviously is not.

“Robert Elliott. Age thirty-four. Ghost hunter. Catholic. True believer. Host of cable television sensation Paranormal Investigation Bureau, a few weeks away from filming its tenth season; we were flat-out lucky to book him. Over six thousand people registered for only two hundred spots to hear him speak at the last San Diego Comic-Con. Elliott is a serious investigator with myriad documented experiences.”

“Like I said… interesting.” Trent, once again, sounds very pleased with himself. He’s moving faster now, the others hurrying to keep up. The growing excitement in the air is palpable.

And then Trent gasps, stopping in his tracks.

“Ommpfh.” The man in the designer glasses / Jeff slams into him, nearly dropping his flashlight.

Right behind Jeff, Phil freezes and flattens himself against the wall to prevent Steph from stumbling into him.

Trent spins around, his excited face awash in the camera light. “We’re here.”
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HandCam06.mp4

(10:09 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

“Imagine, if you will, a three-story structure waiting for you at the top of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse’s long, winding staircase…”

Trent stands in the center of a surprisingly spacious, dimly lit room. Shadows cavort on the wall behind him. The other members of the group are all off camera.

“This first level was originally used as the living quarters. It was divided into two small bedrooms, a sitting room, and a kitchen. But sometime near the beginning of the last century, it was converted into a storage area.” He gestures off to the side. “And as you can see for yourself, it’s still quite the mess.”

Jeff lets out a whistle. “I can’t believe you actually bought this dump.”

Trent ignores him, and the camera slowly swings around. Along the curved wall, draped in an impressive network of spiderwebs, are piles of sagging cardboard boxes, stacks of rotting timber and rusted metal rods, heaps of broken-down furniture, and a leaning pyramid of old newspapers and books. In the far corner is a tangled mound of mannequin limbs. Arms and legs and torsos. Many of them chipped or cracked, spotted with green and black splotches of mold. Not a single head in sight.

Phil’s unnerved voice from off-screen: “What the hell is that all about?”

No one answers him.

Instead, the camera pans away and follows Trent up a short stretch of metal stairs to the next level. He turns and once again addresses the lens. Behind him, three beams of hazy sunlight stream into the room from a trio of narrow windows facing the coast.

“This next area was known as the watch room, or the service room. Fuel and other valuable supplies were stored here, and it was from this room that the lighthouse keeper most often stood watch.”

His footsteps sounding abnormally loud in the hushed gloom, he shuffles past an ancient rocking chair and coffee table toward a large antique dresser tucked against the opposite wall. On the blocks of stone behind it and the planked floor directly in front of it is a series of ominous dark smudges. The camera lingers there for a moment—before rising and zooming in on a nearby support beam. There, amidst yet more spiderwebs, carved into the dark wood, are the initials DC.

“The DC stands for Delaney Collins, the twelve-year-old girl who, along with the rest of her family, met a tragic fate here in this lighthouse.”

The camera pulls back and goes close on Trent’s face. Gone is his playful smile. His eyes are narrowed, brow furrowed, lips pressed together in a grim straight line.

“If the stories are true, Delaney Collins’s restless spirit—and many others just like her—still haunt the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. We will soon determine the accuracy of such accounts… because just as the ill-fated Thomas Livingston did eight long years ago, my guests and I will soon be making ourselves at home here. The difference is… and it’s a big one, folks… instead of only a weekend… we’ll be staying an entire week… including Halloween night.”
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HandCam07.mp4

(10:16 a.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

“Jesus… it really is magnificent.”

As the camera slowly pans, we see the three men standing in the lantern room, pressing their sweaty foreheads against the slanted windows. Encircling the glassed-in room is the catwalk, constructed of thick cast iron and surrounded by a four-foot safety railing.

Trent tugs open a narrow glass door—its rusty hinges letting out a screech like fingernails on chalkboard—and steps outside onto the elevated walkway. They’re immediately assaulted by the howl of the wind, and as Steph follows him outside with the camera, the roar grows even louder, accompanied by the shrill cry of swooping seagulls.

With an unnerving lack of caution, Trent leans over the railing, his gaze sweeping the horizon.

“Trent…” Steph says. “Please be careful.”

He either doesn’t hear her or doesn’t listen. Leaning even further, he puts his hands out in front of him, as if preparing to take flight. “Look at this… It’s like we’re floating on a cloud.”

Far below, beyond the edge of the cliff and the rocky shoreline, miles of bright blue, sun-spangled ocean stretch as far as the eye can see. A group of fishing vessels appear as tiny gray dots, steaming north for deep water. Glimmers of sunlight reflect off the captains’ windows and flocks of hungry gulls follow in the boats’ wake, hoping for runaway scraps of bait.

“It’s enough to take your breath away.” Trent turns back to the camera, his eyes wide and dreamy, as if he’s lost in a daze or perhaps even hypnotized. “Thank you… all of you… for coming with me.”
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HandCam08.mp4

(12:38 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

The offshore wind batters the camera as Steph draws closer to the solitary man standing at the edge of the cliff, his back to a lens now streaked with flecks of sea spray. The deep grumble of waves crashing against rocks competes with the undulating whine of the gusts.

“Don’t jump!” Steph teases, arriving at the man’s side. She practically has to yell to be heard above the cacophony.

Phil turns to her, squinting. He’s standing maybe fifteen feet from the unguarded edge of the bluff. His sleight frame appears to waver in the howling wind, the tail of his jacket whipping out behind him, as though at any moment he may actually be lifted into the sky and carried away.

“I will if you will!” An uneasy smile on his face.

The camera creeps past him, angling downward along the sheer drop—capturing mounds of churning whitewater smashing against a craggy wall—and then slowly retreats as Steph backs away.

“Whoa,” she says, directing the camera at Phil again. “That made me dizzy.”

“Why do you think I’m standing back here?”

“So…” Turning around and panning to the lighthouse. “What do you think?”

The massive wooden door wobbles in frame as the ground beneath their feet trembles with the arrival of another angry swell. “I think it’ll make for excellent footage.”

The camera pivots back to his face. “Besides that.”

“I don’t like it.” Shaking his head and looking away as though he doesn’t want his honest reaction to appear on-screen. “There’s something wrong with this place.”

Steph rolls her eyes. “You said the same thing about the abandoned theme park.”

“It’s different this time.” Still not looking at the camera.

“How is—”

“You really didn’t see anything… strange… or feel anything?”

The camera shrugs. “I mean, it was definitely eerie. I got goose bumps a couple of times.”

“I got a lot more than goose bumps.” He glances at the lens, quickly looks away. “I kept seeing things move from the corner of my eye. An old chair. A mannequin leg. And I heard footsteps where there shouldn’t have been.”

“It was probably just—”

“I thought I saw something else. When the rest of you were out on the catwalk. There was a woman on the stairs… in a white nightdress… She was just standing there, staring at me… and then I blinked and she was gone.” He turns to Steph, his face inches from the camera, eyes pleading. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

“Why didn’t you say someth—” Steph is interrupted by the honking horn of an approaching vehicle. The camera spins around to see Jeff waving a flatbed truck hauling a portable toilet through the open gate.
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HandCam09.mp4

(1:42 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

The rear doors of the van are open.

From a distance, it looks like the yawning mouth of a dark cave—but as the camera draws closer, it’s soon revealed to be the entrance to a technological wonderland.

Jeff sits on an office chair in front of a row of glowing video monitors and a pair of open laptops positioned on a fold-down countertop. Several other digital gadgets have been affixed to the interior wall of the van, all of them within easy reach just above the monitor screens.

“You guys need a nickname for this thing,” Steph says as she climbs into the back.

“What kind of nickname?”

“I dunno… something like the Mystery Machine from Scooby-Doo.”

He swivels around in his chair, fighting back a smirk. “T-Breeze would love that. He drops a couple hundred grand on a state-of-the-art mobile security suite and we compare it to a cartoon.”

Steph shrugs and the camera shrugs right along with her. “I mean, you could go with something cooler… something dope, like maybe… Ground Control—”

“I kinda dig that, Major Tom,” Jeff says before belting out the opening of “Space Oddity” in a surprisingly spot-on impression of David Bowie.

Without missing a beat, Steph joins in.

And then they’re both laughing, the camera jiggling up and down.

“Hey, you notice anything… different about Trent since we got here?” Jeff asks, the smile on his face fading.

“Different how?”

He looks away, like maybe he regrets bringing it up.

“Tell me.”

“I mean… he’s so so into it.” Jeff glances outside the van to make sure no one is eavesdropping. “It’s like he’s not even putting on an act. None of the usual over-the-top bullshit.”

“This is important to him,” she says. “He’s fascinated by this stuff. Always has been.”

“The guy’s also fascinated with fart machines and human pinball and blowing up brand-new cars. ‘Smash that subscriber button, yo!’ It’s… not like we’re talking about a serious-minded individual here.”

“All very true.”

“You think it’s because of what happened to his sister?”

Now it’s Steph’s turn to hesitate.

“Well, whatever it is,” Jeff continues, “it’s almost like we’re seeing the real Trent Bell on camera for the first time.” He looks toward the back of the van again. “And after being his wingman all these years, it’s a little unnerving.”

The camera pans to the open double doors—and the shadowy edge of the woods in the distance. “I better get back inside, see what everyone’s up to.”

“Do me a favor, Steph?”

The camera swings back to him. “What’s that?”

“Delete this conversation. Please.”

The screen cuts to black.
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 27, 2025

The day has finally come.

After thirty-three years.

I believed with all my heart that I was free of that place forever. My last journey to Harper’s Cove was to help my mother sell my father’s boat, and the house in which I was raised. My personal possessions were gone by then—the film posters and books and way too many pairs of boots to count—all of it so many miles away in my cramped dorm room. There wasn’t much left of my father either. Not once the auctions on the boat and the traps were done. Mom kept only his compass and his maps.

He always annotated his maps. You could spread one across a table and see fifty years of history in front of you. Everything from giant sandbars that washed away after a storm to year-by-year chartings of lobster migrations. He had every local shipwreck marked with dates and details. Tides and cycles of the moon. Accurate casualty counts for the entire fleet. He wasn’t morbid by nature, just thorough. He captained a vessel, after all. He was a mostly responsible man.

When Mom was still alive and living in Halifax, I’d sometimes catch her reading those maps like newspapers. She’d sift through the wrinkled parchments, carefully studying the pencil etchings, tracing them with her fingertips, as if by doing so she might once again hear the whisper of her husband’s voice. Sometimes I thought it was sweet; other times, ill and languishing.

I often regret letting the maps go after she passed. I would have never framed and displayed them as many locals favor. Not any map with that much blue. But a part of me still feels like I neglected my duty as a captain’s daughter. Those maps were part of my father’s legacy.

I believe they ended up at the maritime museum down by the docks, but I can’t say for certain. The days following Mom’s death—nearly three years ago now, yet it feels like only yesterday—remain locked away in a kind of impenetrable haze, mostly by my own volition. There was a recent Facebook post from someone at the museum pleading for donations to help keep the lights on. I wonder if they reached their goal or if Dad’s old maps and papers are rotting away in an abandoned storage locker some-where.

Maybe the whole town’s rotted away by now. I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.

Thirty-three years is an eon. I’ve spent my entire adult life thinking about the town I was raised in, yet never once returned. Why would I? At first, I was teaching down south, and it was simply too great a distance to consider traveling. Consecutive days without a full class load were a precious commodity. After that, I was busy touring the country. My daily life controlled by scribbles on a calendar. I spoke often of my childhood but never the place in which I actually spent it. Why bring up a potential hole in my thesis before I’d even had the opportunity to patch it?

Besides, both of my parents were gone by then—so what did I have to return to?

Every haunt has an origin: a single point in time that spurs forth all future rumor and superstition until one day the story is forgotten. Ghosts are merely the echoes of history. Even if that history happens to be ancient—precolonial, for instance—and nothing more than a whisper on the saline wind.

It’s not my fault. I can’t possibly know the answer to every puzzle.

And now… here I am, ever since Mom died, back in the land of Evangeline, calling her old Halifax town house my own… and I haven’t so much as thought about making the short drive to Harper’s Cove. Why not? What am I afraid of?

My heart leapt when I first saw the email. It felt like I’d been waiting all these years for someone to call my bluff—and it finally happened. What even am I? The diploma on my office wall reads “Anthropology,” yet the almighty Google proclaims Catherine Durand as “the world’s leading authority on haunted houses who doesn’t believe in ghosts.” I’ll never shake off that BuzzFeed fluff piece. The reporter obviously hadn’t read my work. Either that or he totally misunderstood the phrase “history shapes culture, and culture writes history,” and interpreted “shape” and “write” to be synonymous, bastardizing the heart of it to begin with.

Not that he didn’t have a valid point, I must admit. After all, what’s one to think of someone who’s written so much about haunted houses, and yet has never so much as bothered to mention her own? An utter fraud, or perhaps even a coward—that’s what one would think. If I’m being completely honest—and if that’s not the point of this entire exercise, then what is?—that’s precisely what I think of myself.

So yes, indeed, it seemed a future foretold that someone else would one day connect the dots between my birthplace and my body of work only to discover that yawning gap. I realize it’s a ridiculous notion to fret about, especially now that it’s already come to be. As I’ve said many times before… every town has a haunted house. Harper’s Cove is no different. I was simply busy elsewhere. Pennhurst. Alcatraz. The Stanley. My focus was searching for answers—real, satisfactory ones—and I found plenty.

But this particular request got right to the point, didn’t it? They didn’t ask for an interview. Or a panel appearance at a convention. Or even a Zoom meeting.

They asked me to come to Harper’s Cove.

They asked me to come home.

And after all these many years, why did I finally agree? I don’t have a rational answer, but I believe one will come to me in time.

Regardless, there’s no backing out now. They made me an offer and I accepted. As Dad used to say, a person’s word is their bond.

There is nothing to be afraid of.

I keep telling myself that. Especially at night.

Widow’s Point is just another haunted house.

Every town has one.
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HandCam10.mp4

(3:49 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

Phil looks up from the suitcase he’s packing.

“Lovely… and now you’re filming me.”

“The world makes a lot more sense from behind the camera.”

He doesn’t say anything to that. Just keeps transferring the neat stacks of clothes from the bed into his shiny silver suitcase.

“You know… you don’t even have to go inside anymore,” Steph continues. “You can hang out in the van with Jeff the rest of the week.”

“It’s not just that.” Phil turns in a circle, searching his hotel room to make sure he hasn’t forgotten anything. “There’re still some fires that need putting out related to Trent’s little stunt at the car dealership. The salesman’s claiming he suffered undue stress during the test-drive. He’s been having nightmares. They’re talking lawsuit.”

“Is that what you want me to tell Trent?”

“I really don’t care what you tell him. Just give me about an hour’s head start so he can’t chase me down and try to stop me.”

“Okay… but he’s not gonna be happy.”

His gaze settles on her. “What I really want is for you to come with me. All of you.”

“That’s… not going to happen. Trent’s like a man possessed about this whole thing.”

“It just reminds me of when he first started seeing Sabrina Carpenter.” He rolls his eyes and zips up his suitcase. “Except now he’s head over heels in love with a fucking lighthouse.”

Steph laughs and Phil comes over to her, the expression on his face dead serious.

“Listen… okay, maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe I’m just being dramatic. But promise me you’ll be careful.”

“You? Dramatic?” A dizzying whirl as the camera is lowered to her side—and a patch of threadbare gold carpeting rushes the screen. The rustle of clothing as the two of them hug goodbye.

“But I really don’t think I am. I felt it in every bone in my body, Steph. It’s a bad place.”
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Live Stream Excerpt—Twitch User: RobtheGhostHunter

(5:02 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

A glimpse of an open suitcase, a messy pile of clothes, and various camera and electronic equipment spread out across a bed.

And then a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it flash in a steamy mirror of a bald man with a towel wrapped around his waist. He’s tall and thin and pale, and holding a cell phone out in front of him.

“Shower felt good. It’s too damn cold around here for October.”

The hotel room has seen better days. The gold frame surrounding the mirror is chipped and tarnished. The turquoise lamp on the dresser below looks like it was purchased from a parking lot flea market. The floral wallpaper is peeling along the baseboard and at least one corner of the ceiling.

The cell phone camera swings around, revealing a narrow table and chair centered in front of a large bay window. Atop the table is an open laptop—its animated screen saver a scene from Disney’s The Black Cauldron—and right beside it, a stack of file folders and binders.

Beyond the computer, outside the window, we see the slanting, shingled roofs of nearby buildings and an expansive network of fishing docks protruding into a harbor of blue-green water.

The man walks closer and props up the cell phone on the sill. The glass, surprisingly clean, fades into transparency. “While I get dressed for dinner, you guys take a look at downtown. I still can’t tell you exactly where I’m spending the next week of my life—in fact, this’ll be my final live stream for a while, as per the restrictions in my contract—but trust me, you’re gonna freak when you find out all the gory details.” The floorboards groan as the man walks away.

A parade of tired-looking fishing vessels traverse the calm waterway. Men wearing yellow rubber overalls and black boots scurry across the docks, readying bumpers and positioning plastic green carts on wheels to gather the day’s catch. A gray sky lingers above them.

“It’s actually a neat little town. I don’t know what I was expecting.”

On the opposite shore of the harbor, quaint, color-splashed clapboard houses dot a forested hillside. The leaves in the trees have already turned, many of the branches bare and brittle. Plumes of dark smoke rise from a number of chimneys. A spiderweb of twisty roads wind their way in between stands of mature pine and spruce and boulders the size of school buses. Like rainwater, all the roads flow down toward the water’s edge.

“Maybe an alternate version of ’Salem’s Lot…?”

The floorboards creak again.

“… But it actually reminds me of a Norman Rockwell painting… if old Norm was maybe a little hungover.”

A scraping sound as the cell phone is removed from the windowsill, and then a blurry whirl of color as the scenery outside is replaced by the man’s reflection in the mirror. The towel is gone from his waist. He’s wearing jeans. His scrawny bare chest covered with tufts of curly strawberry-blond hair.

“I can never decide what’s right for these off-camera meetings. Whether I should lean into the subject matter or play it straight.”

He holds up a long-sleeved T-shirt bearing the Ghostbusters logo. He lowers it, almost dropping the cell phone, and raises a plain black shirt with a V-neck collar.

“What do you think, folks? Give your guy a hand and cast your vote in the chat.”

Turning away from the mirror, he strolls past the bed into a cramped bathroom. The overhead light is irritatingly bright. A leather toiletry kit balances precariously on the rim of a toothpaste-splattered sink. The man’s hand snakes into view, grabbing a stick of deodorant, and the image shakes back and forth as he vigorously applies it.

“I think I’m gonna head downstairs a little early, hit the tavern. May give me a chance to chat with whoever else our makeshift Dr. Montague has recruited for this little adventure.”

He returns to the bedroom and makes his way to the table in front of the window.

“I still don’t get why it has to be such a big secret, though. For a hundred grand, I’m not turning you down no matter who else is along for the ride.”

He hits the space bar on the laptop—and the screen comes to life. He uses his finger to trace the responses on his Twitch account. There are dozens, if not hundreds, of posts.

“All right, all right, all right… Ghostbusters it is! Thanks, everyone!”

He repositions the cell phone camera toward the window—the floorboards once again announcing his departure—and this time it focuses on the mouth of the harbor and the churning wine-dark ocean beyond.
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HandCam11.mp4

(5:53 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

With a mechanical whirring sound, the camera lens squints and yawns as it adjusts to the room’s soft amber lighting. Shadowy fingertips appear around the edges, tuning and turning until the murkiness slowly gains focus.

Jeff, his face bathed in artificial candlelight, sits alone in a semicircle booth with worn leather upholstery. A half-dozen table settings are arranged around him. None of them have been touched. The creased brim of his faded Bentley Football cap is angled low on his forehead, obscuring eyes that are studying a phone.

The camera pulls back, revealing the interior of the restaurant behind him. A shiplap sign reading THE COVE INN in old-fashioned hand-lettering hangs above an L-shaped bar. Below the sign are three long rows of dark wood shelving decorated with ornate patterns. While many of the bottles stacked along those dusty shelves appear fresh off the supply truck, others could pass for genuine artifacts, their curling paper labels faded and unreadable.

A pair of stained-glass windows that would be right at home in any church bookend the overcrowded shelves, the waning outside glow of magic hour momentarily transforming the dull reds, yellows, blues, and greens into a sparkling kaleidoscope. An indoor rainbow. And then, just like that, the sun moves on and the sparkle is gone, replaced again by dusky glass.

The bar top is once-polished oak, its worn surface scarred by decades of abuse in the form of stray cigarettes, car keys, and broken bottles. A pair of plastic orange pumpkins sit on opposite ends. On one of them, someone has used a black marker to draw bifocals around the triangular eyes.

More than half of the barstools are occupied. Tired men dressed in flannel and loosened overalls talk quietly among themselves. Others stare straight ahead, silent and unblinking. There is no music. The Montreal Canadiens hockey game is playing on outdated televisions mounted on the wall at each end of the bar. The Washington Capitals lead by a goal halfway through the second period, but no one appears to be paying much attention.

Including Jeff, who is sitting with his back to the bar, still staring at his phone.

“They’re on their way down,” an off-screen voice announces, loud enough to turn the heads of a pair of townies in knit caps. A gray T-shirt enters frame, blocking the lens.

The camera shifts and slowly pulls back—revealing Trent dressed in baggy jeans, a pectoral-hugging V-neck, and a black denim jacket. A gaudy gold chain hangs around his neck.

Beside him, Jeff scoots to the edge of the booth and looks at Steph. “I think you can cut now. We’ve got enough B-roll.”
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HandCam12.mp4

(5:58 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

The camera, which has been repositioned on a tripod, provides a wide-angle view of the round booth now occupied by Trent, Jeff, and Steph. The three of them are deep in conversation…

“… still can’t believe he actually left…”

“… a big scaredy-cat. Always has been….”

“… but he’s never bailed on a job before…”

“… not paying him to run back home with his tail between…”

“… wish he’d answer his phone.”

… until Trent looks up and abruptly rises to his feet. “Professor Durand! Rob!” Beaming, he reaches out his hand. “Welcome! Please join us!”

A slight, bald man slides into the booth next to Trent. Based on his earlier hotel room Twitch stream, it’s clear this is Rob Elliott, the “ghost hunter.” Up close, he looks more like a disheveled grad student than a television personality. A scattering of acne scars pit the man’s rosy cheeks and forehead, and his wiry tangle of amber beard is long overdue for trimming.

“Thanks for having us,” he says in a practiced voice accustomed to having an audience.

Next comes an older woman who could almost pass for a local. Her blue chambray shirt, many-pocketed khaki jacket, and messy gray bun spilling out of the back of a knit cap appear native to the scene, yet her attentive eyes, manicured nails, and Louis Vuitton purse paint the picture of a person well traveled. The others scooch around the booth, allowing Professor Catherine Durand enough room to take a seat next to Rob. She offers a pleasant yet reserved smile and says, “Isn’t this cozy?”

“I take it you two have already gotten to know each other?” asks Trent.

The professor removes her hat and places it in her lap. “Indeed, we have. Mr. Elliott here is quite the gentleman. We ran into each other in the lobby and he was kind enough to carry my luggage up to my room.”

“That’s awesome,” Trent says, looking and sounding much younger than his twenty-seven years. “And speaking of introductions…” He turns to the others. “This is Jeff Koch and Steph DuPree, editor and camerawoman extraordinaires.”

Everyone leans across the table, extending hands. Jeff’s elbow knocks over a saltshaker. He pinches a sprinkle between his fingers and tosses it over his shoulder.

“Hey, man, huge fan,” he tells Rob as they shake. “Paranormal Investigation Bureau’s my grandmother’s favorite show. She’s gonna die when I tell her we’re working together.”

“Let’s hope not,” Rob replies with an awkward chuckle. “Remind me later—I’ll autograph something for her before our time together is through.”

A smiling Trent plays to the camera: “Oh, our time here together is just getting started. I can’t wait for tomorrow.” He holds the expression for a beat, and then the grin fades. He nods to Steph…

… and the screen goes dark.
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HandCam13.mp4

(6:23 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

A messy pile of chicken bones are heaped atop a platter at the center of the table. Pint glasses of dark beer sit in front of the diners, most of them nearly empty. Rob is the exception. He’s barely touched his Guinness. Hands waving in front of him, Trent’s mouth moves a mile a minute, regaling the others with a story that can’t quite be heard. The steady hum of conversation at the bar behind them has grown in volume as the evening progresses.

Jeff swallows the last of his beer and signals to the waitress for a refill as Steph tosses another stripped-to-the-bone chicken wing onto the overflowing plate. She wipes a dribble of hot sauce from her chin and leans across the table.

“So how does it feel to be back home again?” she asks Professor Durand. “I understand it’s been a while?”

The professor glances at Trent, who is still blabbing, and then back at Steph again. “Thirty-three years.” She looks like she’s about to say something else but instead settles for a bite of mozzarella stick.

“Wow… Has much changed?”

Professor Durand smiles and holds up what’s left of the fried cheese stick. “Well, these sure haven’t. Calories be damned, these are every bit as delicious as I remember.”

Steph enthusiastically nods. “These are the best buffalo wings I’ve ever had.” She drains her pint glass. “My mouth’s on fire.”

“Just wait until you see the shepherd’s pie. That was my father’s favorite.” The professor gazes at her male companions, the three of them bunched together in the middle of the booth.

“… lemonade stand episode was funny as hell,” Rob says, chewing on a stalk of celery, “but my all-time favorite is when you guys snuck into that marijuana farm and got chased by those men on horseback.”

“That was the worst damn day of my life.” Jeff puts down his drink and flashes Trent a dirty look. “I almost quit.”

“C’mon, Jeffy…” Trent nudges the editor’s arm. “You know you could never leave me.”

Tossing a straw at Trent. “Keep calling me Jeffy and you’ll find out.”

Professor Durand looks back at Steph. Eyebrows raised, she lowers her voice: “Are they always such… adolescents?”

“Welcome to my life,” Steph says. “Those two…” She gestures at Trent and Jeff. “… have the attention spans of kindergarteners, practically speak their own language, and smell funny too.” She begins to giggle. The older woman covers her mouth and joins in, and then suddenly both of them are laughing out loud.

“Wait, wait… what’s so funny?” Trent asks. “Clue us in.” All three of the men lean across the table, staring at them expectantly.

Which only makes the women laugh even harder. Tears running down her cheeks, Steph waves them away as she reaches over to turn off the camera.
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HandCam14.mp4

(6:55 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

“Before I forget, there are a couple of items I’d like to discuss.”

Professor Durand appears in close-up at center frame. The bowl on the table in front of her contains a smattering of leftover peas floating amidst a small puddle of gravy. In the background is a narrow section of bar and the peak of a stained-glass window.

“The first is a favor of sorts. From now on—off camera, of course—please just call me Cathy. Last I checked, none of you were registered as my students, so no more of that ‘Professor Durand’ nonsense.”

“Easy enough,” Trent says.

“The second matter is… a bit more indelicate… especially at the dinner table.” She wipes her mouth with a napkin before continuing. “Still, I believe I’ll sleep better if I know the answer, so here goes: I’d like to know what provisions have been made regarding our bathroom facilities at the lighthouse.”

“Right on,” Steph chirps from behind the camera. “I knew we’d get along.”

Trent appears relieved that the professor’s concern isn’t something more serious. “We brought in a brand-new Spot A Pot, as well as a sanitation station so we can wash our hands and disinfect. They’re set up right now, just outside of the lighthouse. We also have a portable toilet behind a curtain in the corner of the living quarters in case you don’t feel like climbing down a couple hundred stairs. It’s the type that… y’know, boaters and campers use? The best that money can buy.”

Biting her lip, Professor Durand nods thoughtfully. “Okay then. That’ll be just fine. Thank you.”

A moment of awkward silence before Steph finally speaks up. “So…” She widens the camera angle. “We’ve been anxious to ask about Spiritual Tumors.”

The professor’s eyes instantly sparkle in the subdued lighting. “You’ve read it?”

A chorus of mumbled agreement, along with an enthusiastic “Yes, ma’am!” from Trent.

“Twice for me,” Steph notes. “The first time… the ‘Myrtles Plantation’ chapter was assigned reading for an American Studies class in college, but then I ended up reading the entire book over winter break. I devoured it again on vacation this summer, once Trent decided he was going to make you an offer.”

“And what did you make of it the second time around?”

A brief pause before Steph continues: “Um, hang on… W-whether or not one subscribes to the paranormal… ghosts are very much real. Imagined or literal… hauntings are a vessel for human guilt… No, wait. That’s not quite… What was it?”

“A resting place for the sins of the father.”

“Yes! Right! See, that’s what I liked so much about your book. Anyone could get into it. Not just true believers. You taught me that there’s a… historic appeal as to why some places make us feel uneasy. It’s not all legend and superstition.”

Just out of focus behind her, one of the men sitting at the bar swivels around on his stool and stares at the camera. The details of his face are indiscernible.

“Are you…?” The professor looks around at the group. “True believers?”

Rob: “You know I am. One hundred percent.”

Jeff: “I guess you could consider me that. On a good day.”

Trent (after a pause): “I want to be… buuut let’s just say that the jury is still out.”

Professor Durand returns her gaze to the camera. “Stephanie… you?”

“I’m a true agnostic.” Her voice is lower now, not nearly as playful. “I figure I’ll worry about the afterlife once I get there.”

The professor raises her pint glass. “Okay then—cheers to that.”

The man at the bar behind Durand is standing now. Hands in his pockets. His face remains out of focus, but he’s come a little closer, and it’s obvious that he’s elderly, stooped over.

“I have to ask, though.” Steph again. “Wasn’t there a moment that made you doubt yourself? That made you think Hey, this place might actually be haunted? What about the Maryland Murder House?”

A wistful smile plays across the professor’s face. “Oh yeah, those kitchen cabinets opening and closing by themselves gave some of my graduate students quite a fright. Not to mention the pentagram in the attic… but in reality that was most likely just shoddy construction and a handful of bored teenagers.”

“What about the voices you heard?”

The man at the bar shuffles closer, and as he does, a wrinkled, whiskery face with watery gray eyes swims into view. Wire glasses sit askew upon a crooked, whiskey-veined nose.

“The voices somebody heard. I heard the wind through a keyhole, squirrels in the walls, support beams settling. It was an old house breathing in its own cobwebbed history, as all places do. The good and the bad. The difference is in how we listen to them.”

Admiration in Steph’s voice: “Our channel’s never had a guest like you, that’s for sure. I can’t wait to hear what you think of the lighthouse tomo—”

“Youse shouldn’t be heeya.”

The man from the bar towers directly over Professor Durand. He’s swaying on his feet, his bloodshot eyes tinged a sickly yellow. There are pretzel crumbs in his whiskers. His untucked flannel shirt is covered with stains and the pocket over his left breast has been torn away, leaving a ragged hole in its place.

“Youse need to leave.”

A shuffling sound followed by a sudden jerking motion as the camera is detached from the tripod and its focus manually adjusted. When it stabilizes, the angle slowly widens, once again capturing the entire table in frame. Everyone—with the exception of Steph, who is working the camera—is staring slack-jawed at the old man standing beside the booth.

“Doun’t matter a bit how mush cash you gort.” Specks of saliva fly from his mouth as he slurs. “M’son was a fool t’sellit. A greedy fool… just like youse.”

Trent tries to stand, but there’s not enough room to straighten his legs because of the table. He’s trapped inside the booth with the others. “I don’t know who you are, mister, but we’re guests here and we’re not bothering anyone.”

The drunk man ignores him, his eyes never leaving the camera. “Sewercide. That what youse want?” He rubs the whiskers on his sagging chin. “Youse’ll gets it then… I’ve chased away enough of youse goddamn fools.”

“Listen, old-timer…”

Trent nudges Jeff on the shoulder and the editor immediately scoots over and exits the booth, allowing Trent to follow suit. He walks around the table and approaches the stranger, Jeff trailing a safe distance behind him.

“We don’t want any trouble, mister. We came here to do a job. One week and then we’re gone.”

The old man smiles—and it’s a dreadful sight. Most of his teeth are gone. The handful that remain are crooked and midnight black. His receded gums are yellow and bleeding. “Youse go into tha lighthouse and youse be gone all right.”

“How did you know we—”

Still seated inside the booth, Professor Durand reaches out and places a hand on Trent’s arm. She squints at the old man. “Mr. Parker? Is that you?”

The old man whirls around, nearly stumbling, the scowl on his face fading. “Who… who’s that?”

She slides out from behind the table. Trent backs away to make room for her approach. “It’s Catherine Durand, Mr. Parker. Guy and Maureen’s daughter.”

The old man gapes at her in surprise, his mouth forming a perfect O.

“I know… it’s been a long time.”

“My God.” His eyes widen in what appears to be fear. “Youse come home.”

The professor glances nervously at the camera. “Can we turn that off?”
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HandCam15.mp4

(7:28 p.m., Monday, October 27, 2025)

A spark of red light appears in the murkiness.

The distant cry of seagulls drowned out by the growl of a nearby car engine. The crunch of tires on gravel. And a snippet of a Rolling Stones song fading to silence.

The built-in camera light switches on. There’s a burst of artificial brightness—and a squinting Jeff swims into focus.

“Thanks a lot,” he says, shielding his eyes with his hand. “Now I’ve gone blind.”

He’s sitting on the rear bumper of the van, legs crossed at the ankles, smoking a blunt. If it’s possible for a van to be described as sleek, this is the one. At least eight feet longer and several feet wider than a normal passenger van, it looks like a prop from the set of a Transformers movie.

Trent and Rob stand a few feet away in the parking lot. An illuminated sign reading HARPER’S COVE INN can be seen in the background. A short distance from there, balanced on a wooden railing by the glass front door, a pair of plump jack-o’-lanterns welcome overtired travelers, their flickering orange grins lighting the way.

“I wonder what’s taking so long,” Trent says, practically vibrating in place. He can barely contain his excitement. “Dude, that was fucking nuts!”

Steph speaks up from behind the camera. “I dunno. I thought it was kinda sad, if you ask me.”

“Ronald Parker, in the flesh,” Rob says. “Wild.”

Trent shudders. “You see his teeth? His eyes? It was like he was wearing a Halloween mask.”

Jeff exhales a plume of smoke. In the glare of the camera light, it looks like a wisp of drifting fog. “Should we go check on her? You think she’s okay?”

“Sure, sure,” says Trent. “They’re obviously old friends or something. Small town like this? Half the bar probably watched her grow up.”

Steph sidesteps around Trent with the camera. “Maybe… but he didn’t look all that pleased to see her. That was a pretty volatile reaction.”

“Maybe that’s why she never came back here,” Rob says.

“What do you mean?” Jeff asks, snuffing out a teardrop of runaway ash with the toe of his Converse.

“Professor Durand hasn’t been back to Harper’s Cove in over thirty years. She’s never written or talked about Widow’s Point. Considering who she is and what she does, it’s always been, hellooo, rather odd among the paranormal community.”

Jeff looks at Trent. “Did you know about this?”

A distracted nod as he glances over his shoulder at the entrance to the restaurant. “Of course.”

Jeff stares quizzically at the camera. The frame shrugs along with Steph. “All I know,” she says, “is what I’ve read in her book. That’s it.”

“So… it’s a mystery wrapped inside a mystery.”

“I guess so,” Steph answers.

Rob grins. “Or maybe not. If everyone from Harper’s Cove behaves that awful in public, I can’t say I blame her.”

“Speaking of which,” Trent says, “here she comes.”

The camera swings around and when it steadies again, Professor Durand is striding toward them across the parking lot, isolated pools of lamplight marking her progress.

“I’m sorry,” she calls out as she gets closer. “I would’ve put a stop to that sooner, but it took me a while to realize who it was.”

“No apologies necessary,” Trent says, voice still buzzing. “It’ll make for a hell of a scene in the editing room.”

The professor glances at the camera, clearly hesitant. “That’s not the Ronald Parker I remember. I barely recognized him.”

“I’ve seen a few photos online,” Rob says, “but they look nothing like the guy we saw tonight.”

Her attention is still focused on Trent. “I presume the two of you never met while conducting your business?”

Trent shakes his head. “We never met anyone. It was an online auction. The deed and a rusty old key ring showed up in a FedEx envelope.”

“Mr. Parker is pretty angry with his son for selling it to you.”

Before Trent can muster a response, she continues:

“In any case, allow me to apologize for his ill-mannered behavior. The bottom of a bottle is a shared fate for many a lonely man in this town. Always has been, I’m sad to say.”

A pensive expression crosses Trent’s face. Not entirely convincing. “I imagine it’s like that in a lot of these small fishing villages. Sobering to think about.” He kicks at the gravel, trying to appear nonchalant. “So… um… were you able to talk to him?”

“A bit. But by the time I got him calmed down, he wasn’t making much sense. He could barely stand or keep his eyes open. One of his buddies at the bar promised to help him get home. Oh yeah, and according to Parker, I look the spitting image of my mother these days. How lovely.”

“I hear that.” Steph chuckles behind the camera. “I’d die if someone said that to me.”

Trent looks around at the others. “The night’s still young. What do you say we check out a pub or three?”

“Not me,” the professor says. “It’s been a long day. I think I’m going to turn in.”

“Same,” Rob says. “We’ve got an early start tomorrow.”

Steph groans her disapproval.

Jeff doesn’t say anything. He’s staring at something in the distance.

“We’ll meet right here in the parking lot and drive up together,” Trent says. “Our own little Ghostbusters caravan. We can grab some exteriors of us arriving at the gate and unloading. Maybe get a shot of the sunrise.”

“Sounds good,” Steph says.

“Will Phil Park be joining us tomorrow?” Rob asks.

Trent frowns. “He had to jet. I forgot to mention that at dinner.”

Professor Durand turns to him. “Will Mr. Park’s absence present any complications for the project?”

“Not at all,” he responds with a dismissive wave. “Phil’s a producer. No one’s really sure what he does, to be honest.”

The others all laugh. Except for Jeff. He’s still entranced by something far beyond the parking lot.

Trent looks over his shoulder, following his editor’s intense gaze. His eyes widen. “Holy shit. Grab a shot of that before we go inside,” he says, giving Steph a nudge.

The camera pans 180 degrees, sweeping past the inn and a number of small shops…

… settling on the dark silhouette of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse, poised atop its windswept cliff.

“It’s mesmerizing,” Rob whispers off-screen.

“Yes.” Professor Durand’s voice is unreadable. “Yes, it is.”
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 27, 2025

I can still scarcely believe that the scarecrow of a man who confronted us this evening was my father’s old poker buddy. Only two men ever walked away sober from the felt-covered table in our basement. Father Crenshaw was one, as consuming alcohol was apparently a much graver sin than gambling, and the other was Ronald Parker. I never once knew him to find companionship within the bottle.

But times change. People change.

I’m reminded of a night from my teenage years. I’d just returned home from Kali Delmonico’s house—her older sister was away for the weekend and we were living dangerously, trying on her clothes and playing her records—and it was late. Almost midnight.

Posters of Bryan Adams and Brian Orser and The Boss stared down at me as I knelt on the floor by my bed and pressed my ear to the drafty gaps between the wooden planks.

I’d thought I’d heard someone shout during the poker game. Arguments were not unusual, although Father Crenshaw was usually quick to break them up. But this time the anger wasn’t directed at anyone sitting at the table. Not that night.

“My old man’s a greedy fool!” Mr. Parker bellowed from below. A moment of prolonged silence followed this proclamation. I could imagine the other men, including my father, bottles of beer and poker chips stacked messily in front of them, waiting for what was to come next.

“If it were up to me,” Mr. Parker finally grumbled, “no one would ever step foot inside that place again.” He coughed. Cleared his throat. “Hell, if it were up to me, I’d blow that goddamn lighthouse to dust.”
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Security Camera Footage—The Harper’s Cove Inn

(3:19 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The parking lot appears in fuzzy-around-the-edges black and white.

There are four vehicles in frame: a motorcycle leaning on its kickstand, a pickup truck with a cut sheet of plastic for a passenger-side window, a midsize sedan with New York plates (most likely a rental), and the van. An overflowing dumpster marks the far corner of the lot.

Nothing on the screen moves except for a scrap of paper and a Styrofoam cup, chasing each other across the pavement…

… until a dark figure enters the frame.

A man moving furtively, head down, purposely avoiding the pools of light.

He stops halfway across the lot. Stands there with his hands in his pockets. Staring off in the distance.

The minutes tick by.

Three… four… five.

A light rain begins to fall, spattering the security camera lens.

Six… seven… eight.

The man remains motionless. Like a statue. Staring off toward the lighthouse.
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HandCam16.mp4

(6:45 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The black van’s engine roars to life, smoke spewing from the exhaust pipe, LED running board lights blinking on in a rapid, multicolored sequence. In the early-morning darkness, it looks like a spaceship readying for takeoff.

The video—now cast in grainy green scale—jiggles up and down as Steph approaches from across the parking lot. “Night vision, bitches,” she whispers, sounding wide awake and rather pleased with herself.

As she reaches the rear of the van, she drops to a crouch. Creeping around the driver’s side, the still-wobbly camera reveals an open window. Groggy voices can be heard inside.

The close-up image of the truck’s shiny door handle stabilizes and sharpens as Steph comes to a complete stop…

… and then her hand enters frame…

… and bangs on the driver’s-side door.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Inside the van, Trent and Jeff shriek like schoolgirls.

The video blurs as Steph leaps to her feet, and then it begins shaking back and forth as her raucous laughter echoes across the dark parking lot.

The driver’s door swings open.

Trent, eyes huge, two-hundred-dollar haircut still wet from the shower, emerges from the van. He appears distraught, then relieved, and finally, annoyed… and a little embarrassed.

Behind him, Jeff leans over in the passenger seat, the front of his gray hoodie soaked with spilled coffee. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

“Got you!” Steph squeals triumphantly.

Trent raises his hands in front of him—and with a frown, extends both of his middle fingers.
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HandCam17.mp4

(6:51 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A cheerier Trent stands with Jeff and Rob at the front of the idling van. Even at this early hour, Trent is doing most of the talking, the wraithlike plume of his breath visible in the hazy light. Jeff has changed into a clean sweatshirt and added an unbuttoned flannel on top. Rob, relatively quiet for most of the previous night, is now a bundle of nervous energy, rocking back and forth on his heels.

The camera’s night-mode function is still enabled, lending each of the men an otherworldly shimmer. They’re dressed warm, in layers, though Rob is hugging himself and shivering despite the puffy white Gore-Tex jacket wrapping his body. With it reaching all the way down to his knees, he resembles a marshmallow with stubby legs, a polar corgi.

He holds out his hand. Palm up. “Is it starting to rain?”

“Ocean spray,” says Jeff.

“This far from the beach?”

“It’s a rocky coastline. You’ll feel it even more when we get to the lighthouse.”

Behind them, across the parking lot, the inn’s noisy door hinges announce another predawn departure. The camera swings away from the three men, and Professor Durand is walking toward the group, pulling a large suitcase on wheels. Her free hand is stuffed inside the pocket of her tan cargo pants. She’s wearing a bulky sweater, hiking boots, and the same knit cap she’d worn to dinner the night before.

“Good morning!” Trent calls out from off-screen.

“Morning, everyone. Sorry to make you wait.”

“Not at all. There’s coffee in the van if you want some.”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

The camera pivots back to Trent, centering on his widening grin. He steps forward and takes the suitcase from the professor. “Allow me.”

“Thanks,” she says with a smile. “I figure once we get there, I’ll transfer any necessary items to my backpack.”

Rob slaps his gloved hands together, startling Jeff so that he drops the notebook he’s carrying. Jeff flashes Steph a dirty look as he bends over to pick it up. It’s been a rough morning thanks to her.

The renowned ghost hunter in the marshmallow jacket doesn’t even notice the exchange. Buzzing with excitement and no longer shivering, he turns and high-fives Trent. “All right—let’s get this show on the road!”
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HandCam18.mp4

(7:02 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Sorry about the rough ride.” Professor Durand’s voice from off-screen. “They used to fix these roads every spring, and then winter would come along and tear them up all over again.”

The camera’s night vision feature has been switched off and the overhead light inside the truck turned on. The resulting footage is jumpy and in and out of focus. In the glare of the headlights, the pair of vehicles ahead of them swerve to avoid another pothole.

“I guess you know the way, huh?” The camera pans past a feathered dream catcher hanging from the rearview mirror and settles on the professor in the driver’s seat.

“Everyone in this town knows the way.”

Stifling a yawn, Steph turns back to the road. Ahead of them, the black van with Jeff behind the wheel and Rob’s rental Prius brake at a four-way intersection before making a long, sweeping right-hand turn. Thick stands of pine and birch creep closer to the roadway, blocking out the sky.

“You excited to be back?” Steph asks.

“I wouldn’t exactly say excited.” A sigh. “But… I guess it was due time.”

“When were you here last?”

“That would have been… 1992… my final year of college. My father died of a heart attack. It was a shock. I came back for the funeral and to help my mom.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too. My dad was a good man. I miss him every day.”

“Has the town changed much, do you think? The lighthouse?”

“This place? Oh no—Harper’s Cove never changes. It’s… like a fossil trapped in amber. The lighthouse… I must say… I hadn’t really thought about it. Not until I got Trent’s email.”

A small dark shadow with glowing red eyes darts out of the woods in front of them. The professor veers around it, never once touching the brake pedal.

“Really?” asks Steph. “With your… interests, I would’ve thought—”

“Let me ask you something… where did you grow up?”

“Um, Bellevue, Washington.”

“Bellevue. Not far from Seattle, right? Plenty of haunted places around that part of the country. Anything in your hometown?”

“Yeah. The Capodanno house.”

“And this Capodanno… who was he? Or she?”

“He was Frankie Capodanno. A moonshining mobster straight out of The Godfather. He made a killing on speakeasies and then built a mansion on a hill at the edge of town. When the Feds finally raided it, there was this big shoot-out. Capodanno pulled a grenade and charged at the officers. Capodanno died, along with four cops and a couple of his gangsters. There were rumors that when they searched the house, they found a bunch of occult paraphernalia in the basement. On top of everything else, if you can believe it, the dude was a devil worshipper.”

“Jesus. What happened after that?”

The sound of a zipper opening and closing as Steph retrieves her cell phone from her backpack. “Let’s see… According to our friends at Wikipedia…

“… umm, what was left of the Capodanno house—the front porch and most of the ground floor were destroyed by the fire the explosion caused—sat empty until World War II ended. Then John Farris, the owner of the local lumberyard, bought it and fixed it up. He lived there alone for a while, before getting married to Amy Pruitt, the only daughter of the town’s postmaster. But they were both killed in a car accident not even a month after they exchanged wedding vows.

“After that, it says this guy Lars Lindenbach, bought it and converted it into a boardinghouse. Hang on…” She pauses to scroll through more information. “Sometime in the late sixties, kids began to go missing in Bellevue. Little girls, mostly, but a couple of boys too. None of them old enough to celebrate their tenth birthday. The man committing these horrible crimes, an unemployed construction worker named Bruce Fleming, eventually got sloppy and the police were able to track him down… to the second-floor apartment of the boardinghouse where he’d lived for the past eighteen months. They found the remains of eleven missing children buried in the woods behind the building. Jesus.”

She puts down her phone. “Okay, my mother? She said the house sat empty for a while after that. I’m not sure for how long, but I think it was quite a while. All I know is that when I was in grade school, the Cavanaughs moved in and it was a big deal around town. You’d hear stories that the place was cursed or haunted, like people were waiting for the next bad thing to happen. My parents said they were all being idiots and spreading nonsense, and that they should be ashamed of themselves. But they changed their tune a year and a half later when the entire Cavanaugh family died in a fire. The newspaper articles claimed it was an electrical fire that started in the kitchen, but my best friend’s cousin was a volunteer fireman and he told her that the daughter set the parents on fire while they were sleeping, and then doused herself with gasoline. Nothing really left of anyone except piles of ash and a bunch of teeth. All three of them were found by what was left of the bedroom window, as if they were trying to escape onto the roof.

“The girl had been an outcast at school. The other kids had bullied her. In the days before the fire, she’d told her only friend at church that she’d begun hearing voices at night. From inside her bedroom closet.”

There’s a moment of uneasy silence as Steph catches her breath.

“That’s precisely the type of history I write about,” the professor says, her eyes riveted on the road. “All that guilt and anguish trapped within four walls… with no place to escape.”

“I think maybe that’s all ghosts really are,” Steph says. “Our feelings about the past making themselves known in the present.”

Professor Durand glances at the camera. “That’s rather insightful. I may quote you on that if this expedition turns out to be article-worthy.”

“I’d be honored, but… the Capodanno house is no Widow’s Point.”

“No, I suppose there’s only one of those.”
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HandCam19.mp4

(7:24 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The camera is aimed out the passenger window. A bouncing glimpse of Steph’s face is caught in the side mirror, a pink glow reflecting off the camera lens. The crunch of gravel under tires competes with the whoosh of cold air rushing past.

And then the road bends sharply to the left and begins to widen, the trees crowding both shoulders falling away, revealing an endless horizon.

As the camera slowly pans, pointing out the windshield again, the rising sun breaks free of the ocean, the dazzling brilliance of dawn momentarily blinding.

It’s like looking at a watercolor painting come to life. A cascade of swirling colors—glittering reds, golds, yellows, oranges, and pinks—melt into one, shimmering across the surface of the water, transforming it into something not entirely of this world.

Following the rutted road, the truck swings hard to the right…

A gasp off-screen from Professor Durand.

… and the vehicle brakes to a sudden halt.

The Widow’s Point Lighthouse fills the screen. Looming over them, its darkened windows unblinking and watchful. Somehow, even with the glimmering sunrise bathing the land’s end, the stone tower remains in shadow.

“It eats the light…” the professor whispers, both hands white-knuckling the steering wheel.

“It’s taller than I remember,” Steph says, and we can hear the chill in her voice. “I know that’s not possible… but I was here just yesterday, and I swear…”

The screen goes dark.
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Security Camera Footage—Widow’s Point Lighthouse

(7:28 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent pulls open the gate, first one side, then the other. His face hidden in shadow, he backs out of the way, allowing the van, Rob’s rental car, and Professor Durand’s truck to slowly drive through.

He doesn’t turn around to watch the vehicles’ passage. Instead, with a somber and prepared expression on his face, he reaches his arms wide and draws the gate to a close.
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HandCam20.mp4

(7:28 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Holding for a beat, Trent stares through the chain-link fence directly at the camera. “How was that?”

Steph, who’s standing across the service road, just beyond the reach of the security camera, zooms in for a close-up. “A-1 creepy, boss, especially with the lighthouse right behind you. You want them to drive back out and do another take, just to be safe?”

“Nah.” Trent waves her off and pulls open the gate just wide enough for Steph to step inside. “If you say we’re good, we’re good.”

The camera swings behind Trent as he locks the gate. He slides a shiny silver key out of the padlock, then turns and holds it up in front of him, addressing an imagined audience:

“The lighthouse only came with a handful of keys. I think they must have been the originals, and none of them were duplicates. We made spares back in LA. I’m going to leave this one here…” He kneels down and tucks the key under a flat gray rock at the base of the fence post. Looking up at the camera, he grins. “Just in case things get weird in there.”

The silence holds for another beat, and then Trent rises, his smile waning. “C’mon. Let’s go do what we came here to do.”
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HandCam21.mp4

(7:35 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The camera is positioned low to the ground, angled up toward the lighthouse. From this extreme vantage point, the stone tower appears to rise into the sky forever, the morning sun glinting off the lantern room windows a mere twinkle among the drifting clouds.

Steph lifts and pulls back the camera, slowly panning to the right. The van is parked off to the side, far enough away so that the viewer can still get an unobstructed view of the lighthouse with the cliff and the ocean in the background. Trent, Rob, and the professor stand by the open rear doors, shivering in the mist.

The camera closes in on the group just as Jeff emerges from the back of the van. His designer eyeglasses are pushed up on his forehead and he’s struggling with a messy jumble of black straps.

“These are the chest harnesses.” After untangling the rat’s nest, he hands them out to the others. “They’re adjustable, so just ask if you need help.”

Professor Durand examines her harness with apprehension, while Rob has already slipped his on and begun fastening it. “Hey! We use the same brand on PIB,” he announces with a grin.
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HandCam22.mp4

(7:41 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Steph, wearing a faded jean jacket with a beaded peace symbol embroidered on the back, joins the others in frame. She’s holding three GoPro cameras, each one small enough to fit into the palm of her hand. “They’re not the most comfortable things in the world, but they sure as hell beat helmet-cams.”

Clearly out of her element, the professor tugs at the straps, trying to loosen them. “How long do we have to wear these things?”

“All week,” Trent answers.

“How are we on batteries?” Rob takes a camera from Steph and clicks it into his chest harness.

“Good for twelve hours, give or take,” Trent says, affixing his own. “Plenty of extras in the van.” He looks around at the others. “Sorry, I know they’re not ideal. Take them off when you need to use the bathroom, but otherwise they should be rolling all day.”

“What kind of data storage?” Rob asks.

“One terabyte each.”

Rob whistles, impressed. “Awesome. We’re good to go for the week.”

“That’s not all,” Jeff says, his glasses once again perched delicately atop his nose. “Those cameras aren’t just recording—they’re sending a live feed to the van. I’ve got each one feeding to a separate monitor, so I’ll be able to see and hear whatever you’re doing in real time.” He turns and looks at Steph. “That includes the hand cam.”

Steph beams. “Our wizard behind the curtain.”

“But wait!” Trent says in a faux–Billy Mays impression. “There’s more! Show everyone what you did yesterday, El Jefe.”

Jeff smiles and beckons the rest of the crew inside the van. Steph skirts out of frame and unclips the camera from the tripod. Adjusting the lens, she follows the others into the back, where the wall of monitors awaits.

“Excellent,” Rob says, admiring the setup. “You’ve got the entire place rigged.”

Each of the glowing screens, nearly a dozen total, reveals a different section of lighthouse. The lower landing. The storage area. The living quarters. The catwalk. The spiral staircase.

Jeff takes a seat and slides the laptop in front of him. “I can pretty much track the interior of the entire lighthouse from where I’m sitting. There are a handful of blind spots, but that’s to be expected.” He gestures to a bank of smaller monitors at the center of the row. “These four are connected to your cameras. The big monitor here is the main feed. It’s the only one set up for audio.” He grins, suddenly looking exhausted. “That’s so I don’t go crazy down here, listening to all your voices at once. The footage is automatically saved to this hard drive and uploaded to a private cloud server. It’s about as secure as humanly possible.”

“And you can switch any of the individual views to the main feed?” the professor asks.

“As easy as pressing a button,” Jeff says, and he does just that. The interior of the van appears on the large monitor.

“Cool, that’s us,” Rob says, turning to look behind him, where a small camera is mounted to the ceiling in the corner of the van.
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Van01.mp4

(7:44 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Rob and Steph stare into the camera lens for a moment, then turn and join the others currently peering over Jeff’s shoulder.

Jeff taps away at the keyboard, the image on the screen in front of him changing every few seconds.

“This is some serious James Bond shit,” Steph says, lifting the camera and pointing it at the main monitor.
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HandCam23.mp4

(7:45 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A dimly lit image of the spiral staircase blinks off the screen, replaced by a wide-angle shot of the original living quarters. Stacks of cardboard boxes are piled against the wall. Metal rods. Decaying fuel barrels. Broken pieces of timber. Ancient, corroded gearshifts amidst dust-shrouded heaps of ruined furniture. A dirty tarp has been thrown over the tangle of mannequin limbs.

Rob notes off-screen: “There’s so little delay, and in 4K, no less.”

“With our budget, we don’t have to worry about latency or resolution.” There’s pride in Jeff’s voice.

The screen flickers—and now the service room comes into view. Dust motes dancing in the beams of sunlight slanting through the windows.

“Not exactly the Plaza,” the professor says, and it’s impossible to tell if she’s joking.

“Wait a minute…” Rob leans over Jeff’s shoulder. “Keep going.”

Steph turns and looks at Rob with the camera. His eyes are focused on one of the small monitors.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

“I-I thought I saw something…” He reaches out and touches the screen. “Right there. On the stairs.”

Jeff taps the keyboard and the same section of spiral stairway appears on the large monitor. “Uh… I don’t see anything.”

Rob stares for a while, then straightens and backs away. “Never mind. Probably nothing.”

“Well, hang on—go back and start at the beginning.” Trent is bubbling over with excitement, his fingers drumming a hyper beat on the back of Jeff’s chair. “Let’s give them the grand tour.”

“Your wish is my command.”
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ExteriorEntry01.mp4

(7:46 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A stone walkway overgrown with weeds. Several coolers lined up next to each other. Bundles of sleeping bags. Knapsacks. Lanterns. Canvas totes filled with groceries. Farther back, the van, a section of chain-link fence, and the blurry edge of a dark forest.
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InteriorEntry01.mp4

(7:46 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The inside of a cramped circular room as seen from above the doorway. Splintered wooden crates and barrels draped in cobwebs line the opposite wall. Leaning against one of the crates, a child’s bicycle missing a front tire. Coils of rope—rotted, no doubt—dangle from rusty pegs on the stone wall. Oily stains speckle the floor. A small door, hanging crooked on its hinges, leads to the sophisticatedly nicknamed “shit room.” At the left edge of the screen, a narrow spiral staircase disappears into darkness.



[image: ]
StairwayFirst01.mp4

(7:47 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A corkscrew of rough stone stairs. A curved wooden railing. A rectangle of sparkling ocean waiting far beyond a solitary window.
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StairwaySecond01.mp4

(7:47 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The same staircase. No windows in frame. It’s too dark to determine where the steps begin and end. They appear to be floating in an ebony sea.
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StairwayThird01.mp4

(7:47 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Another wide angle of the spiral staircase. There’s a window directly across from the mounted camera, looking down upon the westward woods. The vantage point is so high that a fleeting glimpse of Harper’s Cove itself is caught above the treetops. It looks like a postcard.
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LivingQuarters01.mp4

(7:47 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Another circular room—slightly smaller than the last—viewed from an overhead camera affixed to a ceiling beam.

A cluster of trash bags have been piled against the wall. A staggered row of wooden barrels, warped and leaning, sit next to them. Flanking the barrels is a maze of cardboard boxes and the tarp-shrouded mannequin limbs. An L-shaped outline of scarred wood stretches across the floor, revealing where thin walls once stood, long ago torn down.

A spiral staircase, this one constructed of forged steel, ascends from the opposite side of the room.
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ServiceRoom01.mp4

(7:48 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

An overhead, wide-angle view allows the entire room to be seen, as well as a restricted viewing of the Atlantic Ocean. Evenly spaced apart, the three identical windows are tall and narrow, resembling casements in a medieval castle. Swords of bright sunlight slash into the room, illuminating dirty floorboards and pieces of derelict furniture.

The room’s center has been cleared for the lighthouse’s guests. Along the curved wall, there’s a narrow coffee table bookended by a pair of antique rocking chairs that don’t appear entirely trustworthy. A secretary desk tottering on three legs faces the sea, its ink-stained surface disfigured by a labyrinth of gouged initials. Centered in front of the massive desk is a plain dining chair, its padded armrests leaking tufts of gray stuffing onto the floor. A short distance away, yet another section of metal staircase rises out of frame.
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LanternRoom01.mp4

(7:48 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A decades-dead lamp, the size of a tractor trailer tire, dominates the center of the sun-splashed room. Along its timber-framed base, a series of old-fashioned dials and a steel power lever that was once painted fire-engine red. A short distance from the beacon light is a gaping hole in the floor, the apex of the spiral metal staircase.

A glass cage of tilted floor-to-ceiling windows surrounds the lantern room. With nothing but blue sky and clouds and ocean on all sides, it gives the sensation of floating among the heavens or drifting out to sea.

Outside, a narrow metal platform skirts around the perimeter of the room. Sandwiched between two of the thick glass panels is a slender door with a dangling copper knob.
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CatwalkWest01.mp4

(7:48 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A section of catwalk curving out of frame, ringed by a rusting metal safety railing. In the distance, blue sky stretching high above the forest.
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CatwalkEast01.mp4

(7:49 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

An almost identical section of catwalk. This time, overlooking the rocky cliffside and the churning ocean below.
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TrentBell01.mp4

(7:50 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent edges closer—his chest-mounted camera now pointing directly at the main monitor as Jeff flits through the various camera angles—and suddenly his own GoPro feed appears on-screen.

The picture captures itself in a mirror image—and then the screen repeatedly reiterates itself. For a moment, it feels as though the viewer is trapped inside a carnival maze of mirrors.

“Ugh,” Steph groans, her voice echoing on the monitor. “I think I’m gonna puke.”

“With all due respect, boss…” Jeff swivels around in his chair. “Please go away.”

Already scooting past the others, Trent reaches for his GoPro. “Sorry ’bout that.”

And the screen goes black.
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ProfessorDurand01.mp4

(7:54 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Total darkness, and then the sound of rummaging…

… followed by a burst of bright light and a flurry of blurred motion.

“Sorry,” the professor says. The click of her GoPro as it snaps into place on her harness. “Forgot I had it in my pocket.”

Swirling into focus, a smiling Steph waves at her.
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RobElliott01.mp4

(7:56 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent reattaches the camera to his chest harness and gives the strap a tug. He turns and looks at Rob, who’s standing next to him at the rear of the van.

“So… what do you think?”

“I gotta tell you…” He gestures in the direction of the lighthouse. “In thirteen years of investigating, I’ve never been this excited.”

“Hell yeah. Now that’s what I like to hear.” Trent raises his hand for a fist bump. A little too eager, Rob gives him one back, hard enough to crack his own knuckles. Trent laughs and turns around to look at the monitor screens.

Rubbing his sore hand on his leg, Rob does the same.

Directly in front of them, captured in center frame on the main monitor, is the lighthouse’s massive wooden door.

Rob clears his throat. “It looks like it’s just sitting there waiting for us, doesn’t it?”

“Well, it won’t have to wait much longer.”

That’s all the encouragement Rob needs. Raising his voice so the others can hear, his GoPro still focused on the large monitor, he announces: “I don’t know about the rest of you but I have a feeling we’re about to make history.”
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HandCam24.mp4

(7:57 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“History…” Trent says wistfully, making a point to lean over and look everyone in their eyes… and cameras. He drapes one arm around Rob and the other around Jeff. “I like the sound of that.”
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ExteriorEntry02.mp4

(7:58 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent, Steph, Rob, and Professor Durand stand together on the stone walkway in front of the lighthouse. Coolers, duffel bags, and knapsacks strewn about their feet. A brisk wind whips at their pant legs and ruffles their coattails. For now, they are bathed in sunshine.
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HandCam25.mp4

(7:59 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Make sure you go at your own pace.”

Trent slings a camouflage knapsack over his shoulder. “Two hundred and sixty-eight stairs is a long climb, so stop and take a breather if you need to.”

A few feet behind Trent, Rob struggles to balance a case of bottled water under his arm. His duffel bag, hanging from a strap looped snugly around his neck, keeps getting in the way. His bald head is already glistening with sweat.

The professor comes over and removes the duffel from his neck. “You’re going to choke yourself like that. And lose the jacket before you pass out.” She waits for him to slip off the puffy marshmallow coat, and then helps to readjust the duffel strap around his right shoulder. “There, now you can use both hands to carry the water.”

Steph giggles from behind the camera as a red-faced Rob does as he’s told.
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Van02.mp4

(8:01 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

All alone now, and apparently pleased to be so, Jeff cracks open a can of Sprite and leans back in his chair. After a while, he takes a hit from a wooden dugout and returns his attention to the main monitor.
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HandCam26.mp4

(8:01 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

As they approach the door, geared up and ready to go, Rob blurts out, “Can I do the honors?”

A surprised Trent turns and looks at him—and nods. “Sure. Be my guest.” With an outstretched arm ushering Rob past, Trent backs out of the way. “It’s already unlocked.”

Hurrying before Trent can change his mind, switching the case of water to his other arm, Rob steps forward and grasps the brass doorknob in his hand. Taking a deep breath, he turns it and pushes open the door.

And takes an involuntary step back.

The darkness inside the lighthouse is like peering into a midnight coffin.

“Go ahead,” Trent says from behind him. “It’s not going to bite you.”

Rob chuckles nervously, not quite as eager as he was just thirty seconds earlier. “Here goes nothing…”
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ExteriorEntry03.mp4

(8:02 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Rob disappears from the camera’s eye as he enters the lighthouse. Steph, no longer filming, follows right behind him. Next is the professor, and then finally Trent bringing up the rear.

Off-screen, far across the ocean, a bank of dark clouds must be drifting over the still-rising sun…

… because in that moment, as the last of them enters the lighthouse, all of the brightness leaches out of the video, almost as though a filter has been placed over the camera lens, and the patch of grass and stone walkway in front of the lighthouse door are cast in deep shadow.
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TrentBell02.mp4

(8:09 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A blur of stone stairs in the bouncing beam of a flashlight. Shuffling footsteps and ragged breathing. All of it very loud in the cramped stairway.

And then Rob’s tired voice, no longer in the lead: “It’s darker in here than I thought it would be.”

“There are only two small windows along the entire length of stairway,” Trent says, shining the light ahead of them. “The rest of the way, we might as well be walking in an underground tunnel.”

“Now that’s a pleasant thought,” Steph says, right behind him. “By the way, maybe we should’ve hired someone to lug up all our supplies… and this damn equipment.”

“Nah. Once we get settled, I’ll go back down and bring up the coolers. No problem.”

Up ahead, fastened to a support beam, is a small camera. A tiny red light blinks above the lens. Trent’s hand enters frame and waves at it. “Besides, I don’t want any strangers stepping foot inside the lighthouse. No one but us.”

“Can I ask a dumb question?”

“Why stop now?”

“Ha ha.”

Behind them, the sound of coughing and muffled voices. Rob and the professor falling behind.

“I’m not complaining, mind you, but I guess I thought the lighthouse door would be locked behind us… just like Thomas Livingston had arranged?” A pause. Steph seems to be choosing her words carefully. “So, what’s stopping us from sneaking out to catch a breath of fresh air? Take a walk? Go bird-watching?”

“Not a damn thing!” Trent exclaims. “And that’s the beauty of it! I’m not trying to sell anything. I’m not interested in cheap gimmicks like Livingston was. You’re more than welcome to go down and pay Jeff a visit anytime you want. Explore the woods. Take a stroll on the beach.”

“Okay…” She doesn’t sound entirely convinced.

The footfalls abruptly cease as Trent—and then Steph—stop climbing.

“Listen, we’re here to observe… and respectfully interact with whatever resides inside this place. That’s it. Unlike Livingston, I have no interest in playing games.”

As the footsteps resume, Trent adds: “The last thing I want is history repeating itself.”
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RobElliott02.mp4

(8:26 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A slow panning shot of the cluttered living quarters. Left to right, and then back again. “Well, hey, this isn’t nearly as disgusting as I’d thought it would be.”

Steph peers around her camera. “Really?”

Rob skirts past Trent, who is sitting on the cooler trying to get service on his cell phone, and lifts up a corner of the filthy tarp. A headless torso and a pair of left feet stare back at him. “Except maybe this… Seriously, what the hell does a lighthouse keeper need with a bunch of mannequin parts?”

“Jerome Rale, Patrick Collins’s predecessor, took charge of this place in 1898.” Professor Durand appears in frame. “Rale’s wife, Mercy, was a dressmaker.” She trails her finger along the arm of a broken chair and wipes a smear of dust on her flannel shirt. “The mannequins most likely belonged to her.”

“So where did all the heads disappear to? And why would anyone keep that stuff around all those years?”

“That I don’t know.”

Trent gets up and slides the phone into his pocket.

“No luck?” Steph asks.

“It worked fine up here yesterday… but now I’ve got nothing.”

“Just like in a movie.”

He looks at her but doesn’t say anything.

And then he’s climbing the spiral staircase to the service room—metal now instead of stone, and dangerously wobbly—the others following close behind.
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ServiceRoom02.mp4

(8:34 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent, in full tour guide mode, leads Rob up the next section of stairs into the lantern room. The microphone can’t quite pick up what he’s saying, but he’s talking a mile a minute and gesturing with his hands.

Meanwhile, Steph and the professor are busy rearranging the scant collection of usable furniture. It doesn’t take long to move a coffee table into the center of the room, as well as a stool and a couple of serviceable chairs. Next are a pair of wooden crates that, when flipped over and wiped off, can be used as either end tables or makeshift seats. The two of them take turns sweeping the floor with an old broom missing most of its bristles. When they’re finished, they stand back and survey their home for the next week.

“I guess it’ll have to do,” the professor says, eyebrows arched.

Steph gives her a look. “I’ve slept in worse places.” She unzips her backpack and pulls out a well-read paperback copy of Spiritual Tumors. She hands it to a surprised Professor Durand. “I was wondering if you would mind signing it for me?”

“It would be my absolute pleasure.” She glances around the room. “Do you happen to have a pen?”

Steph reaches into her pack again and comes out with a fistful of markers. “Take your pick.”

The professor selects a black fine point, opens the paperback to the title page, and scribbles inside. When she’s finished, she hands it back to Steph, who immediately opens it and reads out loud:



For Steph,

New friend, talented photographer,

and fellow explorer of the unknown.

With best wishes,

Cathy Durand



“Thank you so much!” The smile on Steph’s face is bright enough to light up even the darkest corners of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse.
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ProfessorDurand02.mp4

(11:51 a.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Delicate hands unroll a maroon sleeping bag on the floor. A miniature pillow, the kind travelers take on airplanes, is pulled from a knapsack and placed at the head of the sleeping bag. Slender fingers, adorned by a plain silver band and a round emerald stone, reach into the backpack again, slide out a leather journal, and then quickly return it to its place.

Having done all she can do to make herself at home, Professor Durand stands and scans the service room.

Steph and her camera are nowhere in sight. The tattered paperback of Spiritual Tumors sits atop her sleeping bag, awaiting her return. Trent stands by one of the windows, hands in his pockets, staring out at the ocean. His right leg jiggles with pent-up energy. In the center of the room, Rob arranges his equipment on the coffee table. Next to his open laptop, propped up against a stack of notebooks, there is a small silver crucifix.

The professor walks over to check out the impressive array of electronic gadgets. “EMF meters.”

He looks up and nods. “And gauss meters, thermometers, EVP recorders, and motion detectors. The whole nine yards. I came prepared.”

She lets out a whistle. “Between this and the setup in the van, we should be pretty well covered.”

“I didn’t think you put much stock in traditional paranormal investigative techniques.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I may tend to take a more… academic approach in my explorations, but I try to maintain an open mind.”

“Speaking of keeping an open mind…” Trent says from behind them. The professor turns around—and his smiling face fills the screen. “Guess what I have down in the van.”

“What?” the professor asks.

His grin widens. “A Ouija board.”
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HandCam27.mp4

(12:36 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

In the living quarters, Rob balances on a rickety chair, using thumbtacks to mount a small black box to a support beam that overlooks the mouth of the spiral stairway.

“I’ve got to admit,” Steph says, adjusting the camera so that we can see the concentration in Rob’s eyes, “it makes me feel better knowing that we’ll have a warning if anything even moves on those stairs.”

Rob peers down at her. “We’ll also be able to see what’s doing the moving.” He taps the motion detector, now firmly in place. “This thing has a camera that feeds into my laptop.”

Relief in her voice. “I like the sound of that.”

“You still get nervous, huh.” He climbs down off the chair. “I figured by now you were an old hand at this stuff.”

“I am… but it’s not like we’ve ever recorded at a haunted house before. Not a real one anyway. This place is already starting to get under my skin.” She turns in a slow circle—providing a spinning view of the shadow-strewn room. “I can’t stop thinking about something Phil told me yesterday. Evidently, he saw some pretty weird shit in here. And heard footsteps.”

A faint patter from somewhere off-screen, barely audible.

Eyes wide, Rob’s head jerks toward the stairs. “You mean like that?”

“You heard it too?”

He nods. “Everyone else is upstairs, right? Trent too?”

“I was just talking to him before I came down.”

They both go quiet, staring at the dark hole in the living quarters floor, listening.

“Maybe it’s Jeff?” Steph whispers. “Stretching his legs.”

From the look on Rob’s face, it’s clear he doesn’t believe her.
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TrentBell03.mp4

(12:50 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Shall we go down and take a look?” Trent says.

“I’m up for that.” Rob glances at the camera obscuring Steph’s face.

“If you say so,” she mumbles. Not nearly as enthusiastic.

Trent pulls something out of his backpack, holding it close to his side. “How about you, Professor? Care to join us?”

Across the service room, Professor Durand gets to her feet and brushes dust from the knees of her pants. An old cardboard box is open on the floor in front of her. She’s been sorting through its contents. Old shipping logs mostly, in color-faded ledgers. A few rolled-up maps.

“Sure. Why not?”

Together, they head for the stairs.
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Van03.mp4

(12:51 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff stares at the screen of his cell phone, unaware that there is movement on one of the monitors:

Trent, Rob, Steph, and the professor walk single file down the steep spiral staircase. Trent is wearing some type of bulky goggles. Twin pinpricks of red light glowing behind the dark lenses.

They pass in and out of frame before Jeff can look up.
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HandCam28.mp4

(12:52 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Steph giggles behind the camera.

“I can hear you laughing back there,” Trent says.

“That wasn’t a laugh. It was a cough.”

“Uh-huh.” He glances over his shoulder at her, the bulky goggles taking up half his face. “Make fun of me all you want… but the guy I bought these from swore they were highly effective.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” she says. “With Ghost Hunter Elite printed across the front of them, how could they not be?”

It’s Professor Durand’s turn to stifle a giggle.

Trent starts to say something, but changes his mind and turns around.
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ProfessorDurand03.mp4

(1:03 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“You sure you’re doing okay, Professor?”

Trent is no longer wearing the goggles. His voice is genuine and caring, not the least bit condescending.

Still, the question clearly rankles her. “Doing fine, thank you. I usually get between fifteen and twenty thousand steps a day. Every day.”

A whistle of appreciation. “Back home, me and the guys who stay at my house held a contest once to see who could walk the least number of steps in a day. I won with twenty-seven. Ate both lunch and dinner on the toilet.”

Steph turns around and makes a gagging sound. “My hero.”

“Speak up if you see or feel anything out of the ordinary.” Rob is carrying a handheld EMF meter, along with an armful of other equipment. “Cold spots. Ringing in your ears. Static electricity.”

“What if I see a ghost?” It’s hard to tell if Steph is kidding or not.

“Yup, feel free to mention that too,” Rob says, “and make sure you get some video of it.”
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RobElliott03.mp4

(1:24 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Well, that was a total bust,” Trent says.

“Yes and no.” Rob stares at the back of Trent’s sweat-soaked T-shirt as he follows him up the stairs.

“How do you figure?”

“At least I got a chance to set up the rest of the EMFs and motion detectors. Next time we hear someone moving around down here, we’ll just go to the live feed.”

“I guess so, yeah.” Slowing his pace. “I still can’t believe Steph and the professor flaked out on us.”

“When you gotta go, you gotta go.”

“True that.”

“Hey, did you really bring a Ouija board?”

Trent glances over his shoulder, a sheepish look on his face. “Pretty stupid, huh?”

“Hell no. It’ll be fun.”
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HandCam29.mp4

(1:26 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

A hand pushes aside a plastic gray curtain—revealing the dimly lit living quarters.

Steph steps out of the makeshift bathroom into the center of the room and looks around. That same hand reaches into frame and picks up an old newspaper from the top of a leaning stack. A cloud of dust assaults the lens as the camera draws closer. The Halifax Times. November 14, 1912. A banner headline reads: HARPER’S COVE SEAFOOD COMPANY SOLD TO EUROPEAN TYCOON.

Steph starts to put it back when a scuttling sound comes from behind the wall of newspapers. Her hand freezes. And she slowly backs away.

Whispering: “Nope. Spiders I can deal with… but I see one fucking rat and I’m outta here.”
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Van04.mp4

(1:26 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff watches Steph on one of the smaller monitors, a mortified expression on her face as she retreats from the cluttered mess lining the walls of the living quarters.

He taps the keyboard and Steph appears on the main feed just in time to hear her say: “—fucking rat and I’m outta here.”

He grins and takes a bite of his candy bar.
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 28, 2025

At a minimum I should be able to burn a few calories this week. That is if today’s lunch is any indication. Ham and Swiss on rye slathered with mustard and a bag of sour-cream-and-onion chips. A handful of salted cashews to wash it all down. Not exactly my idea of a feast befitting my long-awaited homecoming.

I desperately need uninterrupted sleep tonight. My eyes are already playing tricks on me. Earlier, downstairs in the living quarters, I thought I glimpsed what looked like a dark silhouette hiding among the clutter. Broad across the shoulders. Standing perfectly still. Watching me.

But then when I pointed my flashlight there, it was gone.

Disappointing to say the least. I’ve been here only a matter of hours and I’m already jumping at shadows.
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TrentBell04.mp4

(2:37 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The cry of seagulls and the rhythmic crash of waves against the rocky shoreline. In the distance, a handful of fishing boats bobbing up and down on the horizon. High in the sky, the bright sun and bisecting contrails from commercial jetliners heading south along the coast. The wind seems to be holding its breath. Unnaturally still.

Trent turns around and leans against the catwalk safety railing. It groans under his weight, but he doesn’t appear to notice. He’s staring off toward town now. A lonely church spire rising into the air. Ant-sized pedestrians crossing at the intersection on Main Street. The sun-spangled harbor buzzing with pleasure boats. Trees on the hillside blazing with color. A hint of woodsmoke in the autumn air.

Trent begins to whistle. Softly at first, then gradually increasing in volume and intensity. It’s a peppy tune. Unfamiliar, and not entirely pleasing.

His hand appears in frame as he turns off his camera.
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Van05.mp4

(2:38 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff is no longer sitting in the rear of the van, his empty chair pushed away from the fold-down countertop. The main monitor shows Trent perched on the catwalk, facing the vast ocean, his artfully contoured hair ruffling in the breeze. Not much of his face can be made out from this angle.

The screen shudders and blurs for a shutter-flash second, and then returns to perfect clarity.

Trent slowly raises his right leg over the safety railing, straddling it momentarily, before also swinging over his left leg. Balanced precariously on the edge of the catwalk, arms gripping the railing behind him, he leans forward into the open air like an Olympic ski jumper approaching the end of a snow-covered ramp.

And then he lets go.
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RobElliott04.mp4

(2:56 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“He still out there?”

A startled Rob turns to find Professor Durand standing at the top of the spiral stairway leading to the lantern room. Her long hair has been pulled back into a ponytail. She gestures at Trent standing outside on the catwalk. “How long has it been?”

“I’m not sure… maybe half an hour. I’m tempted to go out and join him, but I have a feeling he wants to be alone.”

The professor walks up beside him. Presses her hands against the floor-to-ceiling window, leaving a smudge of fingerprints. “So, what do you think of our illustrious benefactor thus far?”

Rob returns his gaze to the statuesque figure on the walkway. “He’s actually a lot more down-to-earth than I thought he’d be.”

“And far more intelligent, I must admit… despite his reputation—ohhh shit.”

Eyes widening in realization as she points to the camera affixed to her chest—the one with eyes and ears watching and listening from inside the van—Durand nudges Rob in the side, leans close, and whispers something in his ear.

And then they both beat a hasty retreat to the staircase.
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ServiceRoom03.mp4

(4:37 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“How about chicken wraps for dinner?”

Trent opens the lid of the cooler and takes out a Ziploc bag stuffed with sliced chicken breast. “I got buffalo sauce and Caesar dressing. And yummy cupcakes for dessert.”

“I’m game,” Rob says, not bothering to look up from his laptop.

“Sounds nice… and healthy,” says the professor with a smile. She’s sitting in one of the old rocking chairs, reading through a sheaf of loose papers.

“Ugh,” Steph groans. “I left the tortillas in the van. I’ll go get ’em.”

“Want some company?” Trent asks.

“Nah. You do your thing. I’ll be right back.” As she makes her way toward the spiral staircase, Professor Durand’s stack of papers catches her eye. “Anything good there?”

“Just an old article I brought along.” The professor shuffles back to the title page and holds it up for Steph to see.

She leans over for a closer look. “Nova Scotia: A Protocolonial History by Walter Logan.”

That’s enough to wrestle Rob’s attention away from his laptop. “Logan lived around here, didn’t he?”

A clearly impressed Professor Durand gives him a nod. “One of Canada’s finest First Nation’s scholars. I met him a few times as a child. He was already in his mid-eighties, but still sharp as a tack.”

“So he was one of your early inspirations?” Steph asks. “To becoming a writer.”

She shakes her head. “Not really. He passed away when I was in the sixth grade. I wanted to be an oceanographer back then. Either that or a fishing boat captain.”

“Who did, then?” Trent asks. “Inspire you?”

Durand looks around, realizing that all eyes are focused directly on her. As she shifts uncomfortably in the chair, it groans under her weight. “Well… I suppose that would be my father.”

“He was a writer?” Steph asks.

“Oh, no.” She smiles thoughtfully. “I’m not even sure he read that much, except for maybe the Bible. He was a lobsterman, third generation.”

“Whoa.” Trent closes the lid of the cooler and sits down. “What was he like?”

She stares out the window at the robin’s-egg sky. “My father was obsessed with the ocean. He would have lived on a boat had it been possible.” She takes a deep breath, and there’s a glimpse of that wistful grin again. “I think it was the way he recorded things… dates, times, depths, tides… how he marked his maps in such minute detail, with little notes and charts and drawings… how he’d walk me down to the docks after church on Sunday afternoons, dress shirt unbuttoned, his only suit jacket slung over his shoulder, teaching me how to tie knots and read nautical charts. When school was out, he’d take me on the boat with him. Just the two of us. We’d motor out, the smell of oil and exhaust, Dad pointing out capes and bluffs and underwater rock formations, telling stories from the old days. Sometimes, he’d let me use the signal light to communicate with other ships…” She goes silent, lost in her memories.

“Wow,” Steph says after a moment. “All my dad did was cheat on my mom and get busted for tax fraud.”
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StairwaySecond02.mp4

(4:49 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The approaching footfalls sound strikingly loud in the shadowy chamber. “Eighty-four, eighty-five…”

Steph, free of her camera for a change, enters frame, descending the stone staircase at a brisk pace.

“Eighty-six, eighty-seven…”

She suddenly stops, the hand holding the flashlight frozen in front of her. Tilting her head to the side, she listens. After a few seconds, seemingly convinced that whatever noise she’d heard is no longer there, she continues on her way.

But only for another step or two.

Eyes widening in terror, she whirls around with a high-pitched squeal, swatting wildly at the open air behind her.

Chest heaving, on the brink of tears, she turns and flees down the stairs—and disappears out of frame.
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ProfessorDurand04.mp4

(5:35 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The professor reads aloud from the printed article she holds in her hand. Her voice is assured and pleasing, almost melodic in tone. It’s easy to imagine her standing at the front of a lecture hall filled with captivated students.

In the lower left corner of the frame, we see Rob’s bouncing knee. An attentive audience, he’s seated on a crate in front of her.

“… it’s no coincidence then that as an increasing number of colonial dwellings in Nova Scotia are renovated to comply with modern-day standards, many of which are being demolished entirely so as to start the rebuilding process from scratch, more and more homeowners are stumbling upon Mi’kmaq artifacts buried in the ground beneath their aging foundations.”

She shuffles forward a page or two. “He spends the next bit, honestly an inordinate number of words, nearly two full pages, talking about playing billiards with his cousins, and how he’s long desired a basement pool room. Jesus, where was the editor? Okay, here we are: Some eighteen feet beneath the location of my original front porch, we discovered a massive fossilized shark tooth with a twenty-two-inch leather strap looped through a hole drilled into its root. From the very first time I laid eyes upon it, there was little doubt in my mind that I had unearthed a Mi’kmaq artifact, but I needed to be certain… He sent the tooth to an old friend in charge of the archeology department at Brown University, if you can believe that one. The results came back just as he figured: It was a fossilized megalodon tooth the Mi’kmaq used to scrape animal hides and sharpen tools. All those years, hiding under his front porch.”

“Wicked,” Rob says, his knee jiggling even faster. “Harper’s Cove must’ve been an ideal spot to settle down in. Plenty of fish and wildlife, and the view, of course.”

More shuffling of papers.

“You would certainly think so, but… well, this is how he concludes the article; it’s really quite beautiful: This is but one local footnote in my long and fascinating life, yet it further emblemizes my adoration for my grandmother’s people and the enduring Mi’kmaq traditions.

“Local elders claim that the waters off Harper’s Cove have always been one of the most prosperous fishing locations in all of Nova Scotia. The rocky tidal pools and steep descents into deeper waters provide an ideal and diverse hunting ground. Not surprisingly, the nearby beaches and marshes abound with stone arrowheads, fishing lures fashioned from bone, and remnants of canoes and oars.

“A curious note for the curious observer: Relevant historical records report that primarily fishing- and hunting-related artifacts, my megalodon tooth for example, have been discovered in the Harper’s Cove region. Very few domestic objects have been unearthed. The sort of bowls, quilts, pipes, and so forth that one would expect to accompany spears and nets are notably absent.

“This has led many scholars to speculate that the various tribes indigenous to Harper’s Cove may have been in competition with packs of large, aggressive seals or even black bears for food and shelter, thus not allowing them to establish permanent homes nearby. There exists, however, little fossil evidence to corroborate such theories. To this day, a definitive answer remains nebulous.”

Professor Durand looks up at Rob. “That’s from Logan’s afterword. It’s the only time he indulges in the first person and mentions his hometown.”

Rob tries to hide the smirk on his face. “Man-eating seals? They don’t really exist, do they?”

The professor chuckles. “No… not anymore, at least.”

“What abo—”

A flurry of clanging footsteps announces Steph’s arrival at the top of the stairway. Red-faced and sweating, the package of tortillas grasped in her hand, she staggers into the room.

“What’s wrong?” Professor Durand hastens to her feet. “Are you okay?”

Steph gives a breathless shake of her head. “You’re not gonna believe what just happened to me.”
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TrentBell05.mp4

(5:39 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Steph sits on a crate, the others crowded around her, concerned expressions clouding their faces.

“I don’t know why I started counting the stairs, but I did. It was kind of like a game I was playing. I finally stopped when I heard someone behind me. Footsteps, at first, and then maybe… a voice.”

“What’d it say?” Trent asks. “Was it a man or a woman’s voice?”

She hesitates before she answers. “It was a whisper. It was hard to tell.”

Rob touches her on the arm. “Keep going. Then what happened?”

“I started walking again… but I felt it right away.” She takes a deep breath. “Maybe my imagination did get the best of me when it comes to hearing a voice. But not this. Someone touched me… squeezed my shoulder, like they didn’t want me to leave. And then I felt someone breathing on the back of my neck.” She shudders and stares down at the floor.

“Huh,” Trent says. “You sure you just didn’t imagine the whole thing?”

Steph looks up at him, daggers in her eyes. “You and Jeff are impossible. He said the exact same thing.”

“Oh yeah… and what did you say to him?”

“I told him if that was his first reaction—to dismiss it out of hand as nothing more than my imagination—then what in the hell were we doing here in the first place?”

“She has a point,” Rob says, looking around at the others. “Isn’t this exactly the sort of thing we came here to experience?”
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Van06.mp4

(6:44 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff munches on a cheeseburger while watching Trent, Steph, and the others on the main feed, the sleeve of his Los Angeles Dodgers sweatshirt stained with ketchup.

The group inside the lighthouse is sitting around the coffee table. Paper plates with what’s left of their chicken wraps and half-empty bottles of water in front of them. Most of the group appears to be lost in pleasant conversation. Smiling and laughing. Only Steph looks distracted.

Trent jumps to his feet, waving his arms in front of him and pointing across the table at Rob. The celebrity ghost hunter emphatically shakes his head before covering his eyes in apparent embarrassment.

Jeff chuckles, his mouth full of cheeseburger. “Attaboy, Trent… give ’em the old LA charm.”
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HandCam30.mp4

(6:53 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Rob tosses his paper plate and balled-up napkin into a garbage bag that has been hung from the leg of an overturned chair. “Hey, look on the bright side… at least we don’t have to do any dishes.”

Steph swings the camera toward Trent, who has resumed his position at the head of the coffee table. “Couldn’t you at least have hired a caterer for the week?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“No outsiders allowed… remember?”

“They could have set up outside of the fence.”

Trent smiles. “When did you get so soft? We used to pull all-nighters on a two-liter of Coke and a bag of M&M’s.”

“That was a long time ago. You’ve spoiled me.”

“Ain’t that the truth.”

Trent places his hand on the table in front of him and watches as a daddy longlegs crawls atop his palm. He lifts it close to his face, studying it.

Steph zooms in on the spider and Trent’s fascinated expression, now just inches apart. “Gross. I thought you hated spiders.”

“They’re kinda growing on me.” As gently as possible, he lowers the daddy longlegs to the stone floor, and it scampers away into the shadows.

The camera slowly pans away from Trent and settles on Professor Durand relaxing in one of the antique chairs. Its decades-old wooden joints complain as she rocks steadily back and forth. Despite the constant movement, the professor could easily pass for being asleep. Her head is leaned back and her eyes are shut, her chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm.

“Uh, you might want to take it easy on that chair,” Steph tells her, zooming in on the professor’s placid face. “It’s liable to fall apart at any second.”

Her expression unchanged, the professor begins to rock even faster, a fleeting misty vapor trail rising from between her parted lips.

There’s a loud cracking sound as one of the thin wooden spindles supporting the chair splinters into pieces and tumbles to the floor.

Undeterred, the professor continues rocking, her quickening breaths visible in the hazy light of the lantern.

Steph adjusts the lens and pans across the room to the others.

An amused Trent gives her a shrug. Rob is too busy staring slack-jawed at Durand to even notice her.

Not knowing what else to do, Steph swings the camera back to the professor—and lets out an involuntary gasp.

Professor Durand’s eyes are wide open—and staring right back at her.
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TrentBell06.mp4

(7:06 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“C’mon,” Steph says in a low voice. “You have to admit that was pretty fucking weird.”

She and Trent are alone in the living quarters. Garbled voices can be heard from the room above them.

“She dozed off. What’s the big deal?”

“She was in a cold spot. You saw her breath. No one keeps rocking like that when they’re sleeping.” Steph glances across the room at the mouth of the staircase. “And the big deal is that chair would’ve fallen apart in a couple more seconds if she’d kept going.”

“And?”

She wrinkles her brow. “And? What does that mean?”

“The chair goes to pieces and she falls. So what? It’s maybe two feet to the floor. It’s not like she’s gonna get hurt.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Then what is?” His voice drops to a whisper. “Look… what happened on the stairs earlier… is that what you’re thinking? That she was”—Trent takes a slightly mocking tone—“possessed by a restless spirit? She was channeling someone from the lighthouse’s past?”

Glaring over her shoulder as she walks away: “I don’t know what to think.”



[image: ]
ProfessorDurand05.mp4

(7:36 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

You could hear a pin drop in the service room.

Professor Durand looks up from the academic journal lying open in front of her—the bold title across the top of the page reads “The European Etymology of New England Urban Legend” by Sylvester Rawlings III, PhD—and surveys the rest of the group.

Trent is stretched out on top of his sleeping bag, fingers interlaced behind his head, either deep in thought or daydreaming, like a child lying in a grassy field watching cloud formations pass by.

Rob sits at the coffee table on a lopsided wooden stool, his eyes glued to his laptop screen. He’s chewing a wad of gum and absently blowing big pink bubbles.

At the other end of the table, Steph kneels beside her camera, fiddling with the lens. Every once in a while, she steals a concerned glance in the professor’s direction that Durand pretends not to notice.

After checking the time on her wristwatch, the professor looks down at the journal and continues reading—

—and almost immediately Trent breaks the comfortable silence with a belch. Long and deep and meaty. He slowly raises his head and gazes around at the others. “Uh… excuse me.”

“Disgusting.” Steph waves her hand in the air. “I can actually smell it.”

Rob chuckles and closes his laptop.

“Ugh… you’ve been at the Slim Jims again.”

“Maybe just a few.”

“Well, now that you’re clearly awake,” Professor Durand says, “there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

Trent props himself up on an elbow. “Fire away.”

“I did some digging when you first reached out.” She closes the journal, but only after inserting a well-worn laundry-detergent coupon to mark her place. “You’re quite the media darling, so of course there’s a wealth of information to be found. Yet one facet of your career eludes me… and that’s how you got started. How does one become a world-famous… influencer?”

“You mean you never watched his ‘number one ranked’ Netflix documentary?” Even after their earlier dustup, Steph’s mocking tone is friendly enough.

“You really want to know?” Trent asks.

“I really do.”

He swivels into a sitting position with the fluid dexterity of a boy half his age and crosses his legs in front of him. “I was seventeen. Bored. Broke. Lonely. Only a couple of real friends.” He gestures at Steph. “She was one of them. Same with Jeff and Phil.”

Steph looks up from her camera and smiles—and in that moment, despite their back-and-forth, it’s clear that a deep affection exists between the two of them.

“My parents had just gotten divorced, and my dad bought me this used piece-of-shit Kawasaki motorcycle as a bribe. You know, ‘Behave yourself and stay outta trouble, there’s more where that came from.’ Buying my affection, that sort of thing.

“So, one day… there was no one else around… I was bouncing off the walls… aaand I decided to jump our next-door neighbor’s minivan. Don’t ask me why, it seemed like a good idea at the time. I wasn’t even high. I wrecked the whole fucking thing, of course. Smashed the windshield on the van. Broke my arm, got a concussion, both parents handed me my ass. Talk about a clusterfuck.

“But… before I attempted the jump… I set up my phone to record it… and got an up-close video of my bloody face and my arm bent in the wrong direction. I posted it from the hospital waiting room, and wouldn’t you know it, by the time the doctors were finished with me, the vid had gone viral. Almost a half-million views.

“And that’s pretty much it.” He gives her a shrug. “I just got lucky.”
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HandCam31.mp4

(8:13 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

All is pitch-black save for the service room windows, three narrow stripes of starry sky. A shadowy silhouette steps out from behind the camera and is immediately absorbed into the darkness. The scuffling of tentative footfalls gives way to silence.

A match is struck, the guttering flame sparking to life, illuminating Trent’s chiseled face as he leans down and lights a candle. “That’s more like it. Need the right atmosphere for this.”

Steph’s disembodied voice from within the darkness: “Right, because this place isn’t creepy enough.”

As Trent touches the flame to a second candle, the rest of the room materializes. Steph, Rob, and Professor Durand are seated on old chairs and overturned crates around the coffee table, its ancient surface marred by myriad stains and cavities. As Trent finishes lighting the third and final candle, he joins them.

“I want to thank all of you again,” he says, “for accompanying me on this adventure. For being here tonight.” He smiles at the camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling. “That means you too, Jeff.”

Steph waggles a middle finger at the camera and sticks out her tongue. “Did you know he brought a grill? I was outside on the catwalk a little while ago and I could smell freakin’ burgers. He better have brought enough for all of us.” She stops and looks around at the others. Finally, her gaze settles on Trent. “Anyway, you’re welcome. Where else would I be?”

“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world,” Rob says, his bald head shimmering in the candlelight. “I still can’t believe I’m here.”

The professor remains quiet, her eyes hidden within the flickering shadows.

“Cool, cool,” Trent says, rubbing his hands together. “Just wanted to get some good vibes going before we do a little grave digging.”

“Oooh, I like the sound of that.” Rob edges closer, his curiosity in overdrive.

“How many of you have listened to the Livingston Tapes?”

“I have,” Rob says, his red beard resembling a nest of steel wool in the candlelight. “Not everything, of course… just a handful of snippets floating around the internet.”

Trent turns to the professor. “What about you? How are you feeling, by the way?”

“Much better after my nap.” She folds her hands in her lap. “No, I’ve never listened to the tapes, but I have read the transcripts.”

“Transcripts?” Rob asks.

“From the police reports. Someone sent them to me. Anonymously.” She leaves it there, her hands still clutched together, but the others don’t let her off the hook that easily. They all lean in, staring expectantly.

Finally, she clears her throat and continues. “It happens. Envelopes with no return address show up in my mailbox. Photographs, newspaper clippings, printouts of articles from the internet. The Livingston transcripts were the first. I have no idea who’s sending them.”

“What do you think they want?” Trent asks, propping his chin in his hand.

“Answers, I suppose. Some semblance of closure to this never-ending horror story they’ve all grown tired of… whether they actually believe in it or not.”

“Interesting…” With his wide eyes and tousled hair, Trent looks like a teenager in the shimmering light. “I’d love to see what they sent you… especially those photos… but right now…”

His hand falls away from his mouth, revealing a lopsided grin. “I have a couple surprises of my own.”

He turns and reaches behind him to his knapsack on the floor. When he swivels around again, he’s holding three small leather journals. He hands them out to the others.

“Holy shit.” Rob leans closer to the candlelight. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he says in a voice filled with awe.

“These are exact replicas of Delaney Collins’s diary. Right down to the doodles on the inside cover and her actual handwriting.” Trent is beaming. “I had them made by a guy who does movie props.”

“I thought the police never recovered the diary,” Steph says.

Trent shakes his head. “Just more misinformation. They had it the whole time.”

“How did you get access?” Rob asks with a twinge of jealousy. “I’ve seen photos of the journal itself, but never what’s inside. I thought it was still locked up with the rest of the evidence from when Livingston was here.”

Trent waggles a finger at him. “I can’t reveal all my secrets just yet. Let’s just say I have an inside source and leave it at that.”

While Rob and Steph enthusiastically flip through the diary, Professor Durand’s copy remains untouched on the table in front of her.

“I thought that reading the diary—actually holding it in our hands here at the lighthouse—might inspire us. Or even help us form a connection with Delaney Collins if she’s truly here.” Trent stares at the professor as he speaks, his tone not nearly as confident as it was just moments earlier.


When Professor Durand doesn’t say anything, he shrugs and goes on. “Anyway, there’s one last surprise—and it’s a big one.”

Trent waits a dramatic beat and then pulls out a small, dark object from his jacket pocket. It’s a mini recorder. He presses a button on the side.

And a cheerful voice speaks out from the grave:

“Sony—hear that, folks, Sony—”
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HandCam32.mp4

(8:27 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

The four of them, faces painted orange by the flickering candles, huddle around the Sony digital audio recorder, which has been placed at the center of the table. Even Professor Durand is paying attention now.

“—ruined furniture cover almost every square foot of this level. Perhaps, most disturbing of all, is the mound of mold-streaked mannequin limbs that lay tangled together in one dark corner. What in the world they’re doing here I don’t even want to imagine. Oh, and one final note of discomfort: There are families of rats nesting here, I am quite positive.”

“I knew it!” Steph exclaims, sliding her crate away from the table and glaring at the mouth of the spiral staircase. “I told you I heard those nasty little fuckers scuttling around down there.”

Trent presses another button, pausing the recording. “So… what do you think?”

“I think I’m in heaven,” Rob says in a dazed voice.

“Where… I’m sorry, how did you get this?” the professor asks, not even bothering to disguise her disapproval.

“eBay,” he says with a straight face. And then bursts out laughing. No one else joins in—or even cracks a smile—but that doesn’t stop him. He goes right on giggling, lost in his own little world.

When Trent finally settles down again, he reaches out and picks up the recorder. “It wasn’t cheap, but it’s the real deal. Unedited and in its entirety.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” the professor snaps. “How did you get your hands on it? If you’ve done anything illegal—”


He cuts her off. “I told you before, I have an inside source.” There’s a sparkle of anger in his eyes not seen before. “But truth be told, how and where I got it is none of your goddamn business.”
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HandCam33.mp4

(8:41 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Trent leans forward with his elbows on his knees, fingers clicking away at the recorder, skipping back and forth between the various tracks, searching. Thomas Livingston’s frantic voice, at home once again in the lighthouse, rises in and out of volume. The others shift uneasily on their wooden crates. It’s been almost fifteen minutes since Trent’s outburst. The candles on the table are dying.

“I find myself becomi—”

“What a night it’s been! Fir—”

“I must sleep now, if such a—”

“Sleep eludes me, so I’ve returned to th—”

“The night was endless, a nightmare.”

“Sixty-eight, sixty-nine, seventy, seventy-one, seventy-two, seventy-three…”

“Aha, here we go.” Trent holds up the recorder so that the others can better hear. If he’s hanging on to any negativity toward Professor Durand, it doesn’t show.

“Ninety-four, ninety-five, ninety-six…”

“He’s counting the stairs,” Rob says.

Trent points a finger gun at him and pulls the imaginary trigger. “Bingo.”

Steph sits up, face pale, no doubt still thinking about her own recent experience on the stairs. “This is what you wanted us to hear?”

“Just wait…” Trent presses fast-forward and Livingston’s breathy voice turns into a garbled stutter, like the schoolteacher in an old Charlie Brown cartoon. “You’ll see.”

“One ninety-one, one ninety-two, one ninety-three…” Punctuated by the loud patter of bare feet on hard stone.

“One ninety-eight, one ninety-nine, two hundred, two h—HEEUUUURRRGH!—nd one, two hundred and two, two hundred and three…”


Trent pauses the tape and looks around at the others. “Well… what do you think?”

“I-it’s… extraordinary,” Rob stammers. He pulls out his cell phone and frantically scrolls through his notes. “That was… the morning of July 13, right? Livingston climbing the stairs in his sleep.”

“You’ve heard that part before?” Steph asks.

“No, never. No one has, I bet. What’s available to the public is pretty boring. Absolutely nothing like this…”

“I don’t know, man—listening to some old dude count in his sleep isn’t exactly a thrill ride.” Steph looks at Professor Durand for further insight.

“This is… all new to me. The transcript I read is clearly incomplete.”

“You guys are missing the point,” Trent says, agitated. “Listen again. Closely.” He rewinds and plays it back.

“One ninety-eight, one ninety-nine, two hundred, two h—HEEUUUURRRGH!—nd one… two hundred and two, two hundred and three…”

He hits stop. Rewind. Plays it back a third time.

And Livingston’s dreamy voice is drowned out by a strange grinding cacophony: “two h—HEEUUUURRRGH!—nd one.”

Rob: “What the hell is that?”

“It almost sounds like a growl,” Steph says.

“Or some kind of arcane language, maybe?” Rob again.

“It’s the stones settling.” The professor abruptly gets to her feet. Walks over and places her hand on the wall. “The lighthouse shifting on its foundation. It’s been doing that for almost two hundred years.”

The other three look at her with collective doubt.

“Well, whatever it is,” Trent says, “I have a feeling there are even more secrets hiding in these tapes. And you’re going to help me find them.”



[image: ]
Van07.mp4

(8:42 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff slouches in the chair, head tilted back, snoring.

The main monitor displays Trent, Steph, Rob, and Professor Durand sitting around the coffee table. The volume must be turned down because they can’t be heard. Despite the expert quality of the feed, much of the background is lost in darkness, thanks to the waning candlelight. The professor gets up, walks over to the wall—her shadow following her—and gives it an emphatic pat. The others watch with full attention.

Just below the wall of monitor screens, an episode of Severance has been paused on Jeff’s propped-up cell phone. Right next to it, a Ziploc baggie of weed and his designer eyeglasses.

Professor Durand gestures with her arms, makes one final proclamation, and then returns to the others. This time, her shadow leading the way.

Behind Jeff, the van doors are wide open, giving way to a stretch of open field, chain-link fence, and the dark forest beyond. A single streetlight by the front gate provides scant illumination. A lullaby of waves crashing in the distance is the only sound to be heard.

On the monitor, silhouetted in candlelight against the stone wall where the professor was standing just seconds before, unseen by Trent and the others, is a horde of encroaching shadows, all sizes, at least a dozen of them, still and watchful.
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RobElliott05.mp4

(8:58 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Maybe it wasn’t the stones settling,” Rob says from where he’s standing by the window. “Maybe it was them stretching.”

The service room is much brighter now. The candles have been extinguished and a pair of lanterns—one on each side of the room—have been lit. Professor Durand is back in the rocking chair, scribbling away in her journal. She hasn’t said much since Trent’s scolding, though her demeanor remains as reserved as ever.

“Stretching?” Trent asks with a smirk.

“The Jericho Hill Sanatorium in Maryland. It’s grown by as much as forty-two inches over the past eighty years. The original surveys and blueprints contradict one another, but I’ve measured it myself, as have a lot of other folks. Similar sounds have been recorded there.”

“How in the heck does a building get bigger?” Steph asks.

Rob shrugs and his camera mimics the motion. “How does someone disappear from a securely locked lighthouse?”

“Touché.” She glances over at the professor, and then back at Trent. “You think you were a little hard on her earlier?”

“Maybe.” His eyes narrowing. “Probably. I’m a fucking idiot.”

“No argument from me.”
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 28, 2025

I fear this evening’s theatrics are only the beginning. Ouija boards. Fake diaries. Bootleg audio tapes. What’s next? Joseph O’Leary’s bloody hammer?

Still, I have to admit, despite how upset I am, there is something here for me.

I feel a sense of calm within my soul that may or may not be apathy. For so long, I resisted a return home, yet now that I’m here, inside this lighthouse with these strangers, “inside the belly of the beast” as my father might have said, I am undeterred. I camp in the valley of the shadow of death, yet I fear no evil, no stain left by memories unwashed.

That’s all this place is, after all. A mold. A writhing mass of tumors left to fester and infect. I only pray for our presence to root it out. And not feed it.
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HandCam34.mp4

(9:32 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Even with the camera zoomed in tight, the D and C carved into the wooden beam are difficult to make out in the dim glow of the lantern light. Steph switches on night mode and the picture clarifies, but only slightly.

“I wonder what she used to carve them.”

“Who?” Trent asks, descending the stairs from the lantern room.

“Delaney Collins.” She lowers the camera and turns it off.
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ServiceRoom04.mp4

(9:33 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Her initials?” Trent takes a seat on one of the overturned crates and starts untying his shoes.

Steph nods and places the camera on the sleeping bag next to her. She picks up the replica diary from her lap. “Ever since I started reading this, I feel like I know her.”

“She could have used pretty much anything,” Rob says, peering over his laptop screen. “A sharp rock found on the beach. A broken seashell. One of her father’s fishing knives.”

“Do you think she got in trouble?”

Trent rolls his eyes. “How in the hell would we know that?”

Steph gazes up at the support beam. “I hope she didn’t.”



[image: ]
TrentBell07.mp4

(10:17 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“I’m sorry to interrupt.”

Trent drops to a knee beside Professor Durand’s sleeping bag. She looks up from the notebook she’s reading with wary eyes.

“I just wanted to apologize for what happened earlier. My behavior was inexcusable.”

The four sleeping bags have been arranged in a half circle on the opposite side of the room from the stairway. They’re fanned out around one of the lanterns, almost as though they are surrounding a campfire in the heart of the forest. Professor Durand is positioned at the far right, next to Steph. The young camerawoman’s sleeping bag is presently empty.

The professor puts down the notebook. “You’re not entirely to blame. I didn’t mean to accuse you of an impropriety. I was just… surprised.”

“And I was very rude. I’m sorry.”

The tension in her eyes relaxing, she waves away his apology. “You must be exhausted from all the preparations. Not to mention climbing up and down those awful stairs so many times. You have every right to be a little… bitchy?” She smiles as she says it and looks away, suddenly shy.

“Hah. I appreciate you saying so…” A deep breath. “But the truth is I sometimes forget that I’m not always supposed to get my way. It’s one of the hazards of this job… something I’m working on.”

Frantic footsteps echo from the spiral staircase, drawing their attention.

Steph emerges from the round hole in the floor. She’s wearing pink zip-up pajamas with footies and holding a lantern. “God, this place gives me the creeps.” She places the lantern on the filthy floor and hugs herself. “Between the rats scuttling around and this thing giving off like a million shadows…”

“You can always go downstairs and use the shit room if that’ll make you feel better,” Trent says in a teasing voice.

She thinks about it for a moment and groans dramatically. “Never mind, I think I’d rather stick with the rats.” And then her face suddenly breaks out into a smile. “Oh, hey, you two are friends again!”
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ServiceRoom05.mp4

(10:51 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Ow!”

Professor Durand props herself up on an elbow. “What’s wrong?”

They’re all in their sleeping bags. Steph on her side, reading the diary by the light of the lantern. Rob cross-legged with his computer open on his lap. Trent sitting up, vigorously rubbing the palm of his hand.

“You okay?” Steph asks.

“I’m fine.” He sounds more annoyed than anything. “Stuck myself on something inside my sleeping bag.” After turning on his cell phone flashlight, he gets to his knees and starts searching behind him. “No idea what it—whoa… what the hell?” Using two fingers, he picks up a tiny object from inside his sleeping bag and shines the light on it.

“Is that what I think it is?” Rob asks, leaning closer.

Eyes wide, Trent holds it up for the others to see. “It’s a goddamn tooth.”
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HandCam35.mp4

(10:44 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

“Yeah… that’s not creepy at all,” Steph says.

The camera focuses on the tooth in the palm of Trent’s hand. It appears almost translucent gray in the lantern light.

“It’s so small.” Rob reaches over and nudges it with the tip of his finger. “Like some kid just left it under his pillow for the tooth fairy.”

Steph shudders. “And that somehow makes it even worse.”

“The question is: How the hell did it get inside my sleeping bag?”

“No,” Professor Durand says, and the camera swings around in her direction. “The question is… Who did it belong to?”
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Van08.mp4

(11:39 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Jeff jerks awake in his chair, only the narrow confines of the van preventing him from toppling over backward. Instead, arms flailing, he slams his head on the wall behind him.

“Son of a bitch.” Rubbing the back of his head, he straightens the chair and gets to his feet. He bends over and picks up his glasses from the counter, puts them on. Checks the time on his cell phone.

“Jesus.” He looks up and scans the monitors. “Sorry, guys. You can dock my pay.”

The main screen shows four people tucked into sleeping bags. A lantern positioned near their feet gives off a weak glow.

Shivering, Jeff rubs his bare arms and starts to close the van doors… when something stops him. He stands there, frozen, a hand on each door handle, listening. Then he turns and glances back at the camera. His frightened eyes magnified behind his glasses.

“Is audio picking this up?” Head cocked to the side. “That’s a baby crying. Coming from the woods.”

The only sound to be heard is the soothing symphony of the waves at the bottom of the cliff.

“Shit. There it is again,” he says, poking his head outside the van and scanning both ways.

After a long beat, he says, “Sorry, kid,” and closes the doors, then checks to make sure they’re locked and returns to his seat. He taps on the keyboard and the exterior of the lighthouse fills the main screen.
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ServiceRoom06.mp4

(11:56 p.m., Tuesday, October 28, 2025)

Four dark figures curled inside their sleeping bags. At least two of them are having a snoring contest.

All is still…

… until Trent leans up on his elbow. In the dim spray of lantern light, he reaches out and plucks something crawling on the floor beside him.

He lifts it close to his face—and barely a flicker of movement can be seen on his open palm.

It’s a spider. A daddy longlegs.

He pinches it between two fingers and stuffs it into his mouth. Swallows without chewing. Then he lowers his head back onto the pillow.

And all is still again.
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RobElliott06.mp4

(4:03 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Rob sits up and surveys the faintly lit service room. It’s clear that something woke him. A sound. A movement. He’s unsure… but it was something.

He glances at the others. Trent, Steph, and Professor Durand lie inside their sleeping bags. Dark huddled shapes. All perfectly still. One of them is softly snoring but it’s impossible to tell who it is.

“Just your imagination, dummy,” he whispers. “Surprised it’s taken you this long.”

He lies back down again, eyes closing, his bald head nuzzling the pillow…


… and hears it again.

The camera picks up a trace of audio coming from somewhere on the spiral staircase below.

The pitter-patter of small feet.

And then…

“This old man, he played six…”

Singsongy. Barely audible, but most definitely there. He’s not imagining it.

Young girls singing.

“He played knick-knack on my sticks…”

Hand shaking, he reaches out in the darkness to wake up Trent.

“With a knick-knack paddy—”

And the singing suddenly stops.
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TrentBell08.mp4

(4:07 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Huh… wha…”

Trent rolls over inside his sleeping bag.

“Lemme alooone.”

He tries to push away the hands that are shaking him awake—but they’re too strong. And persistent. Finally, he groans and sits up.

Rob is squatting on the floor next to him, his eyes the size of half-dollars. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Trent yawns. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Sorry, man… did you hear something?”

“Just my brain sloshing around from you shaking me.”

“I’m serious.” He gazes at the black hole in the floor marking the stairway’s entrance. “I thought I heard—”

“What?”

“Singing.” He hesitates for a moment before continuing. “Little girls… singing.”

Realization dawns in Trent’s eyes. “Wait… that’s just like Thomas Livingston.” He shrugs out of his sleeping bag, no longer the least bit tired.


Rob raises his fist for a silent bump—and Trent recognizes the ghost hunter’s wide-eyed look for what it is:

Not fear, as he’d first believed… but pure excitement.
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Van09.mp4

(6:06 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The computer chair is turned onto its side and tucked underneath the countertop. A blow-up air mattress stretches across the floor. At one end, a blanket and pillow have been pushed aside against the wall. The back doors stand open like the gaping jaws of a slumbering giant, the interior ceiling light fighting a losing battle against the swathe of inky darkness outside.

A minute passes. The crash of distant waves. The low-throated cry of what must be an owl of some sort. The fluting whistle of wind in the trees.

Suddenly, a dark figure approaches from within the blackness, a shifting shape among an endless sea of shadows. The crunch of footsteps in the autumn-brown grass. Slow, lumbering, coming closer. And then a long, lanky shape fills the back of the van…

… as Jeff climbs inside. He yawns, pushes his glasses up onto his forehead, and rubs his eyes. Shivering, he pulls the van doors closed behind him. He’s dressed in gray sweatpants and a long-sleeved Van Halen T-shirt. His cheeks are red from the frigid coastal air.

Yawning again, he leans over with his elbow on the counter, scanning the wall of monitors. His fingers find the keyboard and he scrolls through the various feeds on the large screen. There’s no sound. It’s been muted.

“Whoa—wait a minute…” His fingers click faster.

The images on the main monitor blur by. Staircase. Living quarters. Service room…

Where it settles on four sleeping bags lying next to each other on the floor.

One of them is empty.

“What the hell?”

A single tap on the keyboard—and the image changes again.


Trent stands in silhouette, perfectly still on the catwalk, staring out at the dark ocean. His fingers grip the iron safety railing in front of him. His hair whipping in the swirling offshore breeze.

“Jesus, dude, it’s gotta be freezing out there,” Jeff mumbles. “Go back to bed.”

And then the exhausted editor follows his own advice and curls up beneath the blanket atop the air mattress. Within a few minutes, he’s snoring away.
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 29, 2025

I dreamed I was on the boat with my father last night, so far out to sea we couldn’t spot even a speck of land. I was a child again. Excited. I couldn’t see his face because it was hidden beneath the hood of his rubber rain slicker. It was pouring out. So much rain. And wind. And waves. The swells were enormous. I was on my hands and knees, battered and bruised, bailing the deck when Dad shouted and began steering toward something in the water.

Something under the water.

I was suddenly afraid, hearing his voice like that. He was usually so steady. As we got closer, I stood and looked out into the roiling swells and saw a bright, swirling light shining beneath us. I leaned closer, slipping on the wet deck, nearly falling overboard.

It was a lighthouse. Buried by the sea.

I woke in a sweat. Heart hammering at my chest. A sob lodged deep within my throat. It was late, a little before two a.m., and the others were all sleeping. After that, I was certain there would be no more rest. But I was mistaken. Within minutes, I was gone. And there were no more dreams.
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ServiceRoom07.mp4

(8:17 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Professor Durand, her leather journal resting open on her lap, is back in the antique rocking chair. Dressed in loose-fitting yoga pants and an oversized sweater, her legs are tucked underneath her. She stares thoughtfully across the room, tapping her pen on the chair’s armrest. Not far from her gaze, Steph lies on her side inside her sleeping bag, scanning yesterday’s footage on the camera. Next to her, Rob’s sleeping bag lies empty. Farther down, at the end of the row, a snoring Trent is stretched out on his back in the same clothes he was wearing the day before.

“Should we be worried?” Steph asks, looking up from the camera.

“I don’t believe so.” The professor tucks the pen inside her journal and closes it. “Robert strikes me as a man of caution. He’s probably just checking on his equipment.”

Steph looks around. “Is his laptop gone?”

The professor nods. “I think so.”

“Maybe he’s outside with Jeff having coffee. Hey, wouldn’t it be nice if he brought some back for the rest of us?”

“I could certainly use some. I feel like I didn’t sleep a wink.” Yawning, she unfolds her legs from beneath her and stands. Stretches her arms above her head. “I think I’ll wander up to the catwalk, take a look around. Some fresh air will do me good.”

Steph puts down the camera and pushes to her feet. “You mind some company?”

“Not at all.” Professor Durand glances at Trent’s still form. “Shall we wake up Sleeping Beauty or let—”

The clanging of heavy footfalls reverberates from the stairway below.

“Speak of the devil, there’s Rob now.” Steph picks up the camera. “At least I hope that’s him.”

The frantic footsteps grow louder as they draw near.

“Whoever it is,” the professor says, “they’re sure in a hurry.”
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RobElliott07.mp4

(8:23 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Rob indeed appears to be in a hurry.

So much so that he keeps tripping over his own two feet, the GoPro camera strapped to his chest jiggling wildly up and down, capturing blurry snatches of stone wall and stairway, and the occasional flash of hairy forearms as he pushes himself upright. He’s out of breath, his ragged exhalations a series of gasps and groans.

Finally arriving at the living quarters, he doesn’t even pause to look around before continuing up the spiral metal staircase. Staring at the gap in the ceiling as he climbs, he shouts, “Is everyone awake? Your phones! Turn off your phones!”
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HandCam36.mp4

(8:23 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“What’s going on?” Steph asks, the camera gaining focus just in time to capture Rob’s sweaty bald head poke into the room. “Are you okay?”

He struggles up the final few steps, laptop in hand, and staggers into the service room. “Your phones! Put them on airplane mode right now, or better yet, turn them off!”

“My phone’s—”

“Why?” Trent asks, sitting up on his sleeping bag and running his fingers through his hair. “What’s going on?”

The professor steps into frame. “Electromagnetic noise?”

“I don’t know.” Rob bends over and catches his breath. The pits of his sweatshirt are stained with half-moons of perspiration. His left eye is twitching. “I can’t make any sense of it.”

“Of what?” Trent asks, now up on his feet. “Does this have something to do with last night?”

“Yes and no.” He uses the bottom of his T-shirt to wipe his face, revealing a flash of fish-pale belly. “I was checking the data from a little after four a.m…. when we had our little incident…”

“What incident?” Steph asks, glancing at Trent.

“Tell you later.”

“There wasn’t much more than a blip,” Rob says, the grin on his face growing, “but two hours earlier… man oh man… check it out. You have to see this…”
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StairwaySecond03.mp4

(8:37 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent, Professor Durand, and Steph—with her camera still rolling—huddle around Rob on the cramped stairway. There’s a small antenna mounted on the stone wall above their heads. The world-renowned ghost hunter holds his laptop open in front of him. On the glowing screen, a series of multicolored graphs and charts. And lots of numbers.

“See… look…” Rob says, pointing. “We’re picking up a trace of electrical activity. Around a quarter of a volt per meter.”

“Everyone’s phones are off?” Trent asks with a touch of irritation.

“Mine is,” the professor says, “as soon as Robert asked us to.”

“Don’t look at me,” Steph says. “My battery’s been dead since last night.”

Trent turns back to Rob. “What about the stairwell cams? Could they be screw—”

“The laptop’s partially responsible for the reading,” he says. “Our bodies also radiate trace amounts. It’s unavoidable.” Rob closes the laptop, tucks it under his arm, and begins descending the staircase. “But there’s also something else going on.”

The others closely follow.

“The cameras shouldn’t be an issue. I zeroed in the EMF antennae yesterday afternoon, well after you guys rigged the place.” He glances over his shoulder at the group. “These aren’t Scooby-Doo EMF meters from Amazon. Mine are the same kind the government uses.”

“And what exactly does the government need with such gadgets?” the professor asks.

Rob clears his throat. “No comment.”
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RobElliott08.mp4

(8:40 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Now take a look at this.” Rob angles the laptop screen so they can see it in the bright sunlight. “This is from a little before two a.m.”

They’re standing outside, a short distance from the lighthouse. The door is open behind them, the darkness within like an infected cavity. The sleeve of Trent’s shirt is just visible on the far right of the frame. Steph and Professor Durand are unseen.

Rob taps the keyboard and a pair of squiggly lines begin to scroll across the screen. One of the lines is yellow, the other green. Both lines hover near the bottom of the graph, maintaining relatively parallel paths.

Then, at the 1:52 a.m. mark, the lines abruptly spike.

“Four volts per meter, seven milligauss of magnetic flux,” the professor murmurs off-screen.

“Is that weird?” Steph asks.

“Not yet,” says Rob, “but just wait a second.”

The lines dip again, then immediately spike to the identical peak, and then dip again. Two more peaks appear, each one evenly spaced in time. A long pause, two more spikes, and then the readings suddenly shoot up to twenty-one milligauss.

“See that? The uniformity?” Rob clicks the keyboard. “I’m speeding up the EMF recording now.”

A definitive pattern begins to unfold on the screen.
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HandCam37.mp4

(9:02 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent and Rob sit next to each other on the rear bumper of the van, Styrofoam cups of steaming coffee in their hands. Behind them, the professor leans forward in Jeff’s chair, studying the monitors as she nibbles on a bagel.

“I’m so fucking wired right now,” Trent says, putting down his coffee and rubbing his hands together. “This is legit ghost hunting. Pioneering, man.”

“Like a little kid on Christmas morning,” says Steph from behind the camera. “And you don’t even know what you’re so excited about.”

Trent rolls his eyes. “Maybe not… but I know how to read the room. Even Professor Durand said she’s never seen data like this before.”

“It’s a very unusual pattern,” the professor says, looking over at them.

“With all due respect, Professor, it’s more than unusual.” Rob adjusts his glasses. “It’s downright bizarre.” He turns around, facing the back of the van. Steph moves quickly to keep his face in center frame. “Electromagnetic radiation isn’t exactly a precise measurement; even thermometers are a more consistent diagnosis tool. But you have to consider—”

“Order up!”

The camera pivots to find Jeff walking around the side of the van. He’s wearing an oven mitt and carrying a skillet of sizzling scrambled eggs and bacon. Between the stained white apron hanging around his neck and his designer glasses, he immediately brings to mind a slenderer version of Guy Fieri.

“Whoa, thank you!” Steph says. “First stop, Flavortown!”

And although Jeff raises his free hand and flips off the camera, he can’t help but smile.
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HandCam38.mp4

(9:11 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Mounted upon a tripod, the camera captures…

… the five of them sitting in a circle on a couple of old picnic blankets that have been arranged on the ground next to the van. There are paper plates in their laps. Cups of coffee and bottles of water at their sides.

Steph holds her signed copy of Spiritual Tumors in front of her, sneaking bites of bacon between paragraphs as she reads out loud to the group:

“Visitors to Alcatraz’s infamous Cell 14D often experience unusual and disconcerting sensations, whether they are fully aware of its gruesome history or not. Sharp decreases in temperature, a ringing in their ears, the feeling of being watched or even in imminent danger are common complaints. While many local spiritualists contend that such consistencies are evidence of the supernatural, a simpler truth lies within our own hearts.

“The decades-old story of Cell 14D—a basement-level nine-by-five-foot chamber, long utilized by guards as a punishment for solitary confinement prisoners—in which an inmate cried out for help in the night, describing a beast with glowing red eyes descending upon him from the ceiling, only to be found strangled to death inside the locked cell early the next morning, is written upon the walls of that very cell. Not in blood-scrawled letters as such a grotesque legend may befit, but in the harsh conditions themselves.

“You need not know what a single guard overheard that awful night nearly a century ago to encounter the urine-stained floor and rat-infested confines. You need not believe in otherworldly spirits to experience a bone-deep chill as one stands just beyond the iron bars in the damp corridor, imagining what it was like to be jailed there for weeks, months, years on end. Alcatraz requires neither historian nor spiritualist to divine what unspeakable horrors occurred there, but merely a thoughtful human being to intuit that this is no place habitable, to understand that the only logical response to cruelty is madness.

“Indeed, to acknowledge the paranormal as psychosomatic is to acknowledge our own histories as spiritual experiences…”
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TrentBell09.mp4

(9:39 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent emerges from the portable toilet and finds Steph a few yards away, waiting her turn.

“Forgot to turn off my camera,” he says. “Hope the audience doesn’t get jealous when they see my—”

“Stop it right now!” A look of exaggerated disgust on her face.

He laughs as he walks past her to the sanitation station. “Anyway, it’s all yours. I even put down the seat.” He begins washing his hands.

“I need to ask you something.”

He turns off the water. “What’s up?”

She’s holding the camera down at her side. She switches it from her left hand to her right, buying time to find the words. “Yesterday… when Professor Durand wigged out in the rocking chair… did you feel anything strange?”

“Strange how?”

“It’s hard to explain… almost like some kind of electrical charge passed through the room.” She raises the arm not holding the camera in front of her. “My skin started tingling and all the hairs on my arms stood up. My ears were buzzing too, like I was standing too close to one of those big power stations. Then the professor woke up, and it all went away.” She snaps her fingers. “Just like that.”

“You were definitely freaked out.” He hesitates before adding: “It’s becoming a habit on this trip.”

She ignores the comment. “So you didn’t feel anything at all?”

“Not that I remember.” He glances at the others by the van. “You sure this doesn’t have something to do with the professor’s book?”

“No.” She looks up at the lighthouse. “I’m not sure of anything right now.”

And then she marches into the Spot A Pot and slams the door behind her.
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Van10.mp4

(9:57 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Jeff is back at work in front of the wall of monitors. The air mattress has been deflated and stored out of the way beneath the counter. There’s a paper plate holding a few leftover strips of bacon sitting next to the keyboard.

Trent appears at the back of the van, leaning inside. “We’re headed up now. Thanks again for breakfast.”

“See ya. Be careful in there. Same time tomorrow morning?”

“If I say no, Steph will strangle me in my sleep.”

He laughs and turns back to the main screen, which is focused on the empty service room. “Hey, you still having issues with cell reception?”

“Comes and goes,” Trent says. “But I’m not worried about that. All my focus right now is on Rob’s new data.”

“I have to admit, he’s a pretty impressive guy. In a mad-scientist sort of way.”

“And I thought Professor Durand would be the Mad Hatter of the group.”

“How’s she been?” Jeff asks. “She doesn’t strike me as the particularly warm-and-fuzzy type.”

“Steph adores her.” He thinks about it. “She’s friendly enough, but I can’t shake the feeling that she’s hiding something. Maybe a lot of somethings.”

“Like what?”

He shrugs. “I have no idea. Just a gut feeling.”

“Well, let me know if it turns out to be more than that.”

“Will do.” He starts to leave but hesitates. “Hey, do me a favor?”

“What’s up?”

“Last night… just after dinner… can you go back and review the footage of us in the service room?”

“What am I looking for?”

“I’m not really sure. Professor Durand had some kind of… episode. While she was napping in the rocking chair. It really freaked Steph out.”

“Okay, I’ll take a look as soon as I finish with this.”

“Trent! Let’s go!” Steph calling from somewhere outside the van.

“Thanks, man.” He turns to leave. “Let me know what you find.”
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ServiceRoom08.mp4

(10:42 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent and Rob sit on opposite sides of the coffee table, facing each other. They’re once again focused on the laptop screen. No one else is in sight.

“Well, that’s a bummer,” Rob says, rubbing his beard.

“Is that normal? For the cameras to not pick up anything at all?” Trent sounds discouraged. “I thought for sure there would’ve been some kind of… something on the screen when your readings spiked.”

“Wishful thinking,” Rob says, “but I must admit I was hoping for the same. Still, we have voice phenomena from last night, and of course… this.” He glances up from the computer screen. Jaw clenched, eyes squinting with laser-like focus, he really does look like a mad scientist. “I’m telling you… I’ve never seen this kind of uniformity. Neither out in the field, nor in controlled tests. There’s a definite rhythm here. Every magnetic spike peaks at seven or twenty-one milligauss… and with such precision.” He reaches up and palms his head as if it were a basketball. “It’s all just so unnaturally consistent.”

“The whole thing is starting to make my head hurt,” Trent mumbles. “Kinda like calculus… not that I really made it to many of those classes.”

“Wait a minute!” Rob points at him. “That’s it!”

“What?”

“That’s exactly what this looks like: a sine wave!”

Trent looks even more lost. “Okayyyy.”

Rob stands and begins pacing back and forth. “I guess I can’t rule out a malfunction, although everything was in working order when I installed it. And that was the only significant electromagnetic activity all night.”

Trent doesn’t say anything. Just stares at him.

“I say all this as a warning. To temper your excitement.”

“Excitement about what? I have zero clue what you’re talking about.”

Rob stops walking. “I think maybe… just maybe… someone’s trying to communicate with us.”
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CatwalkWest02.mp4

(11:17 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“I’m glad Trent apologized.” Steph reaches out and grazes the safety railing with her hand. “He can be a real asshole sometimes, but he always finds his way home. He has a good heart.”

“I sense that,” the professor says, maintaining an arm’s length distance from the same railing Trent had draped himself over the day before. “His parents’ divorce had to be difficult at that age. At any age, for that matter.”

The vast ocean stretches to a hazy horizon, wind and wake creating white noise all around them.

“Did he tell you about his sister?”

“No… he never mentioned any siblings.”

Steph stares out at the clouds, trying to decide how much more she wants to say. Finally: “He had a younger sister, Amanda. After his parents split up, she went to live with his mom. Six months later, she died in a tragic accident.”

“Oh, that’s awful.”

“Please don’t mention that I told you.” Steph places her hand on the sleeve of the professor’s sweater. “They were very close, and he’s super sensitive about what happened. In fact…” She pauses in mid-sentence.

The professor raises an eyebrow. “Yes…?”

“Nothing,” Steph says, shaking her head. “I wasn’t going to—”

“Aha! I thought I’d find you two hiding up here.”

Startled, they both spin around—guilty expressions on their faces—and find Trent standing a few feet away in the glass doorway.
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StairwaySecond04.mp4

(11:17 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

A ripple of static across the screen…

… and then the image slowly regains focus.

The curved stone wall at the left edge of frame appears to slightly swell and then slowly withdraw again, offering a fleeting glimpse of what looks like a dark figure in profile.
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TrentBell10.mp4

(11:26 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Okey dokey,” Trent says, opening a spiral notebook and placing it atop the coffee table. “Ready when you are.”

Rob looks up from the stack of papers he’d shuffled around on his half of the table.

“What exactly are you hoping will come out of this?” the professor asks.

“I’m not sure yet,” Rob says. “But I figure it’s worth exploring an alternate approach.” He scratches his beard. “A couple of years ago, my team discovered a series of ghost writings. It was in a turn-of-the-century mathematics building at the University of Notre Dame. Parabolas and curves drawn on chalkboards and in notebooks, always overnight, inside locked lecture halls. I personally believe that math is a universal language, more persistent than even the written or spoken word.” He picks up a sheet of paper from the table and waves it at her. “On that note… if there’s a way to properly decipher this output, I’m determined to find it.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then.” Professor Durand’s expression is difficult to read. “It’s so nice outside, I’ve decided to take a little stroll along the bluff.”

“And I’ve decided to tag along,” Steph says, looking at Trent. “If that’s okay with you…”

“Have fun,” Trent says, eager to get to work. “Stay away from the edge. It’s a long way down.” His chest camera follows the two women as they disappear into the spiral stairwell, and then shifts back to Rob. “Thank God. I thought they’d never leave.”

“Same. Stop me if I go too fast.”

As Rob begins reading out loud from the laptop screen, Trent scribbles in the notebook:

“1:52:06, seven milligauss.

“1:52:13, seven milligauss.

“1:52:18, seven milligauss.

“1:52:25, seven milligauss.

“Cluster,” says Rob.

Trent skips a line.

“1:52:44, seven milligauss.

“1:52:50, seven milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:53:11, twenty-one milligauss.

“1:53:18, twenty-one milligauss.

“1:53:24, seven milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:53:45, seven milligauss.

“1:53:51, seven milligauss.

“1:53:59, seven milligauss.

“1:54:06, seven milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:54:49, twenty-one milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:55:09, seven milligauss.

“1:55:15, seven milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:55:34, twenty-one milligauss.

“1:55:41, seven milligauss.

“1:55:49, seven milligauss.

“Cluster.

“1:56:07, seven milligauss.”

The pen in Trent’s hand hovers over the page, waiting.

“That’s it,” Rob says. “Done. The rest is room temperature, so to speak.”

Trent traces the columns of numbers with his finger, a meaningless list without any context, and perhaps even with it. “Sixteen small peaks and four big ones.” He carefully tears out the page and hands it to Rob. “That’s a square root, right? Does it mean anything?”

“That’s the fun part, my friend.” He smiles. “Figuring it out.”
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Van11.mp4

(11:30 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

An empty Styrofoam cup rolls off the counter onto the floor of the van. A whisper of a breeze from the open back doors scoots it into the corner. Jeff doesn’t notice. He’s too busy watching Steph and Professor Durand traverse the spiral staircase. After a few more seconds, he clicks back to the service room, where Rob is dictating readouts and data points to an attentive Trent.

Behind Jeff, warming rays of sunshine stream into the van. The breeze has abated, if only for a moment, and the white pines beyond the chain-link fence stand rigidly at attention. Despite the morning’s brightness, the narrow spaces between the trees remain lost in deep shadow. Anyone could be hiding in those woods, waiting and watching, and it would be all but impossible to spot them.

Jeff tap-tap-taps at the keyboard, navigating his way through the stairwell cameras, trying to catch up with Steph and the professor. Despite the still air, the empty Styrofoam cup now rests directly beneath his chair, mere inches away from his vintage Converse.

Getting to his feet, he grabs an empty tote bag from the floor beside him. He sidesteps to the end of the makeshift counter, where a long row of portable batteries are charging, and transfers several of them into the bag.

Behind him, just outside the van, a dark shadow flashes past, in and out of the camera’s view in a matter of seconds.
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ProfessorDurand06.mp4

(11:40 a.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“You sure you don’t need a break?”

“We’re almost there,” Professor Durand says with a chuckle. “You sure you don’t need a break?”

“Busted.” Followed by a nervous giggle from Steph. “I’m already sick of these stairs… I can’t believe the poor people who used to live here really did this every time they had to pee.”

“Compared to a Nova Scotian outhouse,” the professor says, “the proverbial shit room must have been a slice of heaven come winter.”

“That I did not consider.” A dim glow can be seen up ahead. Steph picks up the pace. “Maybe I’ve been listening to too many stories about this place… but it really does feel longer than when we walked it earlier this morning. No wonder Livingston was counting his steps.”

“You don’t think that was just… theatrics on his part?”

They clear the final section of stairs and enter the lower entryway. A portable light stand running on a battery pack, currently switched off, is set up not far from the door.

“Probably… it sounds like Livingston was a major head case.” Steph’s gaze passes over the old bicycle propped up against the row of barrels and lingers on the shit room door. “But I have to admit… I’m seriously creeped out. And those stupid tapes from last night only made it worse.”

“Hearing Livingston’s voice like that,” the professor says, reaching for the door handle, “it felt wrong. Like we’d crossed some kind of line.” She pulls open the heavy wooden door…

… and stumbles backward with a shriek, slamming into Steph… who catches herself on the bicycle’s handlebar and just barely manages to hold on to the camera.

A dark figure stands before them. Silhouetted in the doorway. The shape steps into the light. A man, almost six feet tall, with a frame that is at once broad and withered, strikingly different from the last time he was captured on camera. Gold wire-framed glasses balance atop his crooked, wrinkled nose. Wrinkles like canyons. He’s old, nearly as ancient as the stones upon which he stands, dressed in baggy denim jeans and a tucked-in chambray shirt the color of drugstore toothpaste. His hooded eyes are watery and red, yet surprisingly alert. His forehead is a roadmap of spidery veins.

“It’s you,” Steph says from behind the professor.
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HandCam39.mp4

(12:01 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“I swear to god I almost peed my pants.” The camera pans away and finds Professor Durand and former lighthouse owner Ronald Parker walking along the bluff. “How do you think he got inside the fence?”

“No idea,” Jeff says. “The gate’s been locked ever since they delivered the portable shitter.”

Steph zooms in for a closer look. The professor appears to be doing most of the talking. “I wonder what they’re saying.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” His tone dismissive.

She turns the camera back on him. Adjusts the lens. “You were in such a good mood at breakfast. Why are you Mr. Cranky Pants now?”

Rubbing the back of his neck, he mumbles, “Didn’t sleep well. It’s cold in there without the engine running.”

“So keep it on. We have the fuel. Just make sure you crack the—”

“Here they come,” he says, pointing.
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ProfessorDurand07.mp4

(12:08 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me how he got in. I asked.”

“That’s not exactly comforting,” Steph says.

“No, it’s not.” Jeff gazes over his shoulder at the van, where Parker is leaning against the bumper, catching his breath. “I don’t trust the guy.”

“Well, he’s not going to sabotage your surveillance setup, if that’s what you’re worried about.” The professor lowers her voice. “He wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“Then why is he here?” Steph asks, the wariness still evident in her voice.

“That’s what I was starting to tell you.” For the first time since arriving at the lighthouse, Professor Durand sounds excited. “He’s completely sober… and wants to give us an interview. On camera.”
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HandCam40.mp4

(12:35 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent’s beaming smile fills the screen. Up close, his teeth are startlingly white and perfectly straight. “If I wasn’t afraid you’d sue me, I’d kiss you on the lips right now.”

Professor Durand actually blushes.

“Seriously, how’d you convince him to do it?”

“Actually, he convinced me.” The professor looks past Trent to where Jeff is clipping a small microphone to the old man’s shirt collar. “I wasn’t so sure it was a good idea.”

“Why not?”

She thinks for a moment. “He’s lived in this town his entire life. He watched his father fight for so long and so hard to preserve the lighthouse, only to end up caving to those Hollywood fast-talkers… no offense,” she says to Trent, who grins and shakes his head. “He guarded this place like it was a minefield for as long as he could. I don’t know why he decided to make an exception for Livingston. Maybe it was the money—although I imagine he certainly had more lucrative offers—or maybe it was something else. Regardless, I wasn’t sure it’d be wise to dredge it all up again. Especially not in his current condition.”

“What changed your mind?” Steph asks.

“A couple of things. What Trent wrote in his initial email to me: ‘I don’t want to sensationalize or trivialize. I just want to find closure and some level of—’ ”

“Understanding,” Trent finishes with a flourish.

The professor goes on. “I also thought I owed it to him. To sit here and listen. After all these years… never coming back, not even for a visit… it’s the least I can do.”

“You say that like it’s a penance or something,” Steph says.

“Maybe it is.” She looks over at the old man. “For both of us.”
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HandCam41.mp4

(12:41 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Ronald Parker slouches on a wooden chair, the Atlantic Ocean stretching out behind him. He looks small. Frail. Like a Halloween decoration perched on a suburban front porch. The only thing missing is a jack-o’-lantern on his lap, its triangle eyes and crooked grin flickering with orange-and-yellow candlelight.

“We’re here this afternoon with Mr. Ronald Parker, a lifelong resident of Harper’s Cove, Nova Scotia…” Trent’s off-screen voice is measured and clear. We can’t see him—or any of the others for that matter—but he’s obviously standing beside the camera, which has been mounted on a tripod.

“Mr. Parker is the former owner of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse and the ground upon which it stands. He paid us a surprise visit earlier today and agreed to take part in this exclusive interview.”

Behind the old man, a flock of seagulls swoop by, noisy and curious.

“Can you tell us the reason for your visit today, sir?”

Parker blinks at the camera, his bony chin jutting forward, as if he’s trying to peer into the lens.

“Mr. Parker…?”

Startled, he sits up straight. If not for the steady growl of the wind, it’s easy enough to imagine the sound of the vertebrae in his back cracking.

“Uh…” He wipes saliva from his bloodless lips. “I came to see Catherine… Catherine Durand… to convince her to leave.”

“You remember Professor Durand? From when she was young?”

“ ’Course I do.” He scowls. “I’m not feeble, you know. Her father, Guy, was good people. So was Maureen, her mom.”

“Why are you so anxious for her to leave Harper’s Cove?”

The scowl deepens. “I don’t care none if she stays in the Cove. The same goes for the rest of ya. Buy yourself one of those overpriced houses on the hill and raise yourself a buncha brats, for all I care.” He stares off camera. “I just want ya outta that fuckin’ lighthouse.”

Trent lowers his voice in an effort to appear nonconfrontational. “And why is that, Mr. Parker?”

“Come on, kid. You know damn well why…” Still glaring off-screen. “It’s a bad place… I don’t want you and your friends to wake it up.”

“Wake it up…?” Trent repeats, letting the words dangle for a moment.

“You heard me.” Staring at the camera again, his watery eyes hidden away in shadowy pits.

“We’re well aware of the lighthouse’s dark history, sir. Do you feel that whatever dwells inside is responsible for Thomas Livingston’s mysterious disappearance? Do you think he woke up the lighthouse?”

“What kinda fool question is that?” The scowl appears permanently stuck to his face. “ ’Course he did! And look where it got ’im.”

“Where exactly is that? So far as anyone knows, Thomas Livingston just up and vanished. He could be drinking a piña colada right now on a beach somewhere.”

Parker grins, and once again the grotesque image of a Halloween decoration squirms to the surface. A reanimated corpse fresh from the boneyard. The Crypt Keeper himself. “You go right ahead and believe that, sonny, and I have a lighthouse to sell ya… if ya hadn’t already up and bought it.” He throws his head back and cackles, an ugly sound like two pieces of sandpaper being rubbed together. Foamy saliva sprays from his mouth, dribbling down his chin, onto the front of his chambray shirt.

“Jesus,” Rob whispers off camera.

“All I’m saying—” Trent begins, but the old man cuts him off.

“You think it stopped with Livingston, do ya?” His slitted eyes stray wide of the camera as he takes in the rest of the group. “You think whatever took root here tucked itself inta bed and went ta sleep… but you’d be wrong. Dead wrong.” Tottering forward in the chair again. Teeth bared. Tufts of gray hair blowing in the wind. He looks like a lunatic, and maybe he is.

“You ask Tommy Lancaster’s boy if it went to sleep. All the experience in the world, and yet he somehow cuts his own throat on the razor wire while redoing that godawful fence. Almost died. Another man, he lost two fingers. A third, he done choked to death on his lunch break.” He gazes off camera. “That one happened right over there, not far from where your fancy van’s parked. Three big men, strong, tried to save him, but that chunk of roast beef lodged in his throat wouldn’t budge. They said he was purple by the time the amb’lance showed up.

“And while you’re at it, why don’t you go right ahead and ask those folks from down in Stanton. They showed up last year with their boy to visit family, went home two weeks later with one less suitcase and an empty back seat. Kid was eight. All the police found was a Boston Red Sox cap on the ground, a few yards inside the fence line. That and a coupla his teeth, in the grass a little closer to the lighthouse.”

“I never saw any news about that,” Trent says. His voice sounds different now. Quieter and more strained. Like he’s forgotten that the camera is rolling. Most likely it’s the mention of the teeth.

“Probably never will either.” Parker slumps in the chair, his cheeks gone ashen. The baggy blue jeans look as though they may slide right off of him. “After all these years, this damn town’s finally learning to hold on to its secrets.”

“Why not just tear it down?” Trent asks, his tone challenging. “Haul it away in pieces and bury it somewhere.”

The old man’s eyes flicker to life again. “Why don’tcha ask those nosy blue-hairs from the Nova Scotia Lighthouse Preservation Society? They’ll give ya an earful of excuses why that ain’t allowed to happen. Trust me, sonny, I’ve tried.”
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ProfessorDurand08.mp4

(12:53 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent and Steph stand side by side, a few feet away from the camera on its tripod. Behind them, the open field stretches to the edge of the woods.

Professor Durand’s hand enters frame and tugs on the sleeve of Trent’s jacket. “I think we should stop. He looks like he’s about to pass out.”

Trent turns to her. Opens his mouth as though he’s about to object, and then closes it again. Instead, he just nods.
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HandCam42.mp4

(1:24 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“What a day!”

Rob stands between Steph and Jeff, beside the van, watching Trent and Professor Durand escort the old man to the gate. He’s positively beaming. “I can’t believe we just interviewed the Ronald Parker. And on camera. People are going to go absolutely batshit!”

“It was kind of interesting…” Jeff says. “But who’s gonna care what that old geezer has to say?”

Rob gapes at him in disbelief. “How about… everyone?!”

“Because he used to own the lighthouse?” Steph asks, readjusting the camera.

“Nooo. No. You guys don’t understand. Ever since Livingston disappeared, Ronald Parker’s become a fucking legend. He’s like Bigfoot. People claim to have seen him or even spoken to him, but there’s never any proof of it. Until now. And we just got it.”
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TrentBell11.mp4

(1:26 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Excuse me—Mr. Parker? Can I ask you one last question before you go?” Trent removes the padlock from the hasp and swings open the gate. “Off the record.”

The professor, who is standing alongside an exhausted Ronald Parker, flashes him a dirty look.

“It’ll only take a second, I promise. It’s important.”

“Not nearly as important as you folks loadin’ up those shiny cars of yours and gettin’ the hell outta here.”

“Like I said, we’re going to discuss it over dinner. Then we’ll make a group decision.”

“I know what ya tole me, and I know a bullshit story when I hear it.” The old man turns to Professor Durand. “Catherine. Please. There’s still time to do the right thing. You a whole lot smarter than your friends here.” He gives her a look. “You always were.”

Before she can answer—

“Mr. Parker, why did you change your mind and allow Thomas Livingston to enter the lighthouse?”

Parker swivels his scrawny neck in Trent’s direction—and it’s like watching a starving vulture perched on a telephone wire spotting fresh roadkill on the highway below.

But Trent isn’t the least bit deterred. “If all those years, you say you were so worried about waking up the lighthouse, why give someone like Livingston permission to go inside?”

The professor finally runs out of patience. Her voice is schoolteacher stern. “Stop badgering him, Trent. For god’s sake, can’t you see how tired he is?” She turns to the old man. “Mr. Parker, I’m really sorry. You don’t have to answer that. I know you’re—”

“No, no, I’ll answer awright.” Licking his lips, he scans the length of dirt road leading away from the gate. “And then I’m gonna walk myself back to my pickup… drive myself home… and tie on the drunk of all drunks.”

“Mr. Parker…” The professor reaches over and touches his arm.

He swipes her hand away. “Lemme tell it and be done. It’s time.” He shuffles a few feet away and turns around to face them. The skin on his face looks like drifting ash from a forest fire. His bony arms are trembling.

“You wanna hear it, sonny? Okay, here goes. Thomas Livingston was bait.” He glares at Trent. “You don’t strike me as much of a waterman, but the concept should be easy enough to grasp.”

His gaze wanders past the two of them—to the open doorway of the lighthouse. “It had been quiet for a number of years… long enough to put a charge up my son’s backside… you can thank his Yankee education for that… and I have to admit… it even gave me some second thoughts.

“After a while, I started thinkin’, okay, whatever evil used to live here had maybe up and gone. Maybe it was never even here in the first place. Time does that, ya know? So does gettin’ old. Makes ya stupid. You’ll get there too, if ya ain’t already. But… there was really only one way to find out for sure. You know what I mean?

“I’m eighty-nine in December… The time was coming when my boy would be taking over the show whether I liked it or not. It’s my own fault—when that fool writer came a callin’, I let my guard down long enough to let my son convince me to give it a shot.” He tries to lick his lips again, but this time his tongue doesn’t quite work. It just lies there like a slug on a sidewalk before he sucks it back in with a noisy slurp.

“Livingston… he was nothin’ more than a fat, juicy worm danglin’ on a hook… waitin’ to see what might rise up and devour him.”

He hangs his head, staring at the ground in front of him. “ ’Course, I came to my senses eventually… just a little too late. I tried to talk him outta it. Both on the telephone and later on, in person.” He looks up at Catherine. “But the idiot wouldn’t listen… He’d already been taken over by the fever, you know? Anyway… I’ve regretted my decision every minute of every day since.”

The old man’s head suddenly jerks up, eyes squinting in the glare of the sun. “Hey! Any of your crew still inside?” His frightened voice is little more than a raspy croak. “Thought I saw someone moving around up there. On the catwalk.”

Professor Durand peers over her shoulder at the lighthouse. “I don’t see anyone, Mr. Parker.”

Trent doesn’t even bother turning around. “Good try,” he says, “but I’m not buying it. Let’s just say I’m not a worm, and I don’t scare that easy.”

Parker shakes his head in disgust and hocks a wad of bloody phlegm into the dirt. His rheumy eyes drift slowly back to Trent. “You’re all gonna die in that lighthouse.”

And then he shambles away.
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Security Camera Footage—Widow’s Point Lighthouse

(1:33 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Ronald Parker, skinny arms dangling limp at his sides, staggers down the road, looking like a zombie extra in a George Romero film. He should be watching where he’s going because of all the ruts and potholes—a broken hip at his age could be deadly—but he isn’t. Instead, he keeps stealing wary glances behind him at the lighthouse and into the woods that crowd the road’s opposite shoulder.
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TrentBell12.mp4

(1:55 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“He really said that?” Jeff flips a burger on the grill, almost losing it over the edge. Switching the spatula to his other hand, he slides the sizzling patty closer to the center of the rack. His usual calm demeanor appears a bit rattled. “You’re all gonna die?”

“Sure did.” Trent glances back at the van, where the others are eating lunch. “Do me a favor and don’t say anything to Steph. She’s weirded out enough as it is.”

“Can’t say I blame her. When he mentioned the cops finding that kid’s teeth, after what you found last night in your sleeping bag, I felt like I was gonna puke.”

“Yeah…” A disturbed tone in his voice. “No way that’s just a coincidence.”

Jeff turns toward Steph and the professor, who are chatting away in between bites of their burgers. “What makes you think Professor Durand isn’t filling her in right now?”

Trent makes a grunting sound. “Doubtful. She’s probably too busy bitching about me. I pissed her off pretty good.”

“What’d you do this time?”

“She thinks I pushed the old guy too hard. I was ‘badgering him’ were her exact words.”

Jeff shrugs. “At least she’s getting to know the real you.”

“Ha ha.” Trent shoves him playfully on the shoulder. “Hey, you get a chance to check out that footage I asked about?”

“Not yet… the old guy showed up unannounced.” Looking much more poised than the last time, Jeff flips a burger onto a waiting bun. “I’ll take a look when I’m done cleaning all this up.”

“Thanks.” Walking away toward the others. “Let me know.”
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StairwaySecond05.mp4

(2:25 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent leads the group up the spiral stairway. At first, they climb in stony silence, the tension from Trent and Professor Durand’s earlier disagreement hanging heavy in the air between them. The tired shuffle and scrape of their shoes on the stone stairs is the only sound…

… until Trent begins whistling. That same unfamiliar tune from yesterday when he was standing outside on the catwalk.

The professor’s head jerks up. “Where’d you learn that?”

“Learn what?” he asks, glancing over his shoulder at her.

“What you were just whistling.”

He thinks about it for a moment. “No clue. Why?”

“You had to have heard it somewhere.”

“If I did, I don’t remember.” He shrugs. “Maybe at the restaurant the other night? Why, what’s the big deal?”

“It’s an old sea shanty… My father used to sing it to me when I was a little girl.”

And then they’re ascending out of frame, and all is quiet again.
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HandCam43.mp4

(3:14 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Steph slides the plastic curtain closed and slowly makes her way across the shadow-strewn living quarters.

“Nothing to see here, Mr. and Mrs. Rat. Just keep on minding your own damn business and I’ll do the same.”

As she walks toward the staircase, she points her camera at the piles of boxes and stacks of newspapers, lingering on the dirty tarp covering the mound of mannequin limbs.

She stops and stares, adjusting the focus. There are five pale hands reaching out from underneath the tarp.

“Ha ha… very funny.” Her voice unnaturally loud in the silence.

And then she’s moving again, the camera jiggling as she glances over her shoulder and hurries up the stairs to join the others in the service room.

Not that there’s much to see. It’s like interrupting a funeral service. The room is graveyard quiet. Still filming, she looks around.

Rob is stretched out on top of his sleeping bag, hands clasped together at his waist. His eyes are closed, and if not for the steady rise and fall of his chest, he could almost pass for a corpse awaiting an autopsy at the morgue.

Professor Durand is once again sitting in her favorite rickety chair. Her eyes are open, but just barely. That same cardboard box containing shipping ledgers rests on the floor beside her.

Steph turns in a slow circle, searching for Trent.

“He’s up on the catwalk,” says the professor, waggling her finger at the ceiling. “Where else would he be?”
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ProfessorDurand09.mp4

(3:16 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“That boy’s got ants in his pants,” Steph says, lowering the camera. “He’s never been able to sit still.”

“ ‘Boy’ being the operative word.” The professor’s stiff tone of voice is enough to paint a clear picture.

“Aw, please don’t be mad at him. He means well, he really does. He just gets carried away sometimes.”

“Can I ask? Are the two of you… involved romantically?”

A look of shock on Steph’s face. “Huh? Oh God, no!” Lowering her voice. “Why would you think that?”

“You frequently make excuses for his behavior, so I just assumed—”

“Nope. No way. Never have, never will.”

“Not even when the two of you were younger?”

“Hell no. I’ve always been the big sister. To both Trent and Jeffrey. Nothing more. Not even friends with benefits.”

“If you say so,” the professor says with a polite grin.

“What about you?” Steph asks. “Is there a Mr. Professor in the picture? Tall, dark, and handsome, fancy pipe, patches on the elbows, that kind of thing?”

“No. Not for a long time.” Serious now. “I was a daddy’s girl growing up. I guess it’s been difficult finding someone who lives up to that standard.”
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CatwalkEast02.mp4

(3:26 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent, bathed in sunlight, both hands gripping the metal safety railing, stares out to sea with a dreamy look on what can be seen of his face. His head appears to be lolling to the side. His mouth hanging open. He’s mumbling to himself.

“The night was endless… a nightmare.”

Thomas Livingston’s words. Echoes from last night’s audio tape. And then it’s more than just his words. It’s Thomas Livingston’s voice:

“The night was endless… a nightmare… endless… endless…”

Trent’s pupils dilate and roll back in his head, revealing only the whites of his eyes.

“… endless… endless… endless…”

His hands begin to rapidly open and close, squeezing, and then shaking the safety railing, as though he’s attempting to break it loose from its moorings.
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(4:21 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“This isn’t fucking possible. I was climbing down all this time. One foot after the other, spiraling ever downward and downward…”

Trent and Rob sit across from each other, the Sony digital audio recorder resting between them on the coffee table. Professor Durand rocks in her chair in the background, her nose buried in her journal. There’s no indication she’s listening.

“… so how in the hell am I back upstairs in the living quarters again? I remember stepping off that final stair, seeing the cooler sitting there in the shadows, taking one more step—”

“Jiminy Cricket,” Steph mutters from behind the camera, “this guy really lays it on thick…”

Trent shushes her. “Just wait.”

A cell phone buzzes on the audio tape, as clear as if it were sitting right in front of them. “Jesus! You hear that?” Livingston’s manic voice as he rifles through his belongings. “Come on, goddammit! Hello? Hello? I need help!”

The recording erupts in a burst of static and then quickly clears up again.

“Hey there, Tommy boy,” a raspy voice intones. “What’s the matter, son, cat got your tongue?”

“Da… dad?”

Professor Durand looks up from her journal, a distressed look coming over her face. Neither Trent nor Rob takes notice.

“That’s right.”

“No, no, no, NO… This isn’t real… You’re…”

“Oh, it’s real, all right. Now come give Daddy a hug.”

The professor closes the journal in her lap. Rests her head and closes her eyes.

“This isn’t happening. You’re… dead.”

Trent hits pause. “So what do you think?”

Rob’s mouth is hanging open. “It’s… phenomenal. So far beyond anything I imagined. I’d love to do an extensive timeline of the entire recording if you’d—”

“No, no.” Trent sighs. “I mean… do you actually think it’s him? Livingston’s father?”

Rob’s brow furrows. “He didn’t die here, did he?”

“Try the drunk tank of a Brooklyn cop shop. Dude was a nightmare. In and out of trouble for years.”

“Any available media with his voice to cross-reference?”

“Doubtful. Livingston cut him off pretty early in life. And with good reason. Keep listening.” Glancing at Steph, he adds, “And see if you still think he’s ‘laying it on thick.’ ” He hits play.

“Well, yes, that is true. I am dead. But you won’t be. You’re never gonna leave this place, Tommy boy. You’ll be here with the rest of them, night after night, just you and all your shame and regret and failure. You’ll feel right at home here in no time.”

“Shut up!”

“Like father, like son, huh? Why do you think I drank so much? Why do you think I beat the shit outta your mom? Why do you think I touched—”

They listen as Thomas Livingston hurls his phone against the wall, shattering it to pieces, and the broken sobs that follow.
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 29, 2025

It seems my companions’ latest venture into Thomas Livingston’s archives has finally inspired some cautious fear. Such documents are valuable, of course, but Trent Bell of all people is not prepared to lead this investigation. Poor Stephanie clearly had no idea what was coming. The look on her face as she realized what we were peering into—a haplessly insane person’s childhood trauma spilling out into the building we now occupy—made my heart ache. She wasn’t ready for that. Perhaps none of us were.

Based on Trent’s extensive comments, he’s listened to this recording several times before. Enough at least to have researched the gaps in his understanding. That greatly concerns me, if only because it’s further verification of his burgeoning obsession. He believes the stakes of us being here are drastic, and as such may be capable of taking drastic action. Equal parts unpredictable and excitable. Were I a chemist, I’d flee.

And yet my own obsessions are also at play. As well as my own failings. Usually one and the same.

I never knew that Livingston experienced such issues as a child. Would I have harbored more sympathy for him had I been aware? Maybe, probably, but still not enough to change anything. The result would have been the same.

I’ve yet to tell the others that I met with Livingston once before, and I probably won’t. A single encounter from nearly ten years ago seems inconsequential compared to everything else that binds me so closely to Harper’s Cove. Our paths crossed once. And no more.

Still, my companions are inclined—no, enthusiastic is a better way to put it—to believe in the supernatural. If I confide in them about my run-in with Livingston, they’ll likely think that one of the lighthouse’s current residents has a bone to pick with me. A grudge, even. And really, that’s the last thing I need.

Endure the remainder of the week, I’ve been telling myself. Keep your wits about you, Catherine, until Sunday arrives, and soon enough you’ll be back home grading papers by the fireplace.
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(5:42 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The audio recorder has been put away for now—and the atmosphere inside the room couldn’t be any more different. The steady hum of pleasant conversation is punctuated by squeals of raucous laughter as Trent, standing front and center, acts out a scene from one of his past escapades.

Steph, Rob, and Professor Durand lounge around the coffee table. Half-filled Styrofoam cups, paper plates smeared with remnants of chocolate cupcakes, and two empty wine bottles litter the table between them. A third bottle, nearly full, rests on the floor beside the professor.

Rob cracks up at another one of Trent’s antics and a spray of crumbs erupts from his upturned mouth, showering the others. Which only makes them laugh harder. Even the professor, whose earlier icy chill appears to have dissipated, seems to be having fun.
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(5:55 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent pats the pocket of his jeans and pulls out his vibrating cell phone. He swipes the screen and his text messages come up.

He’s joined the others around the coffee table. A cupcake missing a bite sits on a plate in front of him. Apparently, it’s now Rob’s turn to hold court. He’s speaking in a laughably bad British accent, imitating the frantic owner of what was once rumored to be the most haunted house in all of London.

Trent taps on Jeff’s name:


Jeff

yo watched the stairway footage twice lighting sucks so hard to see but there may be something to it a disturbance of sorts

Jeff

check it out for urself



Another tap on the screen, and he waits for the video attachment to open. It only takes a few seconds, and then he’s looking at:

Steph descending a dimly lit section of spiral stairway. Her mouth is opening and closing, but the volume on Trent’s phone is turned down so he can’t hear what she’s saying. She abruptly stops walking. Turns her head as though she’s listening for something. She takes another tentative step…

A split-second wave of interference ripples across the screen.

… and suddenly she whirls around, panic on her face, flailing at the empty space in front of her. Finally, she turns and flees down the stairs.

Trent looks up to make sure no one’s watching and then replays the video. This time, he pays special attention to the moment before she spins around. He stops and scrolls back again. Hits play and watches it a third time. When he’s done, he closes out the video and texts:


Trent

Weird glitch. Did it look like the sleeve of her shirt moved or was that my imagination?

Jeff

maybe whatever did happen steph believes it u see the poor girl her eyes were about to pop out of her head make sure u give her a hug for me

Jeff

man i’ve got the biggest fuckin craving for a stromboli I can’t wait to get back to la
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(6:57 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Lemme guess,” Steph says with a giggle on her way down the metal stairway as she crosses paths with an ascending Professor Durand. “The wine’s running right through you too.”

Stifling a laugh of her own, the professor scoots past her. “Well, that’s certainly one way to put it.” As she reaches the top of the stairs, she hears the curtain to the makeshift bathroom in the living quarters slide open. There’s a brief pause, and then a very loud sigh. Professor Durand smiles and enters the service room.

“Hey, there you are!” Trent gets up from the coffee table and rushes over to her. “I was hoping you’d take a look at this.” He hands her a sheet of torn-out notebook paper. “It’s Rob’s EMF readings. We could really use a fresh set of eyes.”

She looks over at Rob, who is licking a smear of chocolate icing off a paper plate. In his other hand, a wine-filled Styrofoam cup on the verge of spilling. “I’m not sure I’d be much help.”

“Can’t do any worse than the rest of us,” he says. “We’re stumped.”

Scanning the series of time codes, she says, “I’m not a mathematician… but I’ll try to give it a look later.” She folds the paper and slips it into the pocket of shirt, right next to the GoPro camera.

Glancing up at the darkening sky outside the windows, she adds, “Isn’t it almost time for your little experiment?”

Trent’s face breaks into a grin. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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HandCam45.mp4

(7:19 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The service room’s three narrow windows look like shiny black coffins lined up along a stone floor. The starry night sky from yesterday is gone, tonight’s constellations smothered by cloud cover. Harsh weather is on its way. Moving fast. The wind outside is howling like a hungry beast.

A match is struck in the darkness. A flame sparks. The room turns a flickering orange as Trent reaches down and places a glowing jack-o’-lantern at the head of the table. Professor Durand and Rob materialize from the shadows on the left side of the frame; Jeff emerges on the right. Only Rob and the pumpkin look happy to be there.

“Kinda corny, but a nice touch,” Steph says from off-screen. “How the hell did you get it up here?”

“Stole it from the hotel and stashed it in one of the coolers.”

The camera moves away from the pumpkin’s crooked grin and tilts downward, focusing on an old-fashioned Ouija board at the center of the table. A pale wooden planchette rests atop it.

“No way,” Rob says, his face no longer visible. “Talk about vintage… that’s a Parker Brothers original!”

Trent chuckles. “Indeed it is. You’ve got a keen eye.”

“Probably a dozen more just like it on eBay,” Steph says, adjusting the camera. “Forty bucks, and it’s yours.”

Trent gives her a look.

“Just kidding.” She zooms in on his face. “Besides, I thought we were here for the truth.” Panning away, she points the camera over Rob’s shoulder—and the Ouija board comes into sharp, close-up focus. A dazzling maze of letters, words, and numbers, Ouija: Mystifying Oracle is printed across the top in swirling script.

“Whateeevvveeerrr do you meeean?” Trent says, off-screen, in an absolutely terrible Vincent Price imitation.

“If you don’t tell them where it came from…” A hint of teasing in her voice. “… I will.”

“Fiiine,” Trent says as the camera finds him once again. He takes his seat at the table, opposite the jack-’o-lantern. “This is an old studio prop. It was used in a bunch of B movies back in the day—”

“Whoa.” Rob leans over, traces his finger along the edge of the board, as though he’s touching a rare artifact. “That’s rad!”

“Now tell the rest of it,” Steph says.

The grin on Trent’s face falters. “Uh… that’s not important.”

“Maybe not… but it is funny.”

“How so?” Rob asks.

“This man paid two thousand bucks for a piece of junk he probably could’ve gotten for free.”

“It was for a charity auction!” Trent says defensively.

“Oh yeah, sure. That’s why you did it. Nothing to do with it being used in one of your all-time favorite movies… which you’ve made the entire crew watch at least a dozen times.”

“What movie?” asks Rob, genuinely curious.

Steph opens her mouth to answer—but Trent silences her with his glare. He sighs, defeated. “Sorority House Massacre II, okay?” A pause. “I don’t care what anyone says… it’s a masterpiece.”
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(7:21 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

There’s a loud click as Steph mounts the camera on the tripod. She tightens the knob, double-checks that the angle is correct, and then finds a seat on the floor beside Jeff.

“Some ground rules before we start,” Trent says, his right hand poised above the board. “Once you touch the planchette, do not remove your hand. We have to maintain constant contact for this to work.”

Rob and Jeff lean closer, attentive listeners. Steph and the professor remain still, their faces lost in shadow.

“Very lightly, using just your fingertips…” Trent places two of his fingers on the edge of the planchette. There’s a circular glass hole peeking out from its center. “Go ahead and touch it.”

One at a time—Rob next, then Jeff and Steph, with a stone-faced Professor Durand last—the others place their hands on the teardrop-shaped piece of wood.



[image: ]
TrentBell14.mp4

(7:23 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“I’m reaching out to any spirits of the lighthouse… Is there anyone here with us now?”

Trent leans over the board, providing his GoPro with a wide-angle view of its alphabet. The planchette, and the five hands touching it, remain still. As do their shadows in the guttering candlelight.

“We invite you, spirits, to speak with us. To speak through us.”

Steph looks up at him. “Maybe we’re supposed to—”

“Sshhh,” Trent scolds her. And then there’s a long stretch of silence as the five of them sit there, staring at each other.

“Someone… should ask a question?” Trent glances to his left. “Professor Durand?”

His chest camera captures the surprise on her face. “Oh, okay…” She clears her throat. “If someone is here with us right now… um, please tell us your name?”

The planchette begins to move.

Steph gasps. “Trent…”

“It’s not me, I swear.”

“I’m not doing it.” Rob.

The planchette’s rounded peg legs slowly slide across the board, passing over letter after letter, until the glass window settles over the NO in the top right corner.

And stops.

“You don’t want to tell us your name?” Trent whispers, barely able to suppress his excitement. The candle inside the pumpkin suddenly flickers as if tickled by a breeze.

And the planchette glides to the top left corner: YES.
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Van12.mp4

(7:24 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The van’s back doors are closed. The computer chair empty. All is still save for the main monitor, which shows the lighthouse’s exterior entry. Dead leaves swirl across the stone walkway and disappear from frame. The massive door stands open. The darkness inside appears to hold its breath. The only sounds are the wind and the ocean.

The image on the monitor abruptly shifts to the group crowded around the coffee table in the service room. Their faces are painted orange by the flickering jack-o’-lantern.

“Well, that’s confusing,” Jeff says. “Yes, you do want to tell us your name? Or yes, you don’t want to tell us?”

“Are you—”
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(7:24 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“—a man?” Steph asks.

The planchette remains motionless.

“If it doesn’t move,” Jeff whispers, “does that mean it’s still a yes?”

Trent looks over at Rob for an answer. The ghost hunter offers a shrug. “I don’t know. This isn’t an exact science.”

Steph nudges Jeff with her elbow. “You go next.”

“Me? What for?”

“Everyone takes a turn,” Trent says.

Jeff reaches up with his free hand and tugs on his earring. “You guys swear you didn’t move it?”

“Swear,” Rob says.

Steph: “I didn’t.”

Trent: “Swear to God, hope to die.”

Professor Durand: “Not me.”

Sighing, Jeff goes on: “When my mom was a kid, my Nan would warn her not to mess with Ouija boards and tarot cards… all that… dangerous stuff. She said it was a kind of invitation, and that it marked your soul for the devil. My mom thought it was all bullshit…” His gaze settles on the windows across the room—and the dark sky beyond. “… but I don’t know… this feels really weird.”

“You didn’t have to play.” Steph touches him gently on the arm. “We didn’t force you to come up here.”

“Too late to quit now,” Trent says. “Suck it up, buttercup.”

Jeff’s shoulders sag, but his fingers remain balanced on the edge of the planchette. A moment later, he sits up straight and asks: “Uh, whoever’s here right now… do you want us to listen to Ronald Parker and leave this place?”

And although the ceiling-mounted camera cannot make out the individual letters and numbers, the planchette slowly traverses the top half of the board and comes to a sudden stop on NO.
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(7:26 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“See?” Trent whispers. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Jeff shakes his head. “Dude… a fox wouldn’t turn away a hen if it wandered into its den.”

“Hey,” Steph says, “that rhymes.”

“With all due respect,” the professor says, “do you hear yourselves? Isn’t this getting just a little bit silly?”

“What year did you die?” Rob asks, as if the professor hadn’t even spoken.

All eyes are immediately drawn to the planchette, the brief argument forgotten.

Thirty seconds later, when it hasn’t budged, Rob turns to Trent and says, “Why don’t you give it—”

The planchette jerks in their hands. Steph lets out a squeal, as it begins moving in tight circles toward the bottom of the board. Eventually pausing on the 1.

And then it’s making fast circles again, pausing in between: 8… 3… 8.

“Eighteen thirty-eight. That’s the year the lighthouse was built,” Rob whispers in awe. He looks up at the others.

Professor Durand, Steph, and Jeff all share the same shocked expression. Eyes wide. Mouths hanging open.

“Three workers were killed during the construction,” Trent says, the artifice gone from his voice. “Were you one of those men?”

The planchette slides across the board. Slower now. Deliberate.

YES.

“How old were you when you died?”

1… 5.

“And you’ve been here ever since?”

YES.
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(7:27 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Are you ready to tell us your name?” Professor Durand asks.

The others look up at her, surprised by the question, and then quickly back down again as the planchette glides across the board in response.

NO.

“Why not?”

Moving faster now, barely hesitating on each letter: Y… O… U… F… I… R… S… T.

“Oh, fuck this,” Steph whispers. “This isn’t funny anymore.”

“My name is Trent Bell.”

He glances at Rob. Gives him a nod.

“Uh, I’m Robert Stearns Elliott.” Wiping beads of sweat from his brow. “The third.”

“I’m… I’m Jeff.”

Pouting: “Stephanie.”

And then they all stare at Professor Durand, her GoPro camera framing their expectant faces.
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(7:28 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“My name is Catherine. Catherine Durand.”

The planchette jerks across the board, nearly dislodging their fingers.

NO.

Even Trent looks rattled. “Whoa. What the hell was that all about?”

“Spirits are often frustrated by the limitations of our understanding,” Rob explains. “Be pa—”

The planchette begins to move with a rapid precision not yet witnessed:

K.

I.

T.

C.

A.

Professor Durand gasps and yanks her hand away, cramming it over her mouth.

The planchette tumbles off the table onto the floor. Where it lies motionless.
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(7:29 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Knocking the wine bottle over, Professor Durand scrambles away on her hands and knees—as if afraid to turn her back on the others—and struggles to her feet. Her mouth opens and closes, but nothing comes out.

Steph rushes to her side. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

The professor looks at her as if she’s a stranger she just ran into on the street. “I… don’t think so…” And then she turns and flees up the metal staircase.

Steph pivots back to the others, a panicked look in her eyes. “She shouldn’t be alone out on that catwalk.”

Trent sighs and pushes away from the table. He picks up the planchette from the floor. “It was all going so well…”

Jeff gazes up at the ceiling. “I knew I should’ve stayed in the van.”

“I’ll go talk to her,” Rob says. He hurries across the room and disappears up the stairs, the wake from his sudden exit nearly extinguishing the jack-o’-lantern.

Steph whirls on Trent, her jaw clenched in anger. “What did you do?!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa… I didn’t do anything!” Hands out in front of him, he gets up from the floor. “I swear! You saw the same thing I did!”

“Was it a trick? Did you—”

“If it was a trick, I had nothing to do with it!” It’s obvious he isn’t used to being questioned by Steph. “Hook me up to a polygraph machine… I don’t care… I’ll tell you the same thing!” He glances down at the Ouija board. “I didn’t move it. Either one of you did, or it moved by itself.”

“I didn’t move it,” Jeff says, staring at Steph.

She lets out a deep breath. “I didn’t either.”

“That leaves the two of them,” Jeff says, glancing at the stairs and lowering his voice. “Our illustrious guests.”

Trent gestures to the laptop resting on a sleeping bag. “When Rob gets back, we need him to pull up his data. In front of all of us. If we made contact tonight, he should be able to prove it.”

“I’m sorry I yelled at you.” Steph can barely make eye contact. “It’s all just… too much.”

Trent shrugs it off. “Just tell me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“What the hell does K-I-T-C-A mean?”
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(7:30 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Professor Durand inhales the nicotine deep into her lungs and blows out a long streamer of gray smoke. The cold wind immediately wrestles it away, robbing her of its extended embrace.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Rob says, leaning against the railing next to her. The ocean lies dark and angry beyond the bluffs, serenading them with its fury. They have to raise their voices to be heard.

“I don’t. I mean… it’s been a long time.” She takes another puff. “I lifted this one from the bartender at the restaurant the other night. Just in case.”

“You planned ahead, huh?” He hesitates before continuing. “You knew it would be… difficult?”

She glances over her shoulder at the glass doorway. “I had a feeling.”

“Do you mind if I—”

“Let me ask you something first, Robert.” She turns to him. Even though she’s standing just a few feet away, it’s difficult to make out the details of her face. The darkness is too thick. “How much do you trust the people who hired us?”

“Well, that is the question, isn’t it?” He thinks about it for a moment. “My gut, that little voice in the back of my head, not only trusts them… it actually likes them. I think they’re the kind of people I’d hang out with even if it wasn’t for a job.”

She silently offers him a drag, and he accepts.

“Then again, that same little voice in my head is responsible for me being thirty-four years old, a lifelong fan of Barry Manilow, and all alone in the world, with not even a flicker of hope on the horizon for a steady boyfriend.”

Despite the foreboding atmosphere this evening’s spectacle has brought about, the professor laughs. She can’t help it.

“Hey, it’s not funny. I’m one lonely and pathetic ghost hunter.”

“You’re anything but pathetic, Robert.”

Forks of lightning stab the sky, painting the ocean’s surface purple and black.

“So… do you want to tell me what happened back there?”

“Did you move the planchette?”

“I did not. Did you?”

“Of course not,” she says. “Do you think they did?”

“I don’t know. It’s certainly possible.”

“K-I-T-C-A-T. Kitcat. That’s what the board was trying to spell.”

“It means something to you?”

A laugh. Not the pleasant kind. “You could say that.”

Rob waits for her to go on. After a while, she does.

“Everyone on my father’s crew had a nickname. And they only called each other by those names when they were out to sea. Doing so on dry land was considered bad luck.” She takes a long drag on the cigarette. Coughs into her hand and continues. “Those Sunday mornings after church… when we would go off on the boat, just the two of us… Dad had his own nickname for me… and it was our secret… Not even my mom knew.”

Rob, knowing where this story is headed, takes a deep breath.

“No matter how much he dug into my background, there’s absolutely no way Trent could have known. There’s no way anyone could have known.” The professor wipes a tear from her cheek.

“Dad was Snoopy… and I was Kitcat.”
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(8:09 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The back doors are closed—and it’s a good thing they are. The storm has reached land. Heavy wind gusts buffet the van, making it shudder and sway on its all-terrain tires. Steady rain pounds the roof like a hail of bullets.

The main monitor is tuned to the service room, where Trent stands alone in front of the windows, watching lightning dance across the ocean.

A muffled scream, lasting several seconds, increases in volume. The back doors of the van are flung open and a squealing Jeff and Steph scramble inside, slamming the doors against the whipping wind and slashing rain. Their hair is plastered to their faces. Their clothes drenched. Steph hugs herself, shivering. “Oh my God, oh my God! It’s freezing!”

Jeff shucks his jacket, looks around for a place to hang it, and finally just drops it at his feet. He toes it into the corner, leaving behind a wet smear on the floor. “Jesus. I would’ve parked closer to the lighthouse if I’d known they were calling for a friggin’ hurricane.” After grabbing a towel from inside his travel bag, he removes his glasses and wipes his face. When he’s finished, he hands the towel to Steph.

“They weren’t,” she says, drying off her hair. “I checked the forecast this afternoon.”

“Hmph.” Jeff kicks off his shoes. Strips out of his jeans, sweatshirt, and T-shirt, and takes a slippery seat in front of the monitors, dressed only in a pair of soggy red-white-and-blue checkered boxers.

“So much for false modesty,” Steph says, rolling her eyes.

Jeff ignores her and taps on the keyboard. Professor Durand and Rob appear on the large screen. Standing inside the lantern room. Deep in conversation. Flashes of lightning illuminate the rivulets of water cascading down the floor-to-ceiling windows. It looks like they’re standing behind a waterfall.

“She looks a lot calmer than the last time we saw her.” He clicks another button—and Trent appears on the monitor. He’s sitting on an overturned crate, shoulders hunched, staring at his cell phone.

“I swear, if he rigged that board,” Steph says, “I’m gonna fucking kill him.”

Jeff turns and looks at her. “And just how do you rig a Ouija board?”

“I… I have no idea. But they do it all the time in the movies.”

“Well, yeah. They hide someone under a table and use magnets or they do it in post. As much as I’d like that to be the case, that definitely isn’t what happened up there.”

“He could have moved it with his hand.” She watches closely for a reaction. “Someone could have helped him.”

Jeff turns back to the screen. “Possible… but it still feels like a stretch. Maybe if everyone except the professor was guiding it.”

“What if the board’s wired somehow… like a computer… and he programmed it to react that way?”

“Then how would he know what questions we were going to ask?” Jeff scoots his chair around to face her. “Steph, I know you want answers… but you were there when he bought it. It’s a piece of junk. We all made fun of him, and nothing’s happened with it in what, two years? It’s his fucking pride and joy, his big conversation piece: Check it out, yo, that’s the actual Ouija board they used in Sorority House Massacre II, that piece-of-shit movie I make everybody watch all the time. That and the ax from The Shining, Steph. Neither one has moved from their fancy little display cases.”

“He could’ve snuck it out, taken it to his prop guy. We never would’ve known.”

“Nah. He grabbed it on a whim when we were leaving for the airport. You know how he is.”

“That could’ve been an act.”

Jeff looks at her like she should know better.

“So what then? If it wasn’t a trick, you really think we made contact with something tonight? Using a movie prop bought on eBay?” She scowls. “Even Livingston didn’t try to pull something that stupid.”

He sighs, tired of the back-and-forth. “I don’t know what happened… but I know something did. Just like something happened to you on that staircase.” Thunder rumbles overhead. He glances at the van’s back doors. “Glad I’m not sleeping up there tonight.”

“Gee, thanks.” She sidesteps behind his chair and goes to the front of the van. “And on that comforting note, I need a couple more batteries for the camera. Got a fun-filled two hundred and sixty-eight creepy-ass squishy steps ahead.”

“You want me to go with you? I could maybe walk you halfway or something.”

She tilts her head and water dribbles out of her ear. “You’d really do that?”

“I’m not saying I want to,” he says, grinning, “but yeah, of course I would.”

“That’s sweet… but I’ll be fine.”

He pauses for a moment. “I’m gonna say one last thing and you can’t get mad.”

“Uh-oh.”

“It’s nothing bad, I just want you to think about it.”

“Okay.”

“Trent can be an annoying and self-centered adolescent at times.”

She gives an emphatic nod.

“And he has the attention span of a three-year-old.”

“On a good day.”

“But—and this is important—he’s never once given us a reason to believe he’s deceitful or untrustworthy. Not even when those agents came after him.”

“Agreed.”

“So… I think the reason you’re now questioning him… and why you’re suddenly questioning some of your own previously held beliefs… is because you’re scared. Between what happened earlier on the stairs… and with the Ouija board… I think you’re freaked out, and also a little pissed off for allowing yourself to feel that way. Am I right? You’re so used to being in control… the responsible one… the strong one…”

She swallows, suddenly on the verge of tears.

“The thing is… just remember, you’re not alone. I’m freaked out too. So is Professor Durand and—”

“Hang on,” she says, pointing over his shoulder at the monitor. “They’re back.”

The professor and Rob are standing with Trent in the service room. For a change, Trent seems to be mostly listening.

Jeff leans back in his chair and taps the keyboard, increasing the volume so they can hear above the clatter of the rain.

“… my turn to apologize,” the professor says.
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(8:51 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Coming back here after all these years has made me rather… fragile… and I’m afraid some of that spilled over tonight.”

“I understand,” Trent says, the right side of his face flickering into focus and then falling back into shadow as lightning slashes the sky outside the window. “There’s no need to apologize.”

“Yes, there is. I shouldn’t have said those things… I feel terrible.”

He waves his hand. “Don’t. It’s forgotten.”

“No. I’d like the chance to explain myself.” She glances at Rob, who is standing by her side with his hand on the back of the chair. “And Robert has graciously agreed to help me. I’d prefer to do it once and be done with it. Do you want to wait until morning when we’re all together? Or…?”

“Whaddya say we just wait until Steph comes back?” Looking up at the camera. “Jeff, if you’re there, you can listen in on the feed.”

Professor Durand gives Rob another nervous glance and then looks back at Trent and nods.
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(8:53 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Steph appears at the bottom of the screen, hurrying up the staircase, and seconds later disappears around the corner, the echo of her waterlogged sneakers slapping against stone steps, fading away to silence.
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(9:18 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Jeff leans forward, eyes narrowing in concentration. After a moment, he rests his elbows on the countertop and nestles his chin in his hands. The rain on the van’s roof drums on.

The large monitor screen in front of him is once again focused on the service room:

Professor Durand is perched in her rocking chair, hands clasped primly in her lap. Rob stands beside her. A few feet away, Trent sits on the edge of a crate. Steph, dressed in dry clothes, is on the floor next to him. Both listening intently.

“… and then I’m afraid I simply panicked. I’d like to blame the wine, but that wouldn’t be fair of me.”

“Then that was legit?” Trent says. “None of it was an act for the cameras?”

She shakes her head. “No one has called me Kitcat in a very long time… least of all myself.”

Realization surfaces on Trent’s face. “K-I-T-C-A-T. Ohhh. A nickname…”

“Yes… from my father.”

“So you think it was… you? Moving the planchette?”

“That’s the most plausible explanation.” She glances up at Rob for reassurance. “I believe what happened was most likely the result of shared suggestions. We unwittingly took turns assuming the role of the spirit. It’s my understanding that this is the accepted premise of Ouija, and though I’m no stranger to the concept, I’ve never actually participated in it.” She flinches as thunder crashes outside the lighthouse.

“So you don’t believe there’s any chance we made contact with a real spirit tonight?” Another light bulb goes off inside Trent’s head. “Wait… were your father and the lighthouse in any way—”

“No,” she brusquely cuts him off. “He died of a heart attack. Miles out at sea.”
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TrentBell15.mp4

(9:38 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent sits on the overturned crate, holding his cell phone down by his leg so no one else can see it. The screen is painted a flickering orange from the jack-o’-lantern still propped on the edge of the coffee table.


Trent

You get all that?

Jeff

yeah man crazieee town

Trent

Not sure what to make of it.

Jeff

me either wtf I thought u said she was the real deal

Trent

She says she’s feeling fragile.

Jeff

she slammed a whole lotta wine any chance shes just hammered

Trent

Still wouldn’t explain what happened. You saw it too.

Jeff

don’t know man just keep an eye on steph she was majorly weirded out b4 all this kitcat shit



Trent gazes across the room. Steph is sitting on her sleeping bag, reading the Delaney Collins diary, absently twirling her hair with her finger. Rob is tapping away on his laptop at the coffee table. The professor rocks in her chair, scribbling in her journal. Everyone lost in their own little world.


Trent

Will do. Don’t forget to run the van tonight.

Jeff

too damn cold to forget is this anything like u expected

Trent

Idk, it’s more confusing than anything else at this point.



Trent starts to slide the phone into his pocket… when another message comes in.


Jeff

is this safe



Trent’s finger hovers over the screen.
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ServiceRoom14.mp4

(9:41 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“It’s good to know some things never change,” Steph says, breaking the silence. She holds up the diary. “Twelve-year-old me and Delaney Collins had a lot in common. I had my own Justin Appleby I wanted to sock in the nose. Peter Barton… he lived across the street from me.”

Professor Durand looks up with an unexpected smile. “I still can’t believe she wrote about him…”

“Who?” Rob closes his laptop. “Justin Appleby?” A few feet away, a distracted Trent studies his cell phone.

“Yes.” She clears her throat. “Justin was my uncle. He died when I was quite young. I hardly remember him.”

“Oh my God… that’s wild.” Steph puts aside the diary. “Did he ever talk about what happened to Delaney and her family?”

A shake of her head. “Not to me.”

“You never mentioned him before,” Rob says.

“I’m sorry… I… I…” She’s stammering, nervously wringing her hands. “You never asked.”

“I didn’t mean anything by that.” He softens his voice, trying to put her at ease. “It’s just fascinating. Yet another personal connection to this place.”

“Professor Durand has a lot of personal connections to this place… don’t you, Professor?”

They all turn and look over at Trent. He’s staring at her, his cell phone no longer in sight.
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TrentBell16.mp4

(9:43 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“I… guess you could say that.”

Smiling uneasily, she breaks Trent’s gaze and glances at the others. “Like everyone else from Harper’s Cove, I grew up in the lighthouse’s shadow. It was as much a part of our lives as the ocean and—”

“I was talking about Sheri Delmonico and Henry Thornton.”

Professor Durand stiffens and sits up in the rocking chair. Shoulders back, lips pressed together, she looks as if she’s about to address an unruly student.

“You’ve done your homework, I see.”

“Sheri Delmonico…” Rob says, glancing back and forth between Trent and the professor. “You mean the babysitter who was supposed to be watching the Ellington twins?”

“One and the same,” Trent says, eyes still locked on the professor. He waits for her to go on, and after a moment, she does.

“Sheri’s younger sister, Kali, and I were best friends up until high school, when her family moved to the States. I slept over at Kali’s house the night before the girls went missing. We were eating breakfast the next morning when Sheri left to go babysit.”

“Oh wow.” The wheels in Rob’s mind immediately turning. “Did you ever meet the twins… before that day?”

“A couple of times. They were sweet and beautiful and not nearly as annoying as Sheri made them out to be.”

“Do you remember much about the investigation?”

The professor shrugs. “My parents kept me away from all that. I saw some on the news, but most of what I heard was from other kids.”

“And what were they saying?”

She laughs loudly and humorlessly. “Everything under the sun and then some. Ghosts stole the girls away. Aliens. Pirates. Even Bigfoot.” She looks away, remembering. “There was one story going around that gave me nightmares for a month. A kid named Harlan Hoskins said his older brother was smoking pot in the woods and saw the twins being eaten alive by the lighthouse. They were all wrapped up in the ivy, being pulled higher and higher, until they both disappeared over the catwalk. He said the girls’ eyes were wide open the whole time but neither one of them made a sound.”

The professor blinks and looks around. “No one believed him, of course, but I still couldn’t get the image of those poor girls out of my mind.” She shudders. “It was horrible.”

“And Henry Thornton…” Trent says matter-of-factly. “What can you tell us about him?”

Professor Durand glares in his direction. “You clearly already know. Why don’t you do the honors?”

“Okey dokey.” He clears his throat. “Henry Randall Thornton. Your father’s first cousin. He was employed as a carpenter’s foreman at the lighthouse. This was back in the late twenties. His crew was working in the living quarters. They broke for lunch shortly after noon and went outside to eat in the shade. Henry forgot his thermos and went back inside to look for it. And never came out again. His men searched for the rest of the afternoon and all throughout the night, but there was no sign of Henry anywhere. Not even his thermos.”

“You forgot the best part,” the professor says, pushing up from the chair. “A week later, three-quarters of a mile offshore, a man’s naked body was dragged from the depths in a fisherman’s net. The fish and crabs had been at him, so there wasn’t much left. His eyes and ears, as well as most of his face, were gone. Same for his fingers and toes. He was more bone than flesh, but there was enough of one forearm to make out the remains of a mermaid tattoo. Just like the one Henry Thornton had gotten on his sixteenth birthday.”

She pauses, waiting for Trent’s reaction.

“I didn’t know anything about that,” he says, looking down at the floor.

“Not quite as clever as you think you are, huh?” She strides toward the mouth of the stairway. “Steph, would you mind accompanying me to the ladies’ room?”

“Of course.”

As Steph gets up from her sleeping bag and makes her way across the service room, the professor turns back to Trent. “You hired me for my knowledge and expertise, Mr. Bell. Not my autobiographical details. If you have any further questions about my personal life, which is honestly none of your goddamn business, I suggest you simply ask them in a straightforward manner. No more foolishness.”

Before he can respond, Professor Durand and Steph disappear into the stairway.
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RobElliott10.mp4

(9:50 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Ho-ly shit.” Trent spins around and gapes at Rob. After everything that just happened, instead of looking appropriately admonished, or maybe even cowed, he’s fighting back a shit-eating grin. “For a minute there, I thought she was gonna put me over her knee and paddle my ass.”

“You did kinda ambush her.”

“I didn’t mean to. Steph brought up Appleby and it all just spewed out.”

Rob rubs his furrowed brow. “I wonder why she never said anything. Appleby is small potatoes, but Sheri Delmonico? She was a major player.”

“That’s what I’m talking about, man.” Trent glances over his shoulder at the metal stairway. Lowering his voice: “She’s fuckin’ related to Henry Thornton, who literally disappeared from this place, yet she doesn’t even bother to mention him?”

“It’s definitely strange, but still… maybe you oughta take it easy on her the next couple days.” Rob flips open his laptop and starts working the keyboard.

“I’ll try… but I’m starting to wonder what else she’s not telling us.”

Rob doesn’t respond. Biting his lip, he stares perplexed at the laptop screen.

Trent eases behind him, peeking over his shoulder. “Anything interesting from the séance?”

“Not much,” he says with a frown, “which is strange. No significant changes in temperature or electromagnetic fields. There was a hit on the motion detector at the top of the main staircase, but nothing showed up on camera.”

“You sure your equipment’s working?”

He taps the computer screen. “I’m looking at your cell phone radio waves right now. Everything seems in order.” He pushes a couple more keys and the graphics change. “I can’t explain it. Spirits are diffuse entities. Even a poltergeist can’t hide its presence when active.”

Trent grunts and pulls out his vibrating phone from his pants pocket. Another text from downstairs in the van.


Jeff

don’t leave me hangin bro



Trent types out a message and hits send.


Trent

Of course it’s safe.

And we’re making it safer every day we’re here.

We will be masters of this lighthouse.
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From the Journal of Catherine Durand

October 29, 2025

They do not trust me, nor do they believe me. Rarely have I felt such suspicion and isolation for insisting upon the validity of basic 21st century principles. Yet it’s my own belief that such fears are natural. Especially here, in this dreadful place I’ve known so long.

The lighthouse is different, whether I’m inclined to admit it or not. Whether I’ve truly recognized it before today or not. The sickness is layered, persistent, ancient. We sleep amongst the discarded possessions of dozens of the lighthouse’s keepers, the leftover rubble from centuries of history. How did I expect to come here unscathed? Unmoved? It’s home. Of course it’s special.

I need time outside these rounded walls tomorrow. It’s suffocating here. We all sit in the same room. The living quarters belong to the rats and the spiders and the dust. The catwalk is cold and wet and dizzying. I don’t care if it’s raining buckets tomorrow, I need to roam. I need to breathe.

My confidants, if one can even consider them that, offer meager reprieve. I’m afraid my episodes have had an adverse effect on Stephanie, and now she’s even more on edge than I. She comes across as carefree and adventurous, but I sense a delicateness inside her, a fragility of spirit. Robert is a sweetheart, a man of uncommon kindness, but our core beliefs are ultimately at odds. He reassures me that my logical explanations are possible, perhaps even plausible, but it doesn’t alter the fact that he is hoping for the impossible. Trent Bell remains an infuriating enigma. I am quite certain there are layers underneath never before glimpsed by human eyes. Despite his passive-aggressive recriminations, I suspect he is a man himself of many secrets. Perhaps even dangerously so.

Yet, again, I have no one to blame but myself. If history is indeed capable of presenting itself as a spiritual experience, as I have stated time and again, then I should have expected this. To be thinking of him. My father.

Although he rarely spoke of it, I know how he loathed this place. All the times we motored past this craggy shoreline, always scowling, always staring straight ahead into the wind and wake. Resistant to even grace it with a sidelong glance. I wondered then if he was frightened of it. But how could a man such as my father be afraid of a lighthouse, a lighthouse like any other?

It would be years before I learned of Henry Thornton’s fate. Or Uncle Justin’s, for that matter. Such news was kept from me. Oftentimes, I learned of my family’s history in the schoolyard.

One evening at dinner, not long after I overheard the disruption at the poker table, I asked my father why Mr. Ronny was so angry about a movie filming at the Point. I was merely curious, as the majority of town believed it a cause for celebration. You would have thought I’d asked him if I could defecate on his mother’s grave. “We don’t talk about that place in this house,” he said in that deliberate, booming voice usually reserved for the crew on his ship. “You’ll do well to remember that from now on.”

Would it make a difference now if he were still here? If I were able to prove to him that there was nothing to be frightened of? What admonishments would he mutter if he knew that I was exploring the lighthouse with a group of strangers half my age?

He would most likely turn a blind eye to it, as he always did. The only instance I remember him bringing up the Widow’s Point Lighthouse of his own volition was early one morning out on the water, long after it had passed out of sight, the rocky beach and salt-streaked cliffs erased by a swirling wall of mist.

His ever-present toothpick clamped between his teeth, he’d began to reminisce about the days of his youth, working the swells with his own father, the thick calluses that marked the roughened palms of his hands for as long as I could remember only then just beginning to form. Several times, while telling his story, a passing mention of the lighthouse was made. I listened with silent fascination, hoping for more.

The first reference came in relation to the sinking of Percy Thorndike’s brand-new lobster boat, which occurred when he misjudged his nighttime approach and crashed it upon the underwater rocks a mere quarter mile from the cliffs. It was later determined that whiskey was the culprit.

Then he told me about Patty Collins, Grandpa’s good friend and the town lighthouse keeper, standing out on the catwalk on foggy mornings, signal light in hand, flashing in Morse code that the tide was—
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ProfessorDurand12.mp4

(10:38 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Oh my God.”

The tip of the pen presses so hard against the textured paper that it tears a ragged hole in it. Her hand trembling, the professor puts down the black Montblanc and curls her fingers into a fist.

“What’s wrong?” Steph asks, laying aside the replica diary and getting to her feet. The expression on her face—on all of their staring faces—is one of wary concern.

Professor Durand reaches up and pats her breast pocket, removes the folded sheet of note paper. “Rob’s EMF readings,” she mutters, closing her journal and flattening out Trent’s transcription on top of it.

“Seven and twenty-one milligauss. That’s all there is. Three times.” She slides her pen out of her journal and begins making dots and dashes alongside the magnetic data, one after the other, rapid fire. Dots by the sevens, dashes by the twenty-ones.

“There,” she says, scribbling one final notation. She gives the page a quick scan. “And you’re sure this matches your data? Even the groupings?”

No one answers her, so she looks up.

Rob and the others are staring, their mouths hanging open.
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Van15.mp4

(10:38 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Robert…” the professor says in a calm voice, “… look up the tides from last night.”

Jeff, now dressed in gray sweatpants and a black long-sleeve Ramones T-shirt, increases the volume on the main monitor. In his other hand, he holds a half-eaten pretzel rod. The countertop in front of him is littered with crumbs and salt.

On the large screen: A puzzled Rob opens his laptop, unsure if he heard the professor correctly.

“Please,” she says, her voice firm. “Do it quickly.”

As Rob pecks at the keyboard…

… something moves on one of the stairway monitors.

A shadow slowly lengthens. As before, it soon halts and remains motionless, a vertical tentacle of darkness, barely noticeable in a sea of black.

But this time, after a few more seconds, it moves again—just an inch or two—enough for the toe of a man’s boot, a narrow length of pant leg, and a muscular forearm to materialize from the damp stone wall. Dangling from the figure’s hand is a large hammer.

Completely unaware, Jeff continues to watch the drama unfold on the main screen.
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ProfessorDurand13.mp4

(10:39 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Got it,” Rob says, looking up at her. “What do you want to know?”

“High tide last night…” Her voice is a dull monotone. “It occurred at 1:52 a.m., didn’t it?”

Rob’s eyes scan the computer screen. “One fifty-two… that’s… exactly right.” He sounds surprised. “How’d you know that?”

“I didn’t. Your data told me.” She gazes at Rob, as if she’s looking right through him. “The message your device picked up last night… the pattern it recorded… it’s in Morse code.”
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ServiceRoom15.mp4

(10:41 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Do you know what this means?!”

Rob is pacing back and forth in front of the windows. “Not only can they acknowledge and react to the world beyond their haunt…” He rubs his head with both hands. “… they’re adapting!”

It’s as if a bolt of lightning has struck the service room. The dank air is charged with an almost electrical buzz.

Too excited to sit, Trent is crouched by the coffee table, studying a Morse code key pulled up on Rob’s laptop screen. He looks around at the others, raises a hand holding the torn-out sheet of notebook paper. “It matches! High tide! Letter for letter, H-I-G-H-T-I-D-E, it’s a perfect fucking match!”

Steph, all business now, stands behind Trent, filming over his shoulder. When he strides across the room and high-fives Rob, she captures the moment for prosperity and then immediately swings the camera in Professor Durand’s direction.

The older woman is gently rocking in the antique chair, staring straight ahead at the mouth of the spiral stairway. “Back in my father’s day, every ship was required to have a Morse code key on board. It was usually attached to a small flotation device. That’s how important it was. At least one man on every crew had to be fluent.”

“How’d you know what to look for?” Rob asks, dropping to a knee beside her. “I didn’t even think of Morse code.”

“It’s a binary,” she says. “I wouldn’t have realized that without Trent’s notes. The manner in which he notated it was very clever, clustering the data points. The same way a signal light holds a dash three times longer than a dot… There it was, right in front of me.” A rare tinge of excitement rising in her voice. “Seven threefold is twenty-one.”

“So obviously this is like a big deal,” Steph says, backing up to fit both Rob and the professor in frame. “But don’t ghosts usually hold on to their old habits? Like wouldn’t a lighthouse keeper just keep on… keeping?”

“You’re precisely correct,” Rob says, “and that’s exactly why this is such a big deal. Spirits are recursive entities. They operate from memory. Paranormal Investigation Bureau did an episode once on urban hauntings—”

“Ooo, that sounds interesting.” Steph’s voice a little too loud from behind the camera.

“In my intro, I talked about an apartment complex in New York’s Greenwich Village. Back in the mid-eighties, there were multiple residents who complained that their sewing machines were acting strangely…”

Trent pulls up a chair and joins them.

“… turning themselves on in the middle of the night… stopping and starting all on their own at various times throughout the day. One woman claimed that a stranger’s name had mysteriously been sewn onto the baby blanket she was making for her newborn grandson: PENELOPE.

“Upon further investigation, it was determined that a total of four sewing machines were experiencing problems, all of them outdated models belonging to elderly residents.”

Rob looks around to make sure everyone is listening. But he need not have worried—they’re all captivated. Even Professor Durand, it seems.

“Eventually they discovered that the apartment complex had been built in the same location as an old garment factory that had burned down around the turn of the century. More than forty people died… including a fourteen-year-old girl, Penelope Watkins.”

He pauses to catch his breath. “The interesting thing is, there were two other residents who owned digital sewing machines. Fancy, high-tech models purchased within the past several years. Neither one of those residents had a complaint.”

Steph switches the camera to her other hand. “So what you’re saying is: Old ghosts can’t learn new tricks?”

Rob turns and stares directly into the lens. “Or so we thought.”

“But it’s even more than that, isn’t it?” Trent says, fixing the professor in his gaze. “The article I just read…” He gestures to Rob’s laptop in front of him. “… it said the tides are ever changing. And they’re becoming increasingly unpredictable. I mean, it’s not like an almanac from fifty years ago would be any kind of cheat code. Yet, whoever sent us that message was spot-on accurate. They knew.”

“So… wait…” Steph struggles to finish her thought. “You’re saying that whoever sent it is somehow… aware? Alert?”

“Awake,” the professor answers.
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RobElliott11.mp4

(11:27 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

“Christ, I thought she’d never fall asleep.”

“Sshhh.” Steph gives Trent a nudge. “Not so loud.”

“Sorry, I’m all amped up. Aren’t you?”

“I sure as hell am,” Rob says. “I feel like I’m gonna jump right outta my skin.”

The three of them are standing together at the bottom of the spiral staircase in the living quarters. The room is dark except for the occasional flash of lightning from the lone window.

“Are you sure she’s okay?” Steph sounds worried. “Did you see her eyes? It’s like she’s in shock.”

“We’re all in shock,” Trent says with a snicker. “We just got a message in Morse code from a goddamn ghost.”

“You never know when to quit, do you?” The concern is gone from Steph’s voice; now she sounds angry. “She cried in my arms when we were in the restroom. A fifty-six-year-old woman. I hope you’re proud of yourself, picking on her like that.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine once she gets some rest,” Rob says, coming to Trent’s rescue. “She’s experienced a roller coaster of emotions in a very short space of time. She may also be conducting psychic energy based off her episodes involving the rocking chair and Ouija board. Even for professional mediums, that’s exhausting work. Her brain just needs to shut down for a while.”

“You really think it was her father communicating with us?” Trent whispers. “Last night and tonight?”

“I believe the lighthouse is a crowded stage—and Mr. Durand is jockeying for the mic.”

“Why would his spirit be hanging around here, though?” Steph asks.

Rob points at her, his hand a pale blob floating in the darkness. “That’s the million-dollar question.”

“The Ouija board? Kitcat? You don’t buy that she moved the planchette without realizing she was doing it?”

“Do you? You really think she was able to move it that quickly and precisely with the four of us there too?”

Steph sighs. “I guess not.”

“Other forces at work, I’m sure of it.”

“I still don’t trust her,” Trent says. “She’s the one at the center of all this. She’s the one the lighthouse wants to communicate with.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous,” Steph says.

“Why would I be—”

A scuffling sound comes from the shadows on the opposite side of the room.

“Did you hear that?” Steph whispers.

Trent switches on his cell phone flashlight and shines the beam into the center of the living quarters.

“Ah, hell no,” Steph says, already clamoring up the stairs to the service room. “That’s not even a little bit funny.”

Positioned across from each other in old wooden chairs, one at each end of the plastic gray curtain shielding the makeshift bathroom, are a pair of fully assembled mannequins, each missing only their heads.
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ServiceRoom16.mp4

(11:34 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

Trent, Steph, and Rob are sitting on Trent’s sleeping bag, leaning forward with their heads almost touching. Like little kids whispering secrets during a neighborhood sleepover.

“You absolutely, positively cross your heart and swear to God you didn’t mess around with those mannequins?” Steph’s eyes dart back and forth between the men so they know she’s talking to both of them.

“Swear,” Trent says. “I wouldn’t touch those nasty-ass things with gloves on.”

Rob gestures to a sleeping Professor Durand. “I was at her side pretty much the entire night. I promise it wasn’t me.”

Steph sits back and sighs. “It was right around ten when we went to the bathroom… and nothing was out of place then.”

Rob checks his watch. “That leaves about a ninety-minute window.”

“You don’t think Parker could’ve gotten in and done it, do you? We still don’t know how he got inside the fence.” By the sound of her own voice, it’s clear that Steph already knows the answer to her question.

“No way,” Trent says. “That old fart couldn’t lift one of those mannequins, much less climb two hundred stairs. Plus Jeff would’ve seen him and sounded the alarm.”

“So… then how did they get there?” Looking at Rob this time.

“Other forces at work,” he whispers and gives her a wink.

Steph and Trent stare at him but don’t say anything.
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Van16.mp4

(11:39 p.m., Wednesday, October 29, 2025)

The van’s engine is running. The heater blowing. Both front windows have been left open a couple of inches for safety purposes. Outside, the rain has finally stopped. The wind weakened.

Jeff is snoring atop the inflatable mattress, so he doesn’t hear his cell phone buzzing on the countertop with an incoming message.


T-breeze

Need u to check living quarters footage ASAP.
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ServiceRoom17.mp4

(12:07 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Steph is curled on her side in her sleeping bag, propped up on one elbow, reading the diary by the glow of a flashlight. The others appear to be sleeping.

She suddenly looks up, tilting her head—a faint whistling is coming from somewhere in the darkness. A now-familiar tune.

And then just as quickly, it’s gone, and all is silent again.

She flashes the light around the service room, pausing for a long time on the mouth of the stairway, before finally returning her attention to the diary.
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CatwalkEast04.mp4

(4:38 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

A flashlight beam enters frame, unsteady, fighting a losing battle against the surrounding darkness.

A few seconds later, Trent appears. Wearing only sweatpants and a sweatshirt, he’s underdressed for the weather. The wind tousles his hair. He holds the flashlight in his left hand and grips the safety railing with his right. If the cold metal bothers him, he doesn’t show it. In fact, it’s as if the chill wind and frigid temperature have no effect on him at all. He’s not even shivering.

He stands there, lit from below by the dangling flashlight, staring out at the dark water. Expressionless. Unmoving. After a while, his lips begin to move, as if he’s talking to himself.

The conversation lasts several minutes and concludes with an enthusiastic nod of his head. Then, he slowly lifts his hand to his mouth, a small pale object, no larger than a tooth, pinched between two fingers. He opens his mouth, places it on his tongue, and swallows it.
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ServiceRoom18.mp4

(5:26 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Rob rolls over inside his sleeping bag and readjusts the pillow beneath his head. A moment later, unable to fall back to sleep, he sits up and looks around.

A lantern has been left burning during the night, illuminating the room in a dim haze. Just enough for Rob to see someone standing at the top of the living quarters staircase. Perfectly still, their face and upper torso obscured by shadow.

Rob goes rigid. His breath catching in his throat. He opens his mouth to warn the others, but no words come out. Only a feeble wheezing. He reaches blindly into the darkness—desperately feeling for Trent’s sleeping bag—and finds it empty.

The dark figure turns and raises a finger to its mouth. “Sshhh.” And then that same hand beckons Rob to come closer.

Sighing with relief, he untangles himself from his sleeping bag and tiptoes across the room.

“Man, you scared the shit out of me,” he whispers.

By then he’s close enough to see that the figure standing at the top of the living quarters staircase is missing its head. It’s a mannequin.

His scream is loud enough to wake the dead.
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Van17.mp4

(5:27 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The upper half of Jeff’s body is lying directly on the cold floor, his head wedged beneath the overturned chair, which has once again been tucked under the countertop.

Directly above him, the main monitor is focused on the service room. The screen is abuzz with activity.
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ServiceRoom19.mp4

(5:27 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Voices rising in the darkness:

“Did someone—”

“Where’s—”

“—scream?”

A beam of bright light cuts into the shadows as a hooded figure clambers down the metal stairs from the lantern room, a flashlight in hand…

… shining on Rob as he scrambles back to his sleeping bag, where Steph and Professor Durand are now sitting up.

“What happened?” Trent yanks down the hood of his sweatshirt and lowers the light from Rob’s face. “You have a nightmare?”

The ghost hunter shakes his head. Raises his arm and points.

Trent swings the flashlight around.

On the floor by the mouth of the living quarters stairway, the headless mannequin is sprawled in a heap.

“Another goddamn mannequin?” He walks closer, the others crowding behind him, a reluctant Rob lingering in the rear.

“It moved,” Rob says in an unsteady voice. “I saw it. It wasn’t a fucking prank.”

Trent turns back to him. “What…?”

“I woke up and saw it standing there… then it moved and I thought it was you… it waved me closer.” It sounds like he might be crying. Steph puts her arm around him.

“Perhaps you were dreaming,” the professor offers in a calm voice.

“Only if I was sleepwalking too.”

Trent hands Professor Durand the flashlight. Bending down, he reaches out…

“Don’t touch it!” Rob hisses.

… and picks up the mannequin underneath both of its arms. He stands and lifts it to its feet at the edge of the gaping stairway. And lets go.

Surprisingly, it remains upright for a moment, holding its ground—but then it collapses all at once, tumbling noisily down the stairs and out of sight.

Trent turns around, facing the group, and takes back the flashlight from the professor. “Someone’s fucking with us.”

Rob’s face scrunches. “You think so?”

“It’s the most logical explanation, don’t you think?” He gazes around the room. “Fucking mannequins don’t just get up and walk around. Not even in a place like this.”

“Who would do this?” Steph says.

“My guess is someone from town. Old man Parker, all pissed off, probably ran his mouth at the bar. A couple of drunks grabbed some wire cutters and—”

“How?” Professor Durand interrupts. “With all those cameras in place… wouldn’t Jeff have noticed someone sneaking into the lighthouse?”

“At this hour?” Trent scoffs. “That man sleeps like the dead.”

“Still… maybe there’s something on video,” Steph says.

Trent glances at the camera affixed to the wall—and grins. “Well then, let’s go wake his lazy ass up.”



[image: ]
Van18.mp4

(5:49 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The back doors swing open, swirls of fog framing three eager faces and an upraised camera.

“Jeeeeffy.” Trent’s the first one in the van, that movie-star smile plastered all over his face. He’s really enjoying this. “Good morning, starshine!”

Jeff groans, rolls over on the inflatable mattress, and pulls the blanket over his face, blocking the overhead light. “Go. Away.”

“No can do, we need your help,” Steph says, lowering the camera and climbing inside. A dazed Rob is next, followed by Professor Durand, who closes the doors behind her. Even with the extended workspace inside the van, it’s a tight fit.

“I must be in hell,” Jeff mutters, poking his head out from underneath the blanket. His squinting eyes settle on Trent. “And that makes you the devil.”
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HandCam47.mp4

(5:54 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Jeff sits in front of the wall of monitors, the partially inflated mattress crammed in the passenger seat up front. He’s wearing his glasses now, his hair sticking up in messy spikes.

“All right. What am I looking for?”

“Call up the entryway footage first.” Although Jeff’s looking right at him, Trent’s gaze is fixed upon the main monitor. “Then I need you to rewind the service room footage about an hour.”

“What’s going on?”

“You’ll see.”

“How are you so calm right now?” Steph asks from behind the camera. “We just got attacked by a fucking mannequin.”

“No one got—”

“I’m sorry… what?” Jeff sits back, palms his forehead, and begins to chuckle.

“Yeah, you wouldn’t be laughing if you’d been there,” Steph snaps. Behind her, Professor Durand and Rob exchange a curious look.

But Jeff isn’t paying attention to any of them. His chuckling has bubbled over into a fit of laughter. Tears are leaking from the corners of his eyes.

Trent, however, is no longer smiling. “What’s so damn funny?”

“A mannequin…” Jeff sits up in his chair. Takes off his glasses and wipes his eyes. “You mean like those two lovebirds sitting across from each other in the living quarters? Did you like that?” And then he’s doubled over again, snorting with laughter.

Realization dawns in Trent’s eyes. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

“Son of a bitch,” Rob says, the dark expression on his face giving way to relief. The professor gives his arm a squeeze and flashes him an I told you so look.

Steph reaches out with her free hand and cuffs Jeff on the back of his head.

“Owww,” he whines, “knock it off!”

“When did you do it, you sneaky bastard?”

“Earlier. Quiet as a mouse.” He slips on his glasses again and rubs his head. “That’s what you get for spilling coffee on me the other morning.”

Trent pats him on the back. “Well done, dude. You almost gave our TV star a heart attack.” There’s an unexpected edge to his voice.

Jeff throws up his hands. “I’m sorry, okay? I figured with all the wine, Steph would be the first one to go to the bathroom and find them. It was just a stupid joke.”

Rob places a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay, really…”

Trent ignores him. “It was stupid. I told you before, we didn’t come here to mess around. No tricks or gimmicks. The first time was bad enough… but twice? Way over the line.”

“Twice…? What are you talking ab—”

“Boys.” With a single word, Professor Durand commands their attention as she might a classroom of first-year anthropology students. “I don’t think Jeffrey was responsible for what occurred in the service room.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about!” Jeff turns around to look at Rob. “I’m really sorry if I spooked you, man. I just wanted to get even with Steph. Beyond that, I-I didn’t do anything in the service room.”

“Wait a minute…” Trent’s irritation is overcome by confusion—and then revelation. “Holy shit… you mean…?”
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(5:59 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The main monitor, which is tuned to the service room feed, occupies most of the screen. The footage has been paused with Rob sprawled on his back on the floor.

Steph must be standing directly behind Jeff, the camera pointed over his shoulder. His hushed voice sounds very close. “No… no way, man. That wasn’t me.”

“Go back again,” Trent says.

The keyboard clacks, and time begins to flow backward in slow motion. Trent backpedals up the service room staircase, the beam of light disappearing into his hand. Rob and the mannequin stand up. Steph and the professor lie down and return to sleep, and then a crouching Rob retreats—in reverse—to his sleeping bag.

“Okay, hit play. And crank up the volume.”

More off-screen clacking from the keyboard, and the video resumes.

Rob probes blindly in the darkness as he stares down the dark figure by the stairway. Shadows from the lantern shift subtly on the wall behind him. His rapid breathing can be clearly heard, as well as the rustle of Trent’s empty sleeping bag as he searches it with his outstretched hand, and then…

… a flicker of movement in the gloom as the dark silhouette turns and slowly lifts its hand.

“Sshhh.”

“Son of a bitch,” Jeff whispers.

“That’s… fucking… amazing.” Absolute awe in Trent’s voice. “Looks like I owe you a big apology, Jeffy.”

Rob shudders and looks away from the screen.

“Couldn’t it have been one of us snoring?” Steph says. “Or talking in our sleep?”

“It came from the opposite side of the room, nowhere near the camera,” Jeff mutters. “Yet it sounded like someone whispering right next to the mic.” He turns and looks at the others. “Guys, this wasn’t me.”

“Yeah, we know that now,” Trent says. “Rewind it again.”

Jeff does as he’s told.

“Mr. Bell… what were you doing in the lantern room?” Professor Durand asks. “Or were you outside on the catwalk?”

Trent shrugs. “I couldn’t sleep. I like it up there. I find the view meditative.”

“Even in this weather…” the professor remarks.

“How long were you up there?” Steph asks. “The mannequin wasn’t there when you woke up?”

“There’s no way I would’ve missed it.” Ignoring her first question. “I would’ve had to walk right past it.”

“And you didn’t hear anything while you were up there?” The professor again.

“Just the wind.”

The time code on the upper right-hand corner of the monitor slowly counts backward—5:25, 5:24, 5:23—and still the mannequin remains stationary. Across the room, the others toss and turn inside their sleeping bags.

Jeff taps the keyboard, increasing the speed. 5:18, 5:14, 5:10… and then he slows it down again…

5:08

… capturing Rob in the midst of a rollover. Steph and Professor Durand, shapeless lumps inside their sleeping bags. The lantern-cast shadows no longer cavorting on the wall behind them. All is still…

5:07

… until the screen ripples with an almost liquid grace. There’s a brief flicker of red light above the spiral stairway—and then it’s gone.

As is the mannequin.
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(6:19 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“How can you eat right now?”

Steph stands in the dark outside the van alongside Trent, Rob, and Professor Durand. The back doors are open, the wall of monitors a hazy glow in the morning fog. “My stomach’s doing somersaults.”

Jeff, still seated inside, uses a plastic knife to slather cream cheese on half a bagel. “What else am I supposed to do? It’s not like I’m going back to sleep.”

“None of us are,” Trent says, rubbing his hands together. “But we can’t stay out here either. It’s freezing.”

Rob gazes up at the lighthouse, its shadowy form cloaked in mist, but doesn’t say anything.

“We have to go back inside sometime.” They all look at Professor Durand in surprise. “If nothing else, to change into warm clothes and grab our jackets.”

“Or you could all just pile back inside with me,” Jeff says, a speck of cream cheese on his chin, “and keep an eye on the monitors to see if anything else happens.”

Trent is already making his way across the wet grass toward the lighthouse. “Sorry, pal, I didn’t come here to watch TV.”
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StairwayThird02.mp4

(6:37 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The four of them make their way up the spiral staircase. As usual, Trent is out front. As Steph passes through frame, carrying her camera down at her side, her lips are silently moving.
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LivingQuarters02.mp4

(6:43 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Trent emerges from the stairway, turns around, and offers his hand to Professor Durand. She thanks him and hurries toward the temporary bathroom on the other side of the room.

Rob is next, nearly tripping over the last step, his bald head shiny with sweat. He eases into the living quarters, his slitted eyes glued to the mannequin still lying in a heap on the floor.

Steph is last. She walks up to Trent, starts to say something, but instead turns to stare at the gaping hole of the spiral staircase.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, following her gaze. “You hear something?”

Rob makes his way over to see what’s going on.

“I counted the stairs.” Steph looks up at them, her face pale. “There’s supposed to be two hundred and sixty-eight.”

Rob swallows nervously. “And how many were there?”

The restroom curtain slides open and Professor Durand joins them in time to hear:

“Three hundred and fifty-one.” Steph hugs herself, tears streaming down her cheeks. “There are now three hundred and fifty-one fucking stairs.”
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TrentBell18.mp4

(6:49 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“I know you’re disappointed,” Steph says, eyeing the tarp-covered heap of mannequin parts, “but I can’t help it. I have a really bad feeling about this.”

Professor Durand and Rob have gone upstairs to the service room, their muffled voices sounding from above, allowing Trent and Steph some privacy.

“Why would I be disappointed?”

“Because I cried.”

He laughs. “You cried during Guardians of the Galaxy.”

“I’m serious, Trent. Everything feels so out of control.”

“It only feels that way because you’ve had a bad scare. More than one, actually.”

“Please don’t patronize me. How can there be almost a hundred extra stairs?”

“How can a mannequin move all by itself? Or a ghost use Morse code?” The GoPro camera shifts up and down with the movement of his shoulders. “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

“What about Phil? I’m worried about him. He’s not answering his phone or texts. And he hasn’t posted on any of his socials since before he left. I’m telling you, I have a bad feeling.”

“I’m sure Phil’s fine. He’s probably back in LA by now, hustling streamers in online poker.”

She opens her mouth to say something—then closes it again. Her exhausted eyes drift around the room, searching the shadows, before focusing on Trent again. “You promise me we’ll be okay?”

“Of course.” He gathers her in his arms. “I promise.”
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ServiceRoom20.mp4

(7:06 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Everyone have what they need?”

Trent waits by the metal stairway as the others finish getting ready. Rob walks up beside him, clutching his puffy white coat to his chest, and gives him a nod.

“What I need is an elevator,” Steph says, pulling a sweatshirt over her head. “Last thing I want to do is climb those goddamn stairs again.”

Professor Durand places a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be right next to you the entire time.”

“I just wish I’d been filming.” She bends over and picks up her camera from the coffee table. “Not making that mistake again.”
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StairwaySecond07.mp4

(7:18 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

This time all of their lips are moving—counting stairs—as they pass through camera range.
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RobElliott12.mp4

(7:23 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Rob waits as Trent swings open the heavy wooden door, and then steps outside right behind him. You can hear him exhale in relief. As Steph and Professor Durand walk up beside him, Trent turns and faces the group. “I got two hundred and sixty-eight.”

Rob nods. “Me too.”

The professor gives Steph a sympathetic glance. “Two hundred and sixty-eight.”

Steph lowers the camera, a look of confusion on her face. “Same. Fuck.”
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(7:27 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“You guys are welcome to go on your little field trip,” Jeff says, scooting in his chair to make room for the others. “I’ll be right here, nice and warm, when you get back.”

“You sure?” Steph asks. “It’ll be a nice distraction from… everything.”

“Yep, I’m sure. No interest in traipsing around the woods or climbing down a sheer cliff. That’s not my idea of a distraction.”

“Come on, man, it’ll be fun.” The smile is back on Trent’s face. “There’s all kinds of spooky shit in those woods. Old firepits. Carvings on trees. And there’s switchbacks leading down to the beach. It’s perfectly safe.”

“I’ll pass,” Jeff says without hesitation, and then he’s back to pecking away at the keyboard.



[image: ]
TrentBell19.mp4

(7:35 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

A slate-gray sky hides the rising sun, while closer to the ground, the drifting fog has dissipated. The ocean beyond the bluff is a dull, undulating blanket. Trent and Rob stand not far from the van.

“You okay, dude?” Trent asks. “You’ve barely said a word all morning.”

Rob takes a deep breath. “I’m fine, I guess. Just still processing everything.”

“I thought you lived for this kinda shit.” Trent gives him a friendly slap on the back. “We’re making history, man.”

“We are,” he says, nodding. “I just can’t get that fucking mannequin outta my head.”

“Then don’t! Think about how lucky you were to be the one that happened to. Think about how your audience is going to react when you tell them.”

Rob doesn’t say anything, but you can tell he’s thinking about it.

“I need you,” Trent says. “We’re partners in crime, you and me.” He glances back at the van where the others are huddled inside. “Those guys aren’t into it like we are. Hell, Steph’s ready to go home. C’mon, what do you say?”

“Partners in crime.” Rob’s lips slowly curl into a grin. “I kinda like the sound of that.”

Trent raises his fist for a bump, and a rejuvenated Rob is only too happy to oblige.

“Attaboy!” Trent says.
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(7:51 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Steph follows the others as they walk along the perimeter of the chain-link fence. Trent and Rob lead the way, their boisterous conversation at odds with the troubling events of earlier this morning. A subdued Professor Durand lags a step behind. The sky above them has gone a shade darker since they first set out from the van. The ever-present wind strengthening, the tang of salt thick in the air.

“There should be a second gate around here somewhere.” Trent holds up a key in his hand. “Supposedly, back in the day, groundskeepers used it to dump brush and leaves in the woods.”

“Maybe that’s how Ronald Parker got in,” Rob says.

“Just how large is the property?” Steph asks from behind the camera.

“A little more than seven cleared acres around the lighthouse,” says Trent. “Three times that outside the fence, all of it wooded except for the service road.”

The farther away they get from the lighthouse and the sheer cliff marking its eastern boundary, the closer the trees creep to the fence line. Fallen leaves and pine needles, piloted by the wind, are heaped in knee-high mounds against the base of the metal fence. Husks of dried leaves crunch beneath their feet. Above them, bare branches scrape and rattle against each other, like the brittle bones of a dancing skeleton.

“Once upon a time,” Professor Durand explains, “the Collinses leased a small parcel of this land to another family for an apple orchard. Three years in a row, the apples came in sour and were only fit for cider. After that, they gave up.”

The world around them suddenly brightens, the air instantly warming, almost as though a spotlight had been switched on.

They all swing around in surprise. Far in the distance, along the horizon, the clouds have given way to a burst of early-morning sunshine. The surface of the just-moments-ago gray water now sparkles with a shimmering luminescence, as if lit from below.

Steph slowly pans across the ocean until it meets the land’s edge, only stopping once the Widow’s Point Lighthouse is focused at the center of the frame.

The stone tower reaches high into the sky, its elongated, oblong shadow stretching over brown October grass, coils of barbed wire, and swaying treetops, swallowing all it touches in a veil of darkness.

Professor Durand leans close behind the camera and whispers: “It eats the light…”
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ProfessorDurand14.mp4

(8:05 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Welp,” Rob says, turning to the others, “Ronald Parker didn’t get in this way.”

“No one did,” Trent adds.

The door-sized gate, just wide enough to push a wheelbarrow through, is nearly indistinguishable from the length of fence surrounding it, its lower half plastered with a skin of wet leaves and so overgrown with vines and weeds that one could easily overlook it.

Trent inserts the key and unlocks the padlock. After pulling it free of the hasp, he gives the handle a tug. The leafy vines sewn into the chain links respond with a shudder, but the gate doesn’t budge. He gives it another good yank, harder this time, with the same result. Finally, after a third unsuccessful attempt, he begins tearing away the tangled greenery by hand.

“I hope that’s not poison ivy, boss,” Steph says.

“If it is…” He flings away a big clump. “Rob’s gonna be wiping my ass for the rest of the week.”

“Hmmm, now where did I put my car keys,” Rob says. And then they’re both cracking up like a couple of teenagers.

Steph peers around the camera at Professor Durand, shaking her head. “Unbelievable. It’s like last night and this morning didn’t even happen.”

“Perhaps that’s for the best,” she says, lowering her voice.

Once the giggles have subsided, Rob turns to the professor. “What do you remember about the whole Michael Risley incident?”

“Not much,” she says. “I was away at college by then, thrilled to be anywhere but here. I read about it later on.”

“What about your folks?”

“It scared the hell out of them. Mom and Dad were devout Catholics.”

Trent gives the gate another tug, and this time it breaks free. He swings it open and brushes aside a handful of loose-hanging vines. When he turns back to the others, the smile on his face makes him look half his age.

“What do you say we go see where it all happened?”
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(8:07 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Shit,” Jeff mutters as the live feed from Trent’s GoPro begins to pixelate. “The signal should carry a lot farther than that…”

He stands and bangs on the ceiling with an open palm, trying to jostle the antenna on the roof of the van. BAM! BAM! BAM! The picture clarifies for a moment, but then quickly degrades again as Trent leads the others deeper into the woods.

By the time Jeff sits back down, the main monitor is a jigsaw puzzle of white and gray pixels, CONNECTION LOST displayed in bright green letters across the center of the screen.

He scans the row of smaller monitors. Professor Durand’s and Rob’s GoPros, as well as Steph’s handheld, have all suffered the same fate:
CONNECTION LOST.

Jeff sighs. “Okay… this is what I’m here for, right?”

He taps the keyboard. The disconnected camera feed vanishes from the screen, replaced by a conventional Windows desktop. A few more rapid series of clicks and Jeff starts talking to himself: “Aaand… there. Ground Control’s backup request is pending. All the footage we’re missing should be uploaded as soon as y’all are back in range.”

Feeling cocky, he glances at the van camera. “And that’s why I make the big bucks, folks.” He taps on the keyboard again, and the living quarters appear on the main monitor, the mannequin still lying in a heap at the bottom of the staircase.
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RobElliott13.mp4

(8:10 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“I just think it’s important that we try again,” Trent says, stepping around a cluster of enormous mushrooms.

The forest floor, still spongy from the previous night’s rainstorm, is littered with them. A mottled black and gray, and decidedly ominous in both size and appearance, the mushrooms look like they belong in a haunted wood from a fairy tale.

When no one responds, Trent glances over his shoulder at Rob, who’s walking right behind him. “Don’t you?”

“I mean… yeah… if the first time was any indication of what we can expect…”

“I’m fine with that.” Professor Durand’s tired, off-screen voice. “Just not tonight, is all I’m saying.”

“We don’t have to reach out to your father, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Trent trying to sound casual, and doing a poor job of it. “I’m sure there are plenty of other folks here willing to take center stage.”

“Honestly, that has nothing to do with it. I just need a bit of a break.”

“Tomorrow’s better anyway,” Steph says from the back of the line. “Think about it… Halloween night in a haunted lighthouse… glowing pumpkin… Ouija board.”

“I have to admit, that does sound pretty cool.”

Trent flashes Rob a dirty look, but there’s no real anger behind it. “Fiiine. We’ll do it tomorrow.” He kicks a rock out of the way. “Nothing like being ganged up on.”
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(8:16 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“What exactly are we looking for?” Steph asks, following close behind the others.

“A clearing.” Trent holds some lowhanging branches aside so the three of them can safely pass, and then reappears in frame, striding back to the front. “It’s probably pretty overgrown by now, though.”

“Keep an eye out for strange carvings on trees,” Rob says. “Then we’ll know we’re getting close.”

Steph slowly turns 360 degrees, capturing the dense, sloping forest all around them. The ground here is dry, the thick canopy of branches shielding it from the rain. And sun. The woods are dusky and eerily silent, the only sounds the crunch of leaves and twigs beneath their shoes and the nearby ocean. There’s no birdsong. No critters scampering about. No signs of life.

Steph sighs and starts walking again. “A fifteen-year-old kid… it’s hard to believe.”

“The victims, Benjamin Lawrence and Tabitha Froehling, were thirteen and fourteen,” Rob says. “One of the few verifiable violent crimes borne from the Satanic Panic days.”

Professor Durand clears her throat. “There was talk of occult activity in these woods dating as far back as the 1800s.”

Steph gives a shiver, the camera trembling right along with her. “The kid, Michael Risley… whatever happened to him?”

Rob grunts, sidestepping around a moss-covered rock. “No one really knows for sure. He was ferally insane when they found him, though. The police report said he was like a wild animal. Smeared from head to toe in Benjamin’s and Tabitha’s blood.”

“He ate their fucking hearts straight out of their chests,” Trent says, glancing over his shoulder. “Kid was probably turning into a wendigo right in front of their eye—”

“Trent…” Steph stops walking. “Come here. Now.”
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(8:18 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Center frame, carved into the gnarled trunk of a mature pine tree, is a face. It’s a rudimentary engraving but rather disturbing.

“Wow… good eye,” Trent says, leaning closer for a better look.

The face is shaped like an inverted pyramid with curved edges. There are deep bores for eyes. Eight of them. A pair of short, squiggly parallel lines form a mouth.

“It’s like looking at Stonehenge or something,” Rob says off-screen. “I’ve got goose bumps.”

Steph grunts. “Creepy little fucker, isn’t it?”

“It’s certainly unique,” Rob says. “I’ve seen a lot of weird shit over the years, but never anything like that.”

“I don’t think this was made by Michael Risley.” Snapping twigs and crunching leaves announce Professor Durand’s approach. She eases into view beside the tree. “Look how bright the gouges are. Barely weathered.” She turns and looks at the others. “This is relatively new.”

Trent’s hand appears in frame, tracing the carved lines. “You can still feel the knife grooves.”

“This was done within the past few years,” the professor says. “Not decades.”

Steph steps closer with the camera, shooting over Trent’s shoulder. “After everything that happened, why would anyone still be messing around out here?”

The professor answers, “Perhaps they never stopped.”
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(8:26 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Jeff leans back in his chair, stoned eyes focused on his cell phone. What he’s watching is impossible to see, but it must be funny because he’s giggling.

The main monitor in front of him is still tuned to the living quarters. All is still, just as Trent and the others had left it earlier this morning. The mobile feeds remain the same, CONNECTION LOST stretching across each of the smaller screens. Outside is the soothing song of the waves and the sigh of the wind.

“Jeffy.”

Jeff looks up in surprise. With a wary glance at the wall of monitors, he gets up and pushes open the back doors. Poking his head outside, he looks around. “Yo! Somebody need me?”

There’s no response. Only the wind and the waves.

Jeff shrugs and returns to his chair, leaving the doors ajar. Scowling at the living quarters feed, he stares down at his phone again.
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(8:32 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“We’re not lost,” Trent insists as he makes his way around a thicket of sticker bushes. “Look! See?”

Sweeping aside a curtain of pine needles, he reveals another triangular face, near-identical to the last one, but of a much darker shade.

“Excellent!” Rob exclaims, hurrying to catch up.

Ducking beneath a tangle of branches, Trent squat-walks into the mass-ive tree’s underbelly, like a child disappearing into a secret fort. The others follow close behind, Steph cursing as she struggles to keep the camera level.

When they emerge on the other side, the forest floor has given way to a rockstrewn clearing overgrown with witchgrass, the thick canopy of trees above them now open to a ragged patch of gray-blue sky. Surrounding the clearing, thick stands of pine and maple, several of their ancient trunks decorated with strange carvings.

“Holy shit,” Rob says, taking it all in. “I can’t believe I’m really standing here.”

Steph settles the camera on Trent, who is staring curiously at Professor Durand.

“You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

She looks at him with that defensive expression on her face. “My friends and I used to sneak back here in high school. It looks pretty much exactly the same. There was an old stone firepit…”

“That’s right,” Rob says off-screen. “Benjamin and Tabitha were found not far from it.”

“What did you and your friends do here?” Trent asks.

“The usual nonsense. Drink beer and wine, smoke cigarettes, make a bonfire. We’d tell scary stories and complain about school, our parents, and—”

“No devil worshipping?” Trent asks, sounding entirely serious, despite the smirk on his face.

“No,” she says, fixing him with a steely gaze. “Nothing like that.”
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(8:37 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Jeffy.”

It’s as if Jeff has been poked with a cattle prod—he jumps in his chair, the cell phone cartwheeling out of his hand and crashing to the floor. He leans down to pick it up and recoils in pain and surprise when he pricks his finger on the now-shattered screen. Groaning, he pulls a tiny shard of glass out of his skin. Blood oozes from the pinprick wound.

“Son of a bitch… this has not been my week. Goddammit.”

He places the broken phone next to the keyboard and glances at the living quarters on the main monitor. The view appears unchanged.

“Aaand what did you expect? A bunch of mannequins sitting around playing cards?”

He taps the keyboard… and the service room fills the screen.

Another click… the lantern room.

Next is the catwalk.

And finally, the exterior entryway.

Jeff gasps and sits up in his chair.

The lighthouse door is standing open.
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RobElliott14.mp4

(8:40 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Tell me something,” Rob says, lowering his voice. “How’d you know she’d been here before?”

“I didn’t for sure.” Trent checks over his shoulder for the professor. “It was the way she was looking around… like she was taking stock of everything that had changed. It was just a guess, really.”

“A pretty damn good one. Why do you think she didn’t mention it earlier?”

“I don’t know… but I don’t think she would’ve brought it up, if I hadn’t called her out on it.”
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(8:40 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Jesus,” Steph whispers, standing at the center of the clearing. “I thought it would be chill out here compared to inside the lighthouse. What’s wrong with this place?”

Professor Durand swirls into focus, the tree line behind her a blurry wall of black and brown foliage. Rob and Trent appear up ahead, kicking at a pile of rocks on the ground, their voices muddled in the distance.

“You feel it, too, then?”

“My skin’s crawling and it’s hard to breathe… almost like some kind of allergic reaction.”

“Your ears buzzing?”

Steph nods. “Like there’s a fly or a bumblebee flitting around inside my head.”

“I wonder if the boys are experiencing the same discomfort.”

“Trent’s too hardheaded to admit it, even if he was.” Steph lowers the camera to her side, and the view now is of the upside-down wilderness behind her. “I wonder if this is why the Mi’kmaq didn’t settle here.”

“That’s impossible to say, just because there were so few archaeological findings here. Logan proposed on a number of occasions that there was an ancient burial site somewhere in the area, but there’s no proof of that either.”

Behind them, in the upside-down distance, something moves among the trees. A sleek, dark shadow. Serpentine.

Professor Durand continues, unaware. “From the very beginning, Native people and settlers alike recognized these waters as unusually fertile. There’s a deep trench about two miles offshore, an ideal breeding ground for a variety of ocean species. Once they grow older, and hungrier, the tides carry them into shallow water. All of which should make this place a little slice of paradise.”

“This is a bad place,” Steph recites in a haunting voice. “I don’t think people are meant to live here.”

“Delaney Collins.”

“She was pretty darn smart for a kid.”

“Not that it mattered much in the end.”

Steph sighs, the camera quivering in her hand. “I hate it here. It’s like the trees are breathing all around us. They never stop moving, you notice that? Even when the wind dies down.”

Upside down in center frame, a gnarled pine slowly twists around to face the camera, the triangular visage carved into the base of its trunk fixing the unaware women in its gaze.
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(8:42 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Jeff climbs back into the van, the shock previously etched on his face replaced by a lopsided grin.

“Okay, T-Breeze… looks like someone fucked around and found out,” he says in a singsong voice. “You wanna play? Let’s see how you like it now that you’re locked inside that hellhole.” He tosses a key ring onto the countertop and takes a seat in front of the monitors.

The main screen is still focused on the exterior entryway, the massive door now closed. He taps the keyboard. The interior entryway appears…

… where a dark figure is pounding on the inside of the door, a frightened voice erupting from the speakers.

“—ey! Lemme out of here, guys! I was only kidding! I can’t breathe with all this dust!”

Confused, Jeff leans closer to the monitor. “Phil…?”
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HandCam53.mp4

(8:47 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Anyone else getting tired?” Steph says, stepping over a small stream, the heels of her shoes sinking in the soggy ground.

Professor Durand raises a hand but doesn’t say anything. They’re hiking again in the thick of the forest, the overgrown clearing left far behind. The woods appear darker here, the trees growing closer together.

“You can head back if you want,” Trent says from his usual spot at the front of the line, “but I’m pushing on. The trail to the beach should be just up ahead.”

“So what is it this time?” Steph asks from behind the bouncing camera. “Someone jumped off the cliff? A shipwreck washed ashore? What’s the big attraction?”

“All of the above,” Trent chuckles, “but that’s not why I’m going. Remember what Delaney Collins said about the beach in her diary?”

“No… I didn’t get that far.”

“She found a cave in the cliff face. About twenty feet up.”

Rob glances over his shoulder. He’s breathing heavy, his face shiny with sweat, but it looks like there’s nowhere else in the world he’d rather be. “She described pictographs on the walls of the cave. They must be centuries old.”

“I don’t ever remember seeing a cave,” Professor Durand says. “Perhaps it’s not visible from the water.”

“Perhaps,” Trent says, his expression unreadable.
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(8:50 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The frenzied pounding coming from inside the lighthouse can be easily heard above the bluster of the wind and waves.

“Hang on, Phil!”

Jeff inserts the key into the lock, jostles it back and forth, until it finally turns. He shoulders open the door…
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InteriorEntry02.mp4

(8:51 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

… and stumbles into the lower entryway. And utter silence.

“Phil?”

He looks around. The room is empty.

“Yo, Philly, where’d you go?”

No response.

“Hey, man, I’m really sorry…” Scanning the accumulation of junk lined up against the wall, he doesn’t notice that the portable light stand and rusty bicycle with the missing tire are no longer there. “I thought it was Trent messing around. I thought you’d gone home.”

He eases open the shit room door, recoiling at the foul stench trapped within. “Ugh. Where you at, bro? Hey! Can you hear me?!”

He stands perfectly still, listening, and then slowly cranes his head toward the ceiling…

… where the patter of footsteps can be heard ascending the stairway.

“Son of a bitch,” he groans, starting up the stairs. “Hey, Phil! Where you going?! It’s me!”
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ProfessorDurand15.mp4

(9:00 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Professor Durand stands at the edge of the woods overlooking the ocean, her eyes following the coastline to the town of Harper’s Cove. It’s like looking at a miniature village set up on a table in a basement. The only thing missing is the trains. “I’d almost forgotten how beautiful it is.”

The winding ribbon of gray asphalt that is Route 13 snakes free of the trees, proceeding south in a single, unhurried lane, running parallel to the rocky shoreline until it empties into the heart of downtown. Main Street and Logan Avenue, the Cove’s busiest roadways, bisect each other in front of the post office, dividing the town into four distinctive quadrants. In the northeastern sector—the most populated of the four—the bustling harbor lies green and welcoming.

The professor’s pointing finger rises into frame. “You see that house halfway up the hill? The yellow one that resembles a barn?”

“Where? I can’t…” Trent’s voice from somewhere off-screen. “Wait, yeah, there it is!”

“That’s where I grew up. It’s the same house my father was born in.”

“That’s so cool,” Rob says. He sounds closer to the camera than Trent. “Did you drive by on your way into town?”

“I thought about it… but decided not to.” And then in a quieter voice: “This is close enough.”

She turns back to the sprawling ocean, peering over the edge of the bluff at the rocky beach below. A narrow trail zigzags its way down the cliff face.

Steph eases up alongside her. “No wonder Delaney’s parents didn’t want her coming down here by herself.”

“Come on,” Trent says, stepping in front of them and starting down the path “No guts, no glory. If a kid can do it, so can we.”
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StairwaySecond08.mp4

(9:01 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Like a phantom prowling the night, Jeff emerges from the shadows within the cramped stairway. He’s without a flashlight and his shattered cell phone is back in the van. The darkness is near suffocating.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, he calls out in a shaky voice: “Phil?! Heyyy! You good, bro?!”

He’s answered, from above, by the sound of fleeing footsteps.

As Jeff disappears from frame, we hear: “Where the hell’s he going? If this is all another goddamn prank, I’m gonna kill somebody.”



[image: ]
RobElliott15.mp4

(9:18 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Careful. Use my shoulder.”

Rob helps Professor Durand down a several-foot drop along the path.

Steph follows behind them, cradling the camera against her chest. “Jesus.” She brushes dirt off her flannel jacket. “Some of these drop-offs are probably as tall as Delaney was.”

“We’re almost there,” Trent calls out from up ahead.

Rob lowers his voice. “You two doing okay?”

“A-OK,” the professor says between breaths. “How about you?”

“My knees will be pissed off tonight, but it’ll definitely be worth it.”

“If I were you, I’d temper those expectations,” she says. “I’ve motored past this shoreline a hundred times and I never once saw a cave entrance around here.”

Steph groans. “If there is a cave, it better be a big one. If I even have to crouch down to get inside, I’m staying on the beach.”

Trent skids to a sudden halt, the back of his North Face jacket filling the screen, and Rob almost bumps into him. Plumes of dirt and a shower of pebbles, kicked loose by their boots, spill over the side of the ledge to the beach below.

“There. That’s where they found him,” Trent says, pointing at a rocky tidal pool maybe thirty yards away.

“Who?” Steph asks.

“Joseph O’Leary.” He glances over his shoulder. “The man who killed Delaney Collins.”
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StairwayThird03.mp4

(9:22 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Jeff stops to catch his breath, peering out the window at Harper’s Cove in the distance.

From the elevated camera angle behind him, it appears as though a church steeple is rising from the top of his head, like an alien antenna.

After a brief rest, he begins trudging up the stairs again. “Phil! Come on, this isn’t funny anymore!”
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(9:31 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“What is it about this place and rocks?” Steph asks, panning across the narrow beach. “It’s like you’re a bunch of rock farmers and you plant them everywhere you go. In the woods. The fields. The beaches. I’m surprised they’re not scattered all over town.”

“Oh, they are,” Professor Durand says, chuckling. “Most are just disguised by creative landscaping.”

“At least the air smells good.” She inhales a deep breath, blows it back out. “Amazing, actually. Can’t find clean air like this in LA, that’s for sure.”

“Or most anywhere else, for that matter.”

“And no more buzzing in my ears now. I would’ve gone crazy if I had to spend one more minute in that clearing.”

Steph and the professor walk side by side, wet sand and pebbles sucking at their shoes. A short distance away, chest-high swells crash ashore, launching geysers of salt water. Overhead, clouds continue to battle with the sun.

Farther up the beach, ahead of them, Trent and Rob stride across the sand and rocks, taking turns pointing at the cliff face. So far, there’s no sign of a cave anywhere.

“I can’t even imagine that little girl wandering around down here by herself,” Steph says.

She tilts the camera upward, scanning the massive stone wall, its salt-worn scars and weathered crags, until finally she reaches a sliver of gray sky.

“You can’t see it from here,” the professor says.

A startled Steph abruptly lowers the camera, the effect dizzying.

“It’s set too far back from the edge of the cliff.”

The professor swims into focus. With her tan face, windblown hair, and the rainbow scarf wrapped around her slender neck, she looks like a Woodstock hippie.

“I wasn’t—”

“BLYECK!”

Steph whirls around, searching for the source of the awful retching…

… and finds Rob bent over, hands on his knees, not far from the tidal pool Trent had pointed out earlier.

“HUYGHUYGHUYGGYEEECK!”
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(9:32 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

An exhausted Jeff staggers up the stairs, glances out the window as he hurries by, and stops in his tracks. He quickly backpedals, nearly tripping and falling, and uses his fist to wipe away the dust from the window glass.

“No… no no no… I’ve already passed this…” Wiping faster now. “No no noooo… it’s not fucking possible!”

He turns his back on the window and slides down the wall, collapsing to a seated position on one of the stairs—and the reason for his distress is revealed.

Outside the lighthouse, ocean swells march steadily toward the cliffs. Much closer and in more vivid detail than the window view glimpsed earlier of Harper’s Cove. And much lower to the ground. All of which should be entirely impossible after climbing so many stairs.

Slouched against the wall, Jeff pulls his knees up to his chest, lowers his head, and begins to cry.

“Jeffy!” a voice calls out from somewhere above. “Are you coming to find me?”

Eyes widening, he looks up. “Stop… please just stop…”

“C’mon, dude, what are you waiting for? There’s nothing to be frightened of.” Phil’s booming voice projects no echo. “It’s just a game, Jeffy. A trick.”

“It’s not you… It can’t be you…”

A high-pitched giggle. “Who else would it be? The others are down at the beach. Come on up and have some fun.”

Jeff slides his hands over his tearstained face. “You left… all this time, it’s just been the five of us… you left.”

“No I didn’t, bud. No one ever leaves.” More giggling. “But we can.”

“H-how?”

“Come on up and I’ll show you!”
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(9:33 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Jesus, dude, are you okay?”

Rob sits on a rock, facing the ocean, a half-empty bottle of water propped in the sand between his boots. Professor Durand stands behind him, her comforting hand resting on his shoulder.

“I think so,” Rob says, his voice hoarse. “For a minute there, I thought I was gonna pass out.”

Trent grunts. “For a minute there, I thought you were gonna hack up a lung.”

“Do you have any idea what caused it?” The professor’s face is etched with worry.

“There’s something in the water back there… in one of the puddles. It smells awful.”

Behind the camera, Steph sniffs the air. “I don’t smell anything.”

“Neither did I. Until I almost stepped in it.”

“Dead animal?” Trent asks. “Rotting fish?”

“No,” Rob says. “It wasn’t an animal. It was gelatinous… almost like soup.” He picks up the water bottle and pushes to his feet. “Like toxic chemical soup.”

“Are you sure you shouldn’t rest for a while?” the professor says. “You’re as pale as a ghost, and you’re going to need every ounce of energy to climb back up that cliff.”

“I’m okay now. Just needed some water and fresh air.” He turns back to the tidal pool at the base of the bluff, some twenty yards behind them. “Besides, I think you guys should take a look for yourselves.”

That’s all Trent needs to hear. He’s halfway there before the others even get started.

“Wait!” Rob shouts above the roar of the waves. “Be careful!” He takes off after him, Professor Durand holding tight to his arm. Steph follows with the camera.

But before they get there…

“Holy hell!”

Up ahead, Trent reels away from the tidal pool, a hand clamped over his nose and mouth. “Oh my fucking God… that’s horrible!”

Rob glances at the camera. “I tried to warn him.”

By the time the others catch up, Trent’s face has gone beet red and he’s down on his knees in the sand, fighting to hold on to his breakfast. He looks up at Rob with watering eyes. “Dude, I just thought you were being a lightweight. Now I know better.”

Steph eases around them, directing the camera at a series of shallow puddles trapped between the rocks.

“Over there,” Trent says, pointing, “by that big hunk of driftwood.”

She zooms in, focusing on a washed-up branch, maybe four feet in length, that’s been splintered and smoothed by nature and time. It resembles a rack of deer antlers. Right beside it is a rock-bordered pool of bubbling water, not much larger than a bathtub.

She steps closer, holding her breath.

Instead of salt water and seaweed, the stony crevice is filled with a shimmering, oily substance. It catches the sunlight like an undulating sheet of aluminum foil, its glimmering surface home to a thick stew of meaty, pulsating chunks of something. The dullgray rocks surrounding it have been bleached white.
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(9:48 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Thank God,” Jeff mutters as he emerges from the spiral stairway into the living quarters. He looks haggard—and frightened. Tottering on the edge of panic. Gasping for breath, he looks around. “Phil…?”

“Almost there, buddy. Keep going.”

“Why are you doing this?” Anger darkening his sweaty face. “You need to stop playing games, and we need to get the hell out of here.”

“We can’t leave everyone behind, Jeffy, old sport. That wouldn’t be very nice.”

Voice cracking, tiptoeing right along that razor-thin edge: “What are you talking about?!”

“Oh, I think you know.”

“I don’t! I swear! I don’t know fucking anything anymore! I just want to go home!”

A loud thump sounds overhead in the service room, followed by the shuffling of footsteps. Then, the singing starts:

“This young man, he’ll play one…”

Jeff gazes up at the ceiling, saliva spilling from the corners of his mouth.

Upstairs, a little girl joins in. Maybe more than one.

“He’ll play knick-knack on my thumb…”

Jeff crosses the room with an almost robotic gait and mounts the metal stairway to the service room. Even as he climbs, he doesn’t realize that the mannequin responsible for last night’s scare is no longer lying in a heap by the stairs.

Nor does he notice the wrinkled tarp stretched flat across the floor, the pile of mannequin limbs it once concealed now gone.
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(9:49 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Any idea what that goop is?”

Standing with the others a safe distance away, Professor Durand peers into the eyepiece of Steph’s camera, examining the mysterious substance in the tidal pool.

“I haven’t the slightest idea.” She lowers the video camera and looks at Trent. “I’d like to get closer and examine it, but I don’t think that’s advisable.”

“Trust me,” Rob says with a grimace, “it’s not.”

Steph takes the camera from the professor. “I only got a whiff, but it reminded me of sulfur. Or maybe swamp gas.”

“I thought the same thing,” Rob says with a nervous laugh. “My initial hopes for ectoplasm were quickly dashed.”

Professor Durand smiles politely. “That’s supposed to be odorless, isn’t it?”

“Correct.” He looks a little embarrassed for even bringing it up. “Demons are considered sulfurous, but they despise memories, and this place is steeped in them. Stagnation bores demonic entities to tears, and around here…”

“Nothing ever changes,” she finishes for him.

Far out to sea, a curtain of bright sunshine lowers from the sky, bathing the water’s surface in a golden glaze, and then it inexorably makes its way toward land. Within a matter of seconds, the beach is immersed in its warm embrace, as are the sheer face of the cliff and the woods beyond.

“Now that’s more like it,” Steph says, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. The others join her, turning around to face the water’s edge, basking in the gilded rays.

Everyone except for Trent, who is staring up at the cliff.

“Guys… hey, guys… I think I found it.”
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(9:51 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“With a knick-knack paddywha—”

As soon as Jeff enters the service room, the singing stops and there is stone silence. He turns in a slow circle, once, twice, his bloodshot eyes searching the shadows…

… as dread settles over him like a funeral shroud.

The cluttered room in which he’d played Ouija with his colleagues the night before no longer exists. The windows are located in the same place, as are the walls and the floor and the ceiling—but everything else is impossibly different.

The decrepit desk and dresser and steamer trunk are now whole and polished to a high shine. The lopsided coffee table sits brand new between a pair of hand-painted rocking chairs boasting embroidered padding. The floorboards are free of stains and splinters. There are no cobwebs draped from the windowsills and support beams. No layer of dust coating everything. A shiny brass oil lamp hangs from a length of rope at the center of the room, a makeshift chandelier.

The tears are back, streaming down Jeff’s cheeks. All of his crewmates’ belongings are gone. The sleeping bags, coolers, books, and duffel bags nowhere to be seen.

He reaches out and holds his hand several inches above the desk, its gleaming oak surface pristine and free of graffiti, and then he curls his hand into a fist and knocks three times.

Knock… knock… knock.

It’s real. He jerks his hand away as though he’s just touched a hot stove.

As he starts to turn around…

… the ceiling above him reverberates with a thunderous response.

BOOM… BOOM… BOOM.

The stone walls tremble, and a candleholder tumbles from the end table onto the floor. And then a dazzling beam of light, projected from above, explodes into the room, blinding him.

“Give a dog a bone…”

“Please. Phil. I just want to go—”

“This old man came rolling home.”
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(9:57 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The dark mouth of the cave, at least six feet tall and equally as wide, disguised by a series of foliage-draped overhangs on a sloping ledge, occupies center frame. Even with the bright sunshine and steady camerawork, it’s difficult to make out.

Trent climbs into the picture, brushes the dirt from his longsleeve T-shirt, and clears his throat. “Ready when you are.”

“Rolling,” Steph says from behind the camera. Based on the angle, she’s perched to the left of the cave’s entrance, a few feet lower than Trent.

Staring out at the ocean, Trent narrows his eyes and wrinkles his brow in contemplation. For longtime fans, it’s a familiar expression, practiced over a number of years in front of a mirror, and swooned over by tens of thousands of underage girls.

He slowly turns and looks at the camera.

“We’re here today shooting from a narrow ledge overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Unseen, more than one hundred feet above us, stands the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. Eight years ago, in 2017, before he went missing, bestselling author Thomas Livingston discovered a worn leather journal hidden in the lighthouse service room. The diary belonged to twelve-year-old Delaney Collins, one of four victims of Joseph O’Leary’s 1933 massacre that claimed the lives of the young girl’s entire family.

“In one of her diary entries, Delaney made mention of a secret cave hidden along the rocky cliff upon which the lighthouse was built. Minutes ago, my crew and I stumbled upon this very same legendary hideaway.”

Trent gestures to the entrance, and then ducks his head and steps inside. He turns around to address the camera again.

“Here, we hope to discover more about the history of Harper’s Cove and Widow’s Point. Delaney’s diary described ancient cave paintings depicting strange creatures and even chronicled the discovery of human remains. In the years since Thomas Livingston’s tragic disappearance, no one has attempted to corroborate Delaney Collins’s claims.

“Until now.”
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LanternRoom02.mp4

(10:00 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

A blazing brightness emanates from the center of the lantern room. The singing has once again ceased. All is still and silent… until a creaking sound comes from the metal stairs.

The upper half of Jeff’s pasty face appears in the mouth of the stairway, squinting eyes frantically scanning the room. Another loud creak from the stairs, and his full face and torso emerge from the dark hole, almost as though he’s surfacing from underwater.

“Jeffy? Hey! Is that you?”

He freezes, one hand gripping the railing in front of him, the other hand shielding his eyes. His entire body is trembling. “Phil…?”

“Yeah, man. What took you so long?”

Still not budging. “Why… why’s the light on? Where are you?”

“Right here, bud. On the catwalk. Come on out.”

A couple of tentative steps. “But… the light… why?”

“Because it’s a trick, pal…” It’s impossible to see outside. Thanks to the beacon light, the floor-to-ceiling windows act as a sort of wraparound mirror, everything beyond it lost in a sea of luminosity. “We need to warn the others. They’re in real danger. They won’t be able to leave unless we show them how.”

Arms held out in front of him, feeling his way, Jeff finds the glass wall. Using it as a guideline, he sidesteps his way around the room, until he locates what he’s looking for. He turns the dangling knob, swings open the glass door, and steps outside. The brightness swallows him.

And from within that shimmering mist: “Where did… What the fuck… No, Phil… what are they doing here?!”
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ProfessorDurand16.mp4

(10:02 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“All those years, and I never noticed it.” The tiny microphone on Professor Durand’s GoPro struggling against the roar of the ocean. “It’s hard to believe.”

“Yes, it is,” Trent says pointedly. “Then again, we were standing right in front of it and didn’t have a clue until the sun hit just right.”

They’re all gathered inside the mouth of the cave. Slanting rays of sunlight extend just beyond where they are standing. Another few feet and it’s like staring into a canyon of darkness.

“Take a look at this,” Steph says, the light on her camera illuminating an eye-level section of granite wall. “It’s some kind of symbol.”

They all crowd behind her, Trent nearly knocking her over in his excitement to see.

“Jesus. Watch it.”

“Sorry, my bad.”

“You almost just bought me a new camera.”

Steph readjusts the light—and what she discovered etched on the rock wall comes into view. The carving is no larger than a clenched fist.

“It looks like an hourglass,” Trent says, reaching out and tracing it with his finger.

Steph swats his hand away so the others can see. “I wonder how old it is.”

“Easily hundreds of years,” Professor Durand says.

Rob points a few feet lower. “There’s another one!” His words echoing all around them.

Trent drops to a knee and leans close to the wall, blocking the camera. “Probably only a handful of people have ever seen these.”

Biting her tongue, Steph slowly pans to the left, the camera light revealing a tight grouping of timeworn images. Drawn on the rock in white paint.

“Oh my God, it’s a school of whales!” Simple joy brimming in her voice.

“Most likely drawn by children,” the professor offers. “See how each one is slightly different?”

“This is so fucking cool!” Rob is rocking back and forth on his heels. All the color returned to his face.

Fascinated, her earlier trepidation all but forgotten, Steph ventures deeper into the cave. The others follow beside her, sticking close to the light. The deeper they go, the more the cave widens. Six feet at its opening, it’s now three times as broad. “Whoa, look at this one.” She stands back so the others can see. “Just like Delaney Collins drew in her diary.”

“All these years later,” Rob says, “and we’re standing right where she once did.”

Professor Durand reaches out and uses a fingernail to scrape away the greenish growth—it could be algae or maybe moss, it’s difficult to tell—that’s partially obscuring the latest discovery.

A triangle has been carved into the stone. Hiding behind it is a larger, inverted triangle. And another beyond that. And so on and so on and so on.

“It almost looks 3D,” Rob says, admiration in his voice.

The professor slowly backs away. “There’s thirteen of them.”

“Does that have any significance?” Steph asks.

“I’m quite sure it does. But what exactly that is, I have no idea.”

“They remind me of religious runes,” Rob says, turning to look behind him. “Don’t you—” Stopping in mid-sentence, he pivots back to the others. “Um… where’s Trent?”

Steph and Professor Durand whirl around, the bouncing glow of the camera light probing the darkness.

“Damn,” Steph says. “He’s always wand—”

And then, echoing from deeper inside the cave: “Yo, guys… you have got to see this!”
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CatwalkEast05.mp4

(10:04 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Jeff shoves his way through the horde of headless mannequins crowded onto the catwalk. Several of them fall to pieces, limbs clattering noisily to the metal walkway before tumbling over the edge to the ground below, while others reach out with pale, flesh-toned plaster hands, grasping the safety railing. Still others turn and grope at Jeff’s shoulders and face as he rushes by.

“Don’t touch me! Don’t fucking touch me!” Swatting away their stiff, infected fingers, he stumbles around the curving catwalk and out of frame.

“They won’t hurt you, Jeffy,” Phil says, his voice sounding closer than ever. “They’re my friends.”

“Philly!” Practically sobbing with relief. “Jesus, dude, what happened to you? You look terrible.”

“Me? I’m fine! The lady in white showed me all their tricks!” That highpitched giggle of his. “Now watch closely and I’ll show you! You’re not gonna believe it, Jeffy!”
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(10:09 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The sprawling image centered in the beam of Trent’s cell phone flashlight is at least seven feet tall and ten feet across. An inverted triangular face, much like the one they’d discovered earlier in the woods, has been carved into the stone wall. Eight eyes, bored deep into the granite, stare back at them. Extending from all three sides of the face—several of them slithering their way onto the cave’s ceiling—are thirteen long, wavy tentacles. In the dim, wavering light, it almost appears as though the creature is swimming in the depths of the ocean.

“Way to scare us, jackass.” Steph’s irritated voice, as the camera light washes over the etching.

“Ho-ly shit!” An incredulous Rob from the shadows behind her. “What do we have here?!”

“Yeah,” Steph says, raising the camera to follow the tentacles along the ceiling. “What the hell is it?”

“An octopus, according to Delaney Collins,” the professor says, “although certainly unlike any I’ve ever seen before.”

“You’ve been reading the diary?” Trent sounds surprised.

A polite nod. “Yes… thank you.”

“Make sure you get a good shot of it, Steph. From different angles.”

“Already on it.”

“We probably shouldn’t linger too long,” Professor Durand says. “If the tide returns, we’ll have a soggy trek back to the path.”

“I don’t know… it feels like it’s watching us,” Rob whispers, any hint of wonder gone from his voice. He stares up at the strange creature, arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t like it. In fact, I’m almost sure I hate it.”

Trent ignores him, his immediate focus elsewhere. A few yards deeper in the cave, his cell phone flashlight reveals a sloping ledge leading down to a pool of water. One of the creature’s tentacles snakes its way down the wall, disappearing beneath the dark surface, only to reemerge on the other side where Trent is standing.

Flashing the light at his feet—and the carved tentacle—Trent begins making his way across the ledge.

Steph: “Trent, don’t!”

Rob: “Dude, we can come back later. With more equipment.”

Professor Durand: “Be careful. Please.”

But it’s too late. He slips, his feet flying out from under him, and we hear the back of his head smack hard against the slick stone.

And then, suddenly, he’s underwater.

Sinking fast in the swirling darkness. The weight of his clothes and boots stealing him farther away from the wavering light shining above him.

Amidst the churning sediment and spiraling bubbles, his arms appear in frame, flailing, stroking, swimming toward the surface, the nowsteady camera light slicing through the murky water, lighting his way and illuminating the bleached bones and skulls scattered along the trench floor.

Trent bursts to the surface, gasping for air, his fingers scrambling to find purchase on the slippery rocks.

“Grab my hand!” Rob shouts.

And then Trent’s no longer alone in the water as someone else bobs to the surface beside him.

Rob and the others begin screaming. Pointing.

Confused and afraid, Trent grabs hold of the person’s arm. Tries to pull them closer. But instead his fingers plunge through mottled flesh, sinking deeper until they’re grasping nothing more than a slick bundle of brittle bones. He lets go, panicking.

The camera light veers away, and then quickly returns…

… exposing Phil Park’s ravaged purple face. Dark pits where his eyes used to be. Floating flaps of pale flesh that were once his lips. The left side of his nose is missing. Several small crabs are tangled in his hair. One pulls free and scuttles away from the light. A translucent worm, as thick as a human finger, squirms out of his gaping mouth, slithers down what’s left of his chin, back into the water, gliding away to the darkness below.

And this time it’s Trent doing the screaming.
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(10:14 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The narrow catwalk is lined with headless plaster mannequins. Bare chests facing out toward the sea. Some of them so ancient and worn the beacon light appears to shine right through them.

All is silent except for the wind and the waves.

All is still… until a mannequin, its backside streaked with splotches of gray-green mold, skitters into frame and shoulders its way in between two others at the safety railing.

From somewhere nearby, in Jeff’s haunting voice:

“All old men come rolling home…”
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(10:16 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Steph sobs uncontrollably in Trent’s arms, her face buried against his chest. He’s soaking wet, dripping from head to toe, but neither of them seems to notice.

“Try to breathe,” he says, rubbing circles on her back. “Once you’re ready, we’ll get you outside in the fresh air.”

His eyes dull with shock, Rob stands beside them in the chilly darkness. He’s holding the camera, which remains their only source of light, in his swaying right hand. Their shadows dance on the stone ceiling.

“He didn’t show up at dinner…” Switching the camera to his other hand, he glances at Professor Durand. “I really thought he’d left.”

“He did,” the professor says, her voice dropping to a whisper. “It was the lighthouse that called him back.”



[image: ]
TrentBell23.mp4

(10:25 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

They’re standing at the mouth of the cave, staring out at the ocean. It’s turned into a beautiful morning. Bright sunshine. Scattered wispy clouds. Calm waters.

“Dammit!” Trent pats the pockets of his jeans. “I must’ve lost my cell phone when I was underwater.”

Steph wipes her nose on her sleeve. “Mine’s in the van.”

“I left mine upstairs in the lighthouse,” Professor Durand says.

All eyes fall on Rob. He shrugs. “Sorry. Mine’s back there too, hooked up to my laptop.”

“Maybe Jeff saw something on the monitors and called the police.” Steph’s voice teeters between hope and doubt.

“Yeah,” Rob says, “but how will we know?”

“I guess that settles it then,” Trent says, stepping out onto the ledge. “Let’s get out of here.”
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(10:34 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Wait—we can’t just leave him in there.” Steph drags Trent by the arm across the sand. Even in her grief, she makes sure to give the toxic tidal pool a wide berth.

“It’s only until we get the police here.” Now that Trent is outside in the bright light, the extent of his injuries is apparent. His right eye is a swollen slit. There’s a deep gouge that is still bleeding on his forehead, most likely from colliding with a submerged rock. And he’s shivering so hard, his teeth are chattering.

Steph stops at the base of the cliff, looking up. “He was our friend, Trent. I think we should go back and get him.”

“I’m afraid that would be a very bad idea,” Professor Durand says, stepping into frame. The rainbow scarf she had wrapped around her neck earlier is now holding the hair out of her eyes.

“I hate to say it, but I agree.” Rob’s voice is hushed and strained. “I think we should wait for the cops.”

But Steph’s mind is made up, and she isn’t giving in that easily. “How about Trent and I go back and get him, and you two go find help?” She glances at Trent for affirmation.

Sighing, he says, “Just give me a couple minutes and I’ll—”

“Listen to me…” Professor Durand moves front and center. “We need to get out of here and right now.” She glances up at the mouth of the cave. “We don’t know what happened to your friend. It might’ve been an accident and it just as easily might have been something else. Either way, we could all be in imminent danger if we remain here.” She scans their faces to make sure her message is getting through, her eyes finally settling on Trent.

“And you need to go rinse off in the ocean. I know you’re freezing, but it’s the prudent thing to do. There have been vibrio outbreaks in this region bef—”

“Vibafro what?” Rob’s face scrunched up in confusion.

“Vibrio—a flesh-eating bacteria found in salt water.” She’s still staring at Trent. “And you just took a dip in a corpse-infested tidal pool. I think it’s best if you wash that gunk off you, change out of those clothes, and have a physician look you over.”

“I dunno,” Trent mumbles, glancing out at the gray water and shaking even harder. “Isn’t that a little… extreme?”

“Not to be indelicate, but did you notice anything unusual about the condition of your friend’s body?”

“Besides the fact that he was missing half his face?”

Steph smacks him on the shoulder.

“Yes, besides that,” the professor says in a calm voice. “The one thing we do know is that he’s been dead for less than seventy-two hours.” She pauses, whether for effect or because she’s picturing it in her mind. “Didn’t you see the flesh on his arms and neck? It was like he was melting.”
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(11:03 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

Trent clambers up the ledge, making his way between the handful of rocks scattered along the final stretch of dirt slope, and steps onto level ground. The edge of the woods waits a short distance away.

Bending over to catch his breath, he mutters, “I never thought I’d be so happy to see a bunch of goddamn trees.”

Steph and Rob stagger up beside him, followed by Professor Durand. Steph’s eyes are red and swollen from crying. She’s carrying the camera under her arm like a football. Rob pulls out a bottle of water, takes a drink, and offers her the rest. She shakes her head and turns away.

“How’s the headache?” Professor Durand asks. “The sunlight bothering your eyes?”

“All good.” Without even a backward glance at the rocky beach from which they’d just journeyed, Trent begins walking toward the tree line. “I’ve got plenty of Advil in my backpack if I need it.”

The professor eases up beside him, and they enter the forest together. “I’m worried you might have a concussion. You’ll let me know if you get dizzy or lightheaded?”

“I’m fine, honestly.” He steals a glance over his shoulder. “Keep an eye on Steph, though, if you don’t mind. She’s hurting pretty bad.” He hesitates before adding: “We both are.”

Rob calls out from behind them. “I’m guessing we’d hear sirens by now if Jeff called the cops.”

“They’re not coming.”

Everyone stops and turns to look at Steph. She’s staring down at the forest floor, her long hair obscuring her face. The hair tie she’d worn to the beach that morning is missing.

“Why do you say that?” Rob asks.

Still studying the ground at her feet. “Don’t you get it by now?”

Trent goes to her, puts a hand on each of her shoulders. “Hey, look at me.” He gives her a gentle shake. Lowers his voice. “I know this feels like a nightmare… it is a fucking nightmare… but we’re going to be okay. We’re going to get through this.”

She’s crying again. “It’s not going to let us.”

“You’re scared. And exhausted. I am too. We all are. But we just have to wait for the police and—”

“Why can’t you see it?”

“See what, Steph?”

She looks up at him. Tears running down her face. “The lighthouse… it’s not going to let us leave. We’re all going to die here.”
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“That’s the same tree we passed earlier.” Rob points off to his left. “The bent-over one that looks like a scarecrow. I’m pretty sure we just went in a big circle.”

Trent pushes his way through a screen of pine needles, nearly skewering his good eye on a broken branch. “Wasn’t the ocean on our left a few minutes ago?” He stops and listens. “How come it’s on our right now?”

“These woods aren’t that deep, gentlemen,” Professor Durand says. “We just need to keep walking.”

“We are looost… we are looost.” Steph, trailing behind them, in a singsong voice.

“We’re not lost, Steph.” Trent waits for the professor to catch up. “See what I mean? She’s starting to lose it.”

“She’s in shock. We just need to get back to the van.”

“I can hear you talking about me,” Steph says in a haughty voice.

“We’re not talking about you, and we’re not lost.” He glares over his shoulder at her. “Now why don’t you stop being so stubborn and let me carry the camera?”

She hugs it to her chest. “Don’t you dare!”

Trent gives the professor a look and keeps on walking.

A few minutes later, Steph begins singing: “This old man, he played three, he played knick-knack on my knee…”
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(11:56 a.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Oh thank God,” Rob says, nearly doubling over in relief.

Up ahead, through a maze of tangled branches, sunlight reflects off the coils of razor wire running atop the chain-link fence.

“We need to find the gate.” Trent wades into a shallow gully separating them from the outer edge of the tree line, his waterlogged boots plowing a trail through the knee-deep blanket of fallen leaves.

Rob turns to help Steph and the professor. “Be careful on your way down. It’s slippery. Follow Trent’s path.”

Professor Durand goes first, shuffling sideways, leading a subdued Steph by the elbow. The manic energy that had fueled the videographer during the start of this return journey has abandoned her. Her sole remaining purpose, at this point, appears to be protecting her camera.

Rob follows right behind them, his chest-mounted GoPro capturing the surprised look on Trent’s face as Steph ignores his outstretched hand while climbing out of the gully.

As they approach the edge of the forest and the security fence beyond, the base of the lighthouse emerges into view, its upper half obscured by the remaining trees.

Trent looks at the others in disbelief. “How in the hell did we end up all the way back here?”

Somehow, they’ve managed to circle around to the opposite side of fenced-in grounds, coming out as far away as possible from the edge of the cliff.

“Told you we were lost,” Steph says matter-of-factly.

“Okay, so now what?” Rob asks as they trudge out of the woods into bright sunlight. “Do we get Jeff to call the police or just pile in the van and drive to town?”

They look as though they’ve lived through a battle. Their clothes are filthy and torn. Their faces battered and bruised. Even Rob’s head hasn’t been spared; it’s covered in a crosshatch of scratches and scrapes from the many tree branches it made contact with.

“Hellooo,” Rob says, a hint of irritation in his voice. Then he looks up at the lighthouse in the distance and realizes why no one is answering him.

The beacon light in the lantern room is ablaze.
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A maelstrom of red, yellow, and brown leaves, past their prime but still managing to hold on to their autumn splendor. A gust of chill wind frees several of them from their branches. They whirl soundlessly through the air, racing each other to the forest floor.

Steph is back behind the camera again, focusing on the tree line from which they’d just emerged, as if she’s expecting someone else to join them.

“It should be impossible,” Rob says off-screen. “That lantern has been inoperable for decades.”

Steph begins to twirl as she follows behind the others, offering a blurry panorama of late-season foliage, chain-link fence, grassy field, and lighthouse.

“That’s Jeff for you,” Trent says with a measure of pride. “Dude can fix pretty much anything.”

“It wasn’t Jeffy, no sirree.” Steph is facing forward again, focusing the camera on her crewmates as they walk along the perimeter of the fence.

Trent glances over his shoulder at her but doesn’t say anything. The swelling around his eye has gotten worse.

“There!” Rob points up ahead. “Finally!”

Steph zooms the camera past him—straight to the double gate from which they’d first entered the grounds two days earlier.

“Wait a minute…” Professor Durand stammers off-screen. “Is that someone up on the catwalk?”

“I can’t see anything,” Rob says. “It’s too damn bright.”

The professor steps into frame. Squinting, she lifts a hand to block the sun. “It looks like—”

“Are those… mannequins?” Trent says, a touch of irritation in his voice.

Steph stiffens, the camera jerking in her hand, and suddenly the lens is zipping past fluffy white clouds and endless blue sky, closing in on the catwalk with astounding speed and precision…

… where a troop of headless mannequins face out to sea, their plaster hands gripping the iron railing, a single pair of human hands hidden among them.
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(12:16 p.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Well, there you go… that’s why he wasn’t watching our feeds on the monitor and that’s why we don’t hear sirens.” All of Trent’s good nature seems to have crumbled. “Our eye-in-the-fucking-sky was too busy dicking around to do his job.”

The service road leading up to the front gate emerges on the left edge of the bouncing frame. “And how in the hell did we miss the other gate? We had to walk right past it.”

“But we didn’t,” Steph says from behind the camera.

“I, for one, don’t care.” Rob’s scratched-up head is beginning to show signs of sunburn. “I just want to call the cops and get my laptop.”

Trent gazes at him with his good eye. “All I’m saying is, it doesn’t seem possible. We would have had to—”

“Whoa, what’s up with that?” Rob says, gesturing at the several-foot gap between the fence post and the gate. “Is that possible?”

Trent stops and stares at the opening, and then whirls around to Professor Durand. “You left it open!”

Eyes widening, she looks as if she’s been struck. “Excuse me?! I did no such thing!”

“When you walked Parker out yesterday, you never locked it behind him!”

“I certainly did.” She looks around at the others. “I swear.”

“Jeff might’ve unlocked it,” Rob offers. “Maybe he saw what happened in the cave and went looking for us.”

Behind the professor, Steph giggles.

Trent sucks in a deep breath and blows it out again. We can practically hear him counting to ten in his mind. “What. In God’s name. Is so funny, Steph?”

“I saw him.” She lowers the camera, grinning. “Up on the catwalk.”

“Who?”

All at once, everyone except Steph cranes their head toward the top of the lighthouse. She’s still staring at Trent with that odd smile on her face.

“Jeff’s a good boy. He would never trick us twice.”

“You saw Jeff on the catwalk? With the camera?” He reaches for it so he can take a look for himself—but Steph folds her arms around it and once again hugs it to her chest.

A sighing Trent turns away, pushes the gate open wider, and marches inside.
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(12:23 p.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

The exhausted group follows the final stretch of service road toward the van, their shuffling footfalls kicking up clouds of dust in the midday sun.

“The back doors look like they’re open,” Rob says. “Maybe he’s in there waiting for us.”

Trent shakes his head. “He would’ve heard us coming by now.”

“He’s not in the van,” Professor Durand says. She raises a hand and points at the lighthouse’s massive front door. It’s standing wide open.

“Told ya,” Steph says from behind them.
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“Yo, anybody home!” A bedraggled Trent appears at the rear of the van, the others arriving one by one behind him, peering over his shoulder.

The empty chair in front of the monitors has been pushed to the side.

Trent climbs in the back, along with the rest of the group. Right away, he notices Jeff’s shattered cell phone on the countertop, a smear of blood right next to it. “Okay… that’s not good.”

Rob reaches down and touches the blood. Examines his finger. “It’s still fresh.”

Trent picks up the broken phone, carefully taps 9-1-1, and holds it up to his ear. “No service. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” He slides it back onto the counter.

Professor Durand turns to Steph. “How about yours?”

As Trent takes a seat and begins pecking at the keyboard, Steph scoots behind him and unplugs her cell phone from the charging cord. After opening the bright yellow case with the smiley face on it, she taps the screen, listens, and then lowers it with a shrug. “Nothing.”

“This shouldn’t be possible out here,” Trent says. He glances at the others. “There’s a cell tower less than a mile away.”

He pecks at the keyboard some more. The exterior entryway of the lighthouse appears on the large monitor. With each subsequent click of keys comes another vantage point. Interior entryway. Staircase one. Staircase two. And so on, until the lantern room fills the screen, and then finally, the catwalk east…

“There he is!” Trent says, pressing his finger against the screen.

Jeff is barely visible among the throng of mannequins, all of them arranged around the catwalk in nearly identical poses. Standing rigidly, facing the ocean, hands gripping the railing in front of them. Because the mannequins are missing their heads, the profile of Jeff’s angular face can be clearly seen above them. That, and a glimmer of his bright red Doom T-shirt.

Rob leans closer. “What’s he doing just standing there?”

“The van keys,” Professor Durand says from behind them, “where might they be?”

Trent shoots her a look. “We’re not leaving without him.”

“Of course not.” She still appears flustered from their earlier run-in about the unlocked gate. “Robert and I both left our keys upstairs, so…” She glances in the direction of the lighthouse. “I just thought that perhaps the two of us could go for help while you and—”

“Sorry, but I’m not leaving without my laptop,” Rob says, hopping down from the back of the van. “And while I’m up there I might as well pack the rest of my stuff. Once the cops get here, I’m out. This little expedition is over.”

“I’m afraid you’re probably right.” A crestfallen Trent gets up from the chair. “Hang on, I’m going with you.”
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(12:32 p.m., Thursday, October 30, 2025)

“Jesus.” Trent gestures to the left of the door.

At the very edge of frame, lying about fifteen feet away in the browning grass, is a scattering of mannequin parts. A couple of arms and legs, and what’s left of a torso. Shattered into pieces from the fall.

Rob stares up at the catwalk. “Long way down.”

The four of them tiptoe around the jagged plaster fragments as if they are land mines, and enter the lighthouse.
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“I-I don’t know about this…” Professor Durand, her air of reserve finally slipping.

The broken-down bicycle, portable light stand, and floor-to-ceiling dust and cobwebs are back. The shit room door is closed. The entryway exactly as they’d left it earlier this morning.

“You’re welcome to wait in the van,” Trent says. “I’ll grab your keys from your backpack.”

She thinks about it, wrestling with the decision. “No… that’s okay… I’ll go.”

Trent raises his eyebrows. “If you say so.”

“Guys…” Rob says from behind them. “You need to take a look at this.”

They turn around. He’s leaning over, inspecting one of the door hinges.
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“My God,” the professor whispers.

“I’d say it’s pretty much exactly the opposite.” Rob’s eyes darken as he backs away to make room for the others.

Wedged into the doorframe, propping it open, is a wooden crucifix. A pair of pointed horns protrude from the crude figure’s head, which is wrapped in a crown of tiny thorns. Where its mouth is, three small human teeth—similar to the one Trent found inside his sleeping bag—have been hammered into the wood. The tooth in the middle is slightly lower than the two that surround it. The naked figure on the cross appears to be grinning.

“It’s exactly as Livingston described,” Trent says, the awe returning to his voice. “Except for the teeth.” He reaches out his hand…

… and Rob slaps it away. “Don’t touch it!”

Trent, startled, stares at him in disbelief.

“Sorry.” A sheepish look on Rob’s face like he already regrets what he’s done. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

The clang of footsteps on the spiral stairway grabs their attention. The two of them—and Steph’s camera—swing around in time to see Professor Durand disappearing into the shadows. They hurry after her.
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A voice, brimming with panic, from the darkness below: “Something’s wrong with the camera.”

Trent and Professor Durand immediately stop and wait for the others to catch up. Steph eventually appears at the bottom of frame.

“What’s the problem?” Trent asks.

Lowering the camera, she says, “The time code… it stopped working.”

Rob emerges behind her. “What stopped working?”

“The time code on my camera.”

He glances at his wristwatch. “Shit.” Holds it up for them to see—the hands are just spinning.

“Come on. We have to hurry,” the professor says, starting to climb again. “It’s waking up.”
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“I can’t believe he’s dead.” A sob mixed with a chortle.

With Steph’s camera malfunctioning, it’s as if she’s lost her security blanket. Her erratic behavior from earlier in the woods has made a return appearance.

“I wish I knew why Phil came back.” Trent is once again at the front of the single-file line. “And why he didn’t bother to tell us.”

Professor Durand, her voice just loud enough to hear: “I already told you… the lighthouse called him back.”

“Why do you keep saying that?” Rob asks.

“Because it called me too.”
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“It’s not possible. It’s barely noon.”

“Well, we’re not imagining it,” Trent says.

“It’s another trick.”

Trent and Professor Durand huddle in front of the narrow window. In the space above their heads, it’s clear that night has somehow fallen. The hazy lights of Harper’s Cove glow in the distance, a bloated orange moon shining overhead.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Rob says, as he and Steph arrive at the bottom of the frame. He eyes the camera affixed to the wall. “That’s camera three. There’s no way we should already be up this high.”

Steph takes one look at the expression on Trent’s face. “What’s wrong, daddy-o?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” the professor answers for him while doing her best to block the window. “Just keep climbing.”
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Trent stumbles into the living quarters and looks around in disbelief. The others file in right behind him, similar expressions of bewilderment on their faces. Except for Steph—she’s smiling. “Wow, that was fast!” She lifts the camera and starts filming again.

“There’s no way that was two hundred and sixty-eight stairs!” Rob says.

“We weren’t even moving that quickly.” Trent kicks away the puddled tarp that once covered the mannequin limbs.

Professor Durand looks at Steph. “Did you happen to count this time?”

“I did not, Professor Plum in the study with the candlestick.” She giggles. “But I could feel it pulling me… big-time… like an escalator ride gone mad.”

“Speaking of going mad,” Trent says, clearly annoyed. “Can you give it a rest, Steph?”

She starts to say something… then stops and sticks out her tongue at him.
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“Jeff!” Trent cups his hands around his mouth. “Hey! Are you okay?!”

Silence.

Shielding his eyes from the blazing light radiating from the top of the lantern room stairway, he turns back to the others. Rob is stuffing his laptop into his backpack. Professor Durand is gathering her books and papers from beside the rocking chair. Steph is sitting atop her sleeping bag, the camera turned around in her hands, filming herself singing: “This old man, he played nine, he played knickknack on my spine…” If either she or Rob has noticed the cloak of darkness waiting outside the windows, they haven’t mentioned it yet.

“Pack up your stuff,” Trent calls out to them, “and be ready to go when I get back.”

Rob holds up his cell phone with a frown. “Nothing.”

Trent starts toward the metal staircase and the lantern room.
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Trent isn’t prepared for the up-close exposure to the beacon light. The explosion of blinding brightness strikes him as an almost physical blow. Hands in front of his eyes, he emerges from the stairway and immediately staggers backward, managing to catch himself on the railing. Beneath him, the spiral of metal stairs trembles and groans, threatening to pull loose from its moorings.

“Everything okay up there?!” Rob shouts from the service room.

Trent doesn’t answer. Eyes closed, he baby-steps into the center of the room, groping for the power switch located on the wooden base of the beacon-light housing. After a maddeningly long time, he finds the lever and yanks it.

The low-throated growl of machinery powering down fills the room, and then two things happen at once: The rotating lens begins to slow, and the lamp’s oppressive shine begins to dim.

Trent eases his eyes open, allowing them to adjust to the waning light. Almost as if he’s letting them get used to the dark but in reverse. Another thirty seconds pass, and the beacon light, drained of its power, finally goes still and lifeless. Trent backs away and takes a look around.

Out on the catwalk, bathed in silvery moonlight, dozens of mannequins surround him. They’re no longer facing the ocean. Between the time that Trent and the others entered the lighthouse and the moment he arrived in the lantern room, they’ve all somehow managed to turn around, their hairless chests pressing close to the window glass.

On the floor, beside the glass doorway, the jack-o’-lantern—looking significantly larger than the last time we saw it—watches him with flickering triangle eyes.

“Jeff!” Trent calls out, searching the catwalk for his friend. “Don’t move! I’m coming out!” He turns around…

… and runs right into Rob.

“Jesus!” Pushing him away. “Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“I thought you might need help.” Turning in a circle, he scans the ring of mannequins. “Where the hell is he?”

“Out there somewhere,” Trent says, finally on the move. “It’s hard to see with all those damn things.”

The longer Rob studies the mannequins, the more unsettled the expression on his face becomes. By the time they reach the glass doorway, he appears to be on the verge of vomiting. “There’s no way all those mannequins fit under that tarp. Not even half of them.”

“Then where they’d come from?” Trent swings open the door.

“Straight from hell, as far as I’m concerned.”

Trent scoffs, and together, they step outside onto the catwalk…
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… into a chilly, windblown darkness. The metal walkway groans beneath their weight.

“Jeff?” Trent nudges one of the mannequins on the shoulder, as if to confirm that it’s real. “Are you out here?”

No answer. He takes another step.

Behind him, Rob leans close and whispers: “Maybe we should wait for the cops.”

“What for? We’re already here.”

“I know… but…”

“We’ll be fine,” Trent says, his eyes flashing all white and then quickly returning to normal. “Pretend we’re a couple of kids in a haunted house on Halloween.”

Before Rob can answer, a cloud drifts away from the moon, the veil of darkness lifting.

Several mannequins have crowded closer, mere inches away, surrounding them. Each of the plaster figures is now facing in their direction.

“No… fucking… way.” Rob spins around, on the verge of hysterics, searching for an escape route. “This isn’t possible!”

“And yet somehow… it is, isn’t it?” Trent sounds positively gleeful.

“It’s a fucking trick! All of this is!” He pushes past Trent and shoves the closest mannequin out of the way, sending its arms and torso pinwheeling over the railing. They spiral into the dark as the pair of detached legs clatter to the catwalk floor. “C’mon, Jeff, give it a fucking rest! This isn’t funny anymore!”

“It’s not Jeff,” Trent says, gesturing to the gang of mannequins blocking their way. “He couldn’t have done all this. Not by himself.”

“I don’t even care anymore,” Rob says, backing up toward the glass doorway and bumping into another mannequin. “He’s your friend. You go get him.” He turns around…

… and a bright light erupts in their faces, freezing them in place.

“Christ, Steph, get it out of my eyes!”

Standing in the door, she lowers the camera.

Trent moves his hand away from his face. “What are you doing up here?”

“We finished packing,” she says, that strange grin back on her face. “Professor Durand headed down to the van, but I wanted to see Jeffy…”

“She left without us?” Rob’s voice edged with panic.

“We haven’t found him yet.” Trent points to the opposite side of the catwalk. “We think he’s somewhere over there.”

“What are you talking about?” She’s staring directly over his shoulder. “He’s standing right behind you.”
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Trent whirls around on the narrow catwalk and collides with a mannequin sporting two left arms. Shoving it out of the way, he scans the shadows beyond the camera light. “Where? I don’t see…”

And then he does see his old friend. Silhouetted in the half-light of the moon, all but the side of his face hidden behind a cluster of mannequins.

“Christ, Jeff, there you are. You okay? What’s the matter? Why didn’t you answer?”

“Never been better, bud. Thanks for coming.”

“Listen… we need to go inside and talk. Something’s happened to Phil.”

“Oh, I know all about that,” Jeff says, his voice crystal clear above the crash of the waves. “Phil told me everything.”

Trent looks over his shoulder at the others and then back to Jeff again. “Dude, I’m pretty sure we’re not talking about the same thing. Let’s go back inside and I’ll fill you in. And then we’re getting the fuck out of here.”

“Nah.” A gentle shake of his head. “I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re not going anywhere.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because you can’t leave this place. Not really.”

“Dude… I don’t know what you’ve been smoking, but you’re obviously confused.”

“Trent… the lighthouse tricked us.” Jeff’s head disappears from view. It’s difficult to tell because of the shifting shadows, but it appears as though the mannequins have shuffled closer together, forming a protective buffer around him. “Phil told me. They all told me, even the little girls.”

The safety railing next to Trent begins to shake back and forth. Staring down at it, he hears the groan as it strains against its moorings.

Realizing what is about to happen, Trent lunges forward, shoving the mannequins out of his way. Every time one somersaults over the edge, to be swallowed by the darkness, another one seems to be standing in its place.

Up ahead, Jeff emerges from the sea of macabre figures, standing on the railing’s lower rung. Just like the mannequins that surround him, he’s not wearing a stitch of clothing. The triangle face from the trees and the cave has been smeared across his pale chest in what appears to be blood.

“Jeff, stop!” Plaster arms hold Trent back as he struggles to reach his friend.

“It’s okay, T-Breeze, they’re not gonna hurt me.” One at a time, Jeff swings his legs over the top of the railing. He turns to Trent. The pupils of his eyes are rolled all the way back, only the whites now visible in the moonlight. “The lady in white showed Philly… then he showed me… and now I’ll show you.”

He arches his back into the wind, crosses his arms over his chest, and lets himself fall.
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Rob paces back and forth, disappearing from camera range and then, a few seconds later, reappearing. He’s muttering to himself, both of his hands planted atop his head, as though he’s trying to make sense of what he just witnessed.

On the opposite side of the room, the glass doorway to the catwalk stands open. A few feet in front of it, Trent hugs a sobbing Steph, consoling her.

“I… told… told you… it’s not going to let us leave.”

“We’ll see about that,” Trent says, glancing over his shoulder at the door. “It might’ve gotten to Phil and Jeff, but the rest of us won’t be so goddamn easy.”

She looks up at him, her chin trembling. “I was supposed to help Jeff pick out a puppy when we got back…” And that’s as far as she makes it before breaking down again.

“Dammit!”

An enraged Rob strides into frame behind them and, in one fluid motion, kicks the glowing jack-o’-lantern across the room, smashing it to pieces. A tangled mass of pumpkin guts splats against the window and slowly slides down the night-stained glass, leaving behind a greasy smear. Outside, an orderly row of mannequins—once again facing them—watch their every move.

“That’s it!” Rob says. “I’m done!” He stops by the mouth of the stairway and looks back at them. “Did you see his fucking eyes before he jumped?”
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The three of them—backpacks slung over their shoulders, sleeping bags and coolers left behind—quickly descend the metal stairway into the living quarters, this time with Rob in the lead.
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“That wasn’t there bef—” Steph lowers the camera in surprise.

A tower of old furniture stands in the center of the room. Like some kind of miniature wicker man. Several old chairs. A small dinette table. A bookshelf missing most of its shelves. Stacked precariously atop each other, nearly reaching the ceiling. Scattered around its base, torn-out pages from the replica Delaney Collins diary.

“Don’t even look at it,” Rob says, clambering down the stone stairway “Just keep walking.”
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“Professor Durand?!” Trent’s voice reverberates off the stone walls.

“Maybe she already left to go get help,” Rob says. “She couldn’t wait to get out of this place.”

Behind them, Steph says, “She didn’t leave.”
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Trent, Rob, and Steph traverse the spiral stairway—passing in and out of frame in a matter of seconds—only this time they appear to be wearing nineteenth-century clothing.
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One after the other, dressed in their normal outfits again, the three of them spill out of the stairway onto the lower landing—and stumble to a stop.

The lighthouse door is closed tight.

Right beside it, Professor Durand sits on the floor with her back up against the wall. Her head is hanging down, her long dark hair obscuring her face like a veil. Despite their noisy arrival, she doesn’t move.

They glance uneasily at each other, and then Rob inches closer. “Professor Durand…?”

No response.

The obscene wooden crucifix lies at the professor’s feet. Splintered into pieces. The tiny teeth have been jarred loose. One of them is missing.

“Professor…?” Rob drops to a knee beside her. “Is there—”

She looks up at him with haunted eyes. “It’s too late. We’re locked inside.”
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Trent turns the knob. It wiggles back and forth with a loud clicking sound, but the door doesn’t budge.

“It doesn’t feel like it’s locked.” He gives the doorknob another tug. “Jammed, maybe.”

Rob appears on-screen, the scratches on his head red and angry in the shine of the portable light stand. Using both hands, he gives the door a try. Same result. “There’s a little give, and then it just stops… almost like someone’s yanking on it from the other side.”

“Yankie wankie,” Steph says from behind the camera, and the scorching look Trent gives her is enough to stop the giggle in her throat.

“No phone service and no way out…” Professor Durand edges into frame, looking at the camera with those same tortured eyes. “We’re trapped.”

“We’re not trapped,” Trent says with a hardness in his voice. “We can turn the beacon light back on. That’ll attract atten—”

The professor shakes her head. “Someone would have come by now to investigate.”

“She’s right. I’m not entirely convinced that anyone else can even see it,” Rob says.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It’s midafternoon and yet it’s somehow pitch dark outside. You think it’s the same for everyone else in Harper’s Cove? All those fishermen out on their boats?” He gazes at the mouth of the staircase. “I don’t. I think it’s the lighthouse playing tricks on us. And I think the beacon light is just more of the same.”

Trent thinks about it. Starts to say something, then stops himself.

“So we’re back to being trapped again,” the professor says.

“Maybe not.” Rob begins rooting through his knapsack. “We still might be able to signal a ship… or maybe someone in town.”

“Using what?” Trent asks.

“This.” Rob holds up a flashlight. “I forgot to take it with me to the beach this morning. The batteries should be pretty fresh.” He turns to Professor Durand. “Can you show me how to signal SOS?”
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“They’re both half out of their minds,” Rob says, glancing at Steph and Professor Durand huddled by the door. Every so often, the professor reaches out and gives the knob a jiggle. “I really don’t think we should leave them alone.”

“Stay here if you want, but I’m going.” The tone of Trent’s voice leaving little room for further argument.

An irritated Rob holds up the flashlight. “Not with this you’re not.”

Thunderclouds arise in Trent’s eyes, and for a split second, it appears as though he may lunge and snatch the light from Rob’s hand. The ghost hunter actually shrinks away from him, tucking the flashlight against his leg. And then, just like that, the buzz of violence is gone from the air, and Trent is back to normal. He offers a tired shrug.

“Fine, we’ll go together.” Turning away, he adds, “Just let me go tell Steph.”

As Trent makes his way across the room from where they were standing by the shit room door, Rob takes off up the spiral stairway.
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Rob, really hustling, ascends the stone stairs, the flashlight dark in his hand. Trent is nowhere in sight.
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“Your boss has quite the temper,” Professor Durand says.

She and Steph are sitting side by side against the wall. Steph’s legs are crossed in front of her, the video camera resting in her lap.

“He doesn’t like being left out.” She hesitates, and then adds, “Of anything.”

“I know this lighthouse is his shiny new toy… but don’t you think he’s become a little too attached? Especially to the catwalk.”

“He can have it.” Steph looks around and shudders. “Once we leave this place—if we leave this place—I’m never coming back.”

“Story of my life,” the professor says with nary a trace of good humor.

Steph wipes her nose on the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “Jesus. I’m gonna have to tell Jeff’s mother that he’s dead. Trent’s a big chicken, and I can’t let the police do it.”

“If that duty falls upon you, I’m certain you’ll perform it with grace and dignity.”

“That makes one of us.” She stifles a cough with her hand. “At least Phil’s parents are both gone. He has an older sister in Seattle, but they’re not very close. She’s an elementary school teacher.”

“Speaking of sisters, you started to say something the other day… about Trent’s sister…?” Professor Durand trails off.

Steph nods. “They were best friends growing up. When she—”

creeeaaakkk

Across the entryway, the shit room door eases open.
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Trent, his face twisted in silent rage, sprints up the stairs.
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Holding hands, Steph and Professor Durand make their way across the room, the sides of their heads practically touching. The shuffling of their shoes on the dirty floor is unnervingly loud, as is the sound of their ragged breathing.

“Hellooo,” Steph says in that singsong voice of hers. “Is anybody in there?”

The professor looks at the younger woman as though she’s lost her mind.

“Sorry,” Steph whispers.

And then they’re standing beside the shit room door. Taking a deep breath, they let go of each other’s hands. After a moment, Steph slowly leans forward to peek around the corner—but Professor Durand stops her.

Mouthing On three, she holds up a finger…

… then two…

… and three.

Together, fists raised in front of them, they leap forward, blocking the doorway.

On the floor inside the dark, cramped room, leaning against the wall, is a bloody hammer.
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Beads of sweat glisten on Rob’s face.

“Hail Mary, full of grace…”

The flashlight beam stabs the air, fluttering across the stairs above him.

“… the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women…”

As he reaches the halfway point of the vertical frame, a hulking shadow appears behind him.

“… blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus…”

He jerks the flashlight across his body—as if he hears something moving up ahead—and the silver crucifix clutched in his left hand swims into view.

“… pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death.”

From just over his shoulder, in a distinctly Irish accent, comes a second voice:

“Amen.”
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“Don’t touch it!”

Professor Durand recoils at the sound of Steph’s shrill voice, the upper half of her body reemerging from the darkness inside the shit room. “I wasn’t going to… I was just trying to see if it matched—”

“—the hammer that was used to kill Delaney Collins and her family,” Steph finishes for her. “It does, doesn’t it?”

“It would appear so.”

“I think we should just—”

Vrrrrr…

They both look down at the pocket of Steph’s jeans.

Vrrrrr…

“Your phone!” the professor shouts. “Answer it!”

Steph slides the iPhone out of her pocket. Looks at the screen. UNKNOWN CALLER.

Vrrrrr…

“Are you sure that’s a goo—”

Professor Durand snatches the phone from her hand. Hits ACCEPT. “Hello?! Hello?!”

A buzz saw of static on the other end.

She pulls it away from her ear and taps SPEAKER. “Hello?! Please! Hello?!”

A garbled, unintelligible snatch of words.

“I can’t understand you!” Raising her voice. “My name’s Catherine Durand. I’m trapped inside the Widow’s Point lighthouse along with four… three others.”

The static fades, replaced by a series of crackling and popping sounds, as if whoever is on the other end is walking on a giant sheet of Bubble Wrap.

“Please, send help! There’s been an accident and—”

“Kitcat.” Clear as day now. “The hammer… take the hammer with you before…”

We can see the life drain out of the professor’s body all at once. She places a hand on the wall to keep herself upright. “Da-daddy?”

“GETOUTGETOUTGETOUTGETOUTGETOUTGE—”

The phone goes dead in her hand.

And then there’s only darkness.
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Moving fast, Trent glances at the camera—the whites of his unblinking eyes flashing across the screen.

He’s muttering in the voice of Thomas Livingston:

“Fault? Oh… now you want to talk about fault.” He makes a sound between a laugh and a groan and draws it out until it becomes a piddling whine. He smacks his hand against his own face, his pinky finger fish-hooking the inside of his cheek.

“ItoldyoutherulesItoldyoutherulesItoldyoutherulesItoldyoutherules ItoldyoutherulesItoldyoutherules…”
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Rob leaps from the mouth of the stairway and dashes across the living quarters to the makeshift bathroom. As quietly as possible, he slips behind the plastic curtain and pulls it closed. Sitting on the portable toilet, he tucks his legs underneath him and out of view. Then he switches off the flash-light.

Somewhere below him, on the spiral stairway, a jovial baritone voice cries out: “Haven’t forgotten m’ Sunday lessons just yet, Robby boy! Let’s have another go then, shall we? ‘Glory be to the Father! And to the Son!’”

Shaking so hard he can barely keep hold of it, Rob raises the silver crucifix in front of his face. Closing his eyes, he whispers, “I rebuke you. I rebuke you in the name of Christ.”

“Yee. That’s right,” the deep Irish voice intones. “The name o’ the Son do be Christ, it do.”

And then there’s a burst of booming laughter from deep within the stairwell. Loud enough to rattle the floorboards beneath Rob’s feet and shake the gray plastic curtain in front of him.

“But aye… he’s not here right now, Robby boy. Not’n this place. Never was.”
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“… fessor! Please! Wake up!”

Professor Durand stirs and slowly opens her eyes. She’s sitting on the ground, slumped against the wall. A worried Steph is kneeling in front of her, holding her upright by the shoulders.

“Oh thank God… you’re okay.”

The professor groans and tries to get up, but Steph stops her.

“Not yet.” She brushes hair out of the older woman’s face. “Rest for a couple minutes first.”

Professor Durand’s eyes widen and she begins frantically searching the rough stone floor around them. “Your phone… where is it?!”

Steph calmly reaches into the pocket of her sweatshirt and pulls it out. “I already tried. Still no—”

The professor snatches it from her hand and raises it to her ear. “Hello?! Hello?! Can you hear me?!”

After several seconds of silence, she lowers the phone and stares dully at the screen. There are tears in her eyes when she finally looks up at Steph. “Did you hear him… before? My father?”

Steph hesitates before answering. “I heard someone… but I’m pretty sure it came from up there.” She glances nervously at the mouth of the stairway.

“No no no.” The professor pushes herself up to her feet, and this time Steph lets her. “It was him. He called me Kitcat. And warned us—”

She stops in mid-sentence and makes a beeline for the shit room. The door is still open. She ducks inside and reemerges a few seconds later holding the hammer.

“Whoa.” Steph raises her hands and backs away. “What are you gonna do with that?”

The hammer is clearly visible in the light, snatches of bloody hair and chunks of dried-out flesh and bone encrusted upon its blunt face.

“What I was warned to do.” Hefting it in her hand, she starts for the spiral stairway. “You coming or not?”
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No longer moving fast, Trent creeps up the stairway, one hand gripping the railing, head tilted to the side as though he’s listening for something. The whites of his eyes have returned to normal. Tears stream down his face.

“How was I supposed to know…” he whimpers. “I did what you told me… How was I supposed to—”

He jerks his head around, eyes flashing wide, peering into the well of darkness below.

“No… please… don’t… yes, I told you I’ll stop him…”

He begins running again.
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Carrying the gore-stained hammer in both hands, Professor Durand disappears into the stairway.

“Wait!” Steph shouts, reaching down to the floor to grab her camera. “Where are we going?”

From up ahead in the darkness, we hear the professor’s response:

“Trent’s listening to the lighthouse! We have to stop him!”
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A shaky hand reaches into frame and nudges aside the plastic curtain. The living quarters are still and silent, the stairway opening on the opposite side of the room a dark, gaping fissure.

“I… I think he’s gone.”

A click and a blurry swirl as Rob detaches the GoPro from his chest harness and holds it up in his hand. His gaunt face slowly comes into focus.

“That had to be Joseph O’Leary.” He wipes a trickle of sweat from his brow. “Good God, he knew my name.”

His breathing quickens. Within seconds, he’s gasping for air, on the verge of a panic attack. He places the hand still gripping the silver crucifix atop his heart. “It’s okay… it’s okay…” he whispers. “I just need to calm down.”

Measuring his breaths, he stares into the camera.

“My name is Robert Stearns Elliott, and I’m trapped inside the Widow’s Point lighthouse in Harper’s Cove, Nova Scotia.”

He squeezes his eyes closed and then opens them again. “If you’re watching this, I’m probably already dead. Or even worse.”

He lowers the cross from his chest.

“Today is October 30… although to be honest, I can’t be entirely sure of that. It’s hard to be certain of anything in here. Day is night, and night is day. Time and distance truly don’t seem to matter.

“I swear to you… this isn’t another Blair Witch Project… this is really happening.

“There were six of us when we started, but only four of us remain. You can find Phil Park’s body in the cave at the base of the cliff. We still have no idea how he died. He wasn’t even supposed to be here. If you’re watching this video, then you probably already know what happened to Jeff Koch.”

He rubs his beard with his knuckles, never loosening his grip on the crucifix. “I have the utmost respect for the supernatural and spiritual worlds. I’ve devoted a lifetime to their studies.”

His voice cracks.

“But I, like so many others before me, vastly underestimated the power of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. The hunger. The spirits here are… angry. Their games spiteful. Orchestrated. Something is conducting this lurid symphony… a force that titters in the face of all the Abrahamic defenses at my disposal.

“I can feel it reaching for me. The dead are its fingers.

“I’m beginning to think that Stephanie may be right. It’s not going to let us leave. And if that’s indeed the case, then I need to—”

The sound of hurried footsteps on the stairway cuts him off. He shifts the camera, backs away, reaching out to close the curtain…

—the screen ripples in a blink-and-it’s-gone wave of static—

… and then the gray plastic curtain is no longer there…

… and his hand is grasping the polished brass knob of a wood-slat closet door.

Lantern light flickers in the narrow space beneath the door, revealing the muddied tips of his boots. The closet is small. A broom and mop leaning in one corner. Several pairs of shoes stacked in another.

The footfalls stop in the next room.

There is a child’s muffled cry.

And then muted voices.

Straining to hear what’s being said, Rob steadies himself and eases open the door.

Peeking out through a several-inch gap, holding the GoPro in front of him, a child’s dark bedroom comes into view. Hand-carved and -painted horse figurines decorate a small dresser. Colored pencils, drawings of animals and ships, an array of hair ribbons, and a familiar leather diary are scattered atop a nearby desk. A pile of storybooks sits off to the side. Centered against the opposite wall is a pair of narrow beds, a guttering lantern positioned on a stool in between them.

A man stands beside the lantern. Staring down at the bed on the left where a small figure is hiding beneath a threadbare yellow blanket. It’s a young girl. Trembling in fear. A tangle of long red hair sticks out from under the covers and her sobbing can be plainly heard.

The massive shadow man towering above her is almost as tall as the ceiling. His forearms are meaty slabs, his flexing fingers like links of swollen sausage. He’s sweating, his untucked blouse stained below the armpits and along his spine. His breathless panting is more animal than human. His large frame is blocking the lantern light from reaching the other bed behind him.

Rob’s leg suddenly cramping in the tight confines of the closet, he shifts his weight to relieve the clutching pain.

KREEE!

The floor creaks noisily beneath him.

The beast of a man turns his head.

Rob freezes, holding his breath.

The man grunts but doesn’t move from between the beds.

The muscle in Rob’s calf spasms again and then abruptly tightens as if someone is squeezing it in a vise. He sucks in his breath to keep from crying out.

KREEE!

The man half turns in his direction—and Rob gets a look at his face. Blood is splattered across his ruddy cheeks and beard. He grins and even his teeth are streaked a deep crimson.

“Me hammer, Robby. Where’s me hammer?!”

Underneath the blanket, the girl’s sobs grow louder. “PleasehelpmeMommy.”

Stirred by her fear, the man strides to the foot of the little girl’s bed, freeing the meager lantern light to stream into the rest of the room.

No longer in shadow, the bed on the right resembles a slaughterhouse. The balled-up blanket and pillow soaked in a sea of blood and streaked with bits of glistening gore. The wall behind it is splashed in a still-dripping Rorschach pattern. The tiny battered figure, crumpled at the head of the bed, as if he were trying to escape through the wall, no longer resembling anything remotely human.

As hot bile rushes up his throat, Rob jerks backward, knocking over the broom. It clatters to the floor.

THRAANNGGG!

The screen now completely black, the man’s voice calls out: “It takes me longer when y’hide me hammer, Robby boy.” A deep-throated growl. “I don like to do that. Especially not to her.”

A rapid shuffle of footsteps—and then a loud guttural scream echoes in the darkness. When it finally dies down, there’s a series of heavy thuds followed by meaty, wet smacking sounds. And then a long, gurgling whimper choked away to silence. “Hadda use me bare hands this time, lad.” Once again, that ragged animal breathing. “Now that I do like. Blessins ’n curses, y’know?”

His hand shaking, Rob raises the GoPro, and a sliver of open doorway swirls into view. He leans over and takes a look—and what he sees makes fingers of ice wrap around his throat.

Joseph O’Leary is standing in the center of the room, no more than fifteen feet away, staring directly at the closet. It looks like he’s wearing a bib of blood. What’s left of Delaney Collins is crumpled on the floor behind him. O’Leary solemnly scratches his head. “Now look what y’made me do. Are y’proud of yaself, boy?”

In the blink of an eye, O’Leary is now close enough to reach out and grab the doorknob.

Before he can, Rob makes a break for it. Flinging open the door, he swerves around a surprised O’Leary and dashes out of the bedroom…

… into an impossibly long corridor. Longer than the lighthouse is tall, there’s no way such a thing could exist. Yet here it is.

The endless stone tunnel is lined on both sides with doors of all shapes and sizes—and they are flailing wildly, opening and closing, slamming into Rob as he flees.

Somewhere, in the shadows behind him, Joseph O’Leary bellows with laughter. “If ya ain’t sorry now, boy, you will be soon enough! Ho ho! You’ll be plenty sorry, Robby boy!”

Rob stumbles through the maelstrom of thrashing doors, his arms battered and bleeding. Behind one gaping doorway, he glimpses an alien landscape of bright red sand dunes stretching to the horizon beneath a yellow-and-purple sky. In the distance, ant-like creatures wearing goggles march in a staggered line. Behind another door, he sees a ten-man firing squad dressed in gray Confederate uniforms, their spit-shone rifles raised and pointing at a sobbing Delaney Collins staked to a wooden post. In her lashed-together hands, she holds her diary.

“Won’t be long now, Robby! I’ma coming for ya!”

Clutching the silver crucifix in his right hand, Rob catches a doorknob shaped like a wolf’s head square in the testicles. Doubled over in pain, he spots up ahead a doorless opening in the wall. Amber light spills from the other side. He breaks into a hunched-over sprint, hurls himself through the gap, and hits the ground hard, rattling his teeth, rolling…

… and scrambling to his feet—inside the service room.

A glowing brass lantern hangs from a rope attached to the ceiling. A large oak desk is tucked against the curved wall, its polished surface stacked with shipping logs. There are no cobwebs hanging from the support beams. No dust on the furniture. The room is exactly as Jeff had found it earlier. Like stepping into a time machine.

Behind him, someone begins to whistle. A familiar tune.

Trembling with terror and exhaustion, Rob slowly turns around, bracing himself for what he’ll find there.

A woman wearing a yellow dress, her long blond hair gathered in a bun, stands in front of the window. A mannequin, untouched by time, is propped up on a stand beside her. Her back to Rob, the woman uses scissors to trim a pale, skin-toned garment.

“H-hello?” Rob’s ragged voice like that of a stranger.

Still whistling, the woman pays him no mind. She continues to attend to the mannequin, measuring the strange fabric and cutting it to size.

Rob eases closer, eyeing the metal stairway across the room.

“Listen… I… I need help. Please. I need to get out of here.”

If she hears him, she gives no indication. Just keeps on whistling and snip-snip-snipping with the scissors.

Another few steps, and Rob is almost close enough to reach out and touch her—but before he can, the woman swings around.

She’s wearing someone else’s face. A mask of human flesh, the blood-rouged skin cracked and leathery. The ragged edges, held in place by stitches of dark thread, curling and discolored.

“All this time you’ve been searching, ghost hunter,” the woman hisses with a lipless grin, “and now that you’ve found us…”

She reaches out with her scissors.

“The real hunt begins.”

Snip-snip-snip.

Rob takes off screaming down the stairs.
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Night vision mode has been activated on the camera, the narrow staircase transformed into a bouncing kaleidoscope of floating green pixels.

Professor Durand trudges onward and upward, the hammer clutched tightly against her hip. Behind her, an exhausted Steph struggles to keep pace. She’s all but given up on holding the camera steady.

The professor suddenly stops and whirls around, the whites of her widening eyes luminous in the night vision glow. Steph swerves to the side, just in time to narrowly avoid slamming into her with the camera.

“Did you hear that?” Professor Durand whispers.

“Hear what?” Steph sounds like she just wants to lie down on the floor and go to sleep.

Instead of answering right away, the professor studies the shadows over Steph’s shoulder, and then abruptly turns and starts climbing again. “It was Robert. We need to hurry.”
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“Rob! Wait for me!”

Trent emerges from the spiral stairway. No longer wearing a shirt, his hairless pecs and six-pack abs glisten with perspiration. Spread across his torso is a giant tattoo of an angel with its wings unfurled. Directly above it, a series of Roman numerals.

He gazes around the room with eyes that are burning with malice. His hands are curled into white-knuckled fists, his hair sticking up in sweaty spikes.

Realizing that Rob isn’t there, he growls in frustration and kicks an old lantern off its perch atop a three-legged chair. What’s left of its glass cage shatters on the floor at his feet. “Goddammit!”

As he makes his way toward the metal stairs on the opposite side of the room—revealing an even larger tattoo on his back of a young smiling girl with long wavy hair—the camera captures a living quarters that has once again returned to its present-day state. Cardboard boxes and broken furniture scattered everywhere. The discarded tarp heaped on the ground. The plastic gray curtain shielding the portable bathroom nearly torn off its hooks. A few feet away, there’s something on the floor. Trent bends over and picks it up.

Rob’s flashlight.

A grin returning to his face, Trent pushes the button, but nothing happens. He gives it a shake and tries again. Still no luck.

He tosses the flashlight into the corner and bounds up the stairs…
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… into the service room.

It takes him only a handful of seconds to determine that the room is empty. Eyes darkening another shade, he glances up at the ceiling.

“I’m coming, you son of a bitch.”

And then he’s clanging up the stairs to the lantern room.
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Professor Durand emerges from the bottom of the screen, the rhythmic slap of her shoes on the stone stairs announcing her arrival.

“I honestly don’t know…”

Steph stumbles into frame behind her. No longer filming, the camera dangles from her hand. “I just don’t think Trent would hurt anyone… especially Rob.”

“He may not have a choice.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he may not be in control anymore.” The professor glances over her shoulder at Steph. “I told you he was listening to the lighthouse, but it’s more than that. He’s become intoxicated.”
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The jack-o’-lantern Rob smashed into pieces earlier in the night has somehow managed to reconstitute itself. Not only that, it’s traveled across the room to a new resting spot, its candle now relit.

Halfway up the spiral stairway, Trent spots the flickering grin and triangle eyes waiting for him at the top. He smiles and mutters “How cool is that?” but still gives the glowing pumpkin a wide berth in passing.

The rest of the lantern room is dark, the sky outside the floor-to-ceiling windows even darker. The full moon has vanished.

“Rob? You up here?”

Only silence.

“Hello?”

Trent feels his way into the center of the room, and his hands eventually settle on the rough surface of the control panel. You can hear his fingers spider-crawl across the wooden platform until they graze and then grasp the cold metal of the power switch. And pull it.

The lantern explodes to life. There’s no whirring as the lens is raised into position. No buzzing as the lamp warms up. One moment there is darkness, the next he is standing beside the sun.

Backing away, Trent jams his hands over his eyes.

Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the mannequins are gone. The catwalk is empty.

Rob is nowhere in sight.
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Moving as fast as his battered body will allow, Rob flees down the stairway, the GoPro in one hand, the crucifix in the other. Booming footfalls, impossibly loud, echo above him, as though he’s being pursued by a granite statue come to life.

“I think I’m gaining ground,” he mutters in between gasps for air. “Although what does it matter? If that door’s still locked, I’m a dead—”

Rob gasps as his feet become tangled, and all of a sudden he’s flailing forward into open air. He lands hard on his shoulder and somersaults down the stairs. As the GoPro jars loose from his hand, the screen does a washing machine tumble right along with him. The camera bounces once, twice, three times, and then skitters to a stop. In the hazy gloom of the stairway, a rough stone wall shrouded with cobwebs settles into frame.

Rob whimpers in pain as the booming footsteps come closer.
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Trent storms into the service room, bashing his knee against the coffee table and kicking a pair of sleeping bags out of his way. A tube of ChapStick and a pair of wire-framed glasses skid across the floor and settle to a stop beside Professor Durand’s rocking chair.

In the glare of bright light shining down from the lantern room, Trent looks around, his eyes narrow and probing, like that of a schoolyard bully playing hide-and-seek. In his right hand, he holds a length of metal pipe, maybe fourteen inches long.

“I know you’re in here, Robby boy.”

He shoves an old dresser away from the wall, checking the shadowed space behind it.

“Whaddya say you come on out so we can have ourselves a little chat? I’ve got a couple of friends who would love to meet you…”

He squeezes between a pair of wooden barrels, their bound slats warped and bulging. Pushes aside a crate full of rusty gears and springs. An enormous rat, red eyes glowing, scurries away into the clutter.

Trent grins and a mist of ice-cold breath escapes from his mouth, and quickly dissipates. His bare chest is covered in gooseflesh. “Come out, come out…”
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“… wherever you are.”

Professor Durand and Steph are stepping around the remnants of the shattered lantern on the living quarters floor when they hear Trent’s voice ring out above them. They hurry toward the stairs.
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Trent, who almost certainly hears them coming, is making his way out from behind the barrels, the pipe no longer in his hand, when the women emerge from the stairway.

Feigning surprise, he announces, “Christ, you scared me! What are you guys doing here?” Once again, a vapor trail of mist appears from his mouth.

Professor Durand, the hammer hidden behind her back, gives Steph a look that the younger woman misses. She’s too busy gazing up at the opening to the lantern room. “Hey! You got the warning lamp to wor—”

The professor cuts her off. “Where’s Robert?”

“I was just about to ask you the same thing. I found his flashlight downstairs…” Trent points to the mouth of the stairway. “But no other sign of him. He wasn’t up on the catwalk either.”

Steph smirks around the side of the camera. “What happened to your shirt?”

“I got hot running up and down the stairs.” That boyish grin once again taking over.

“If Rob’s not here,” the professor says, “then where is he?”

“You tell me. Maybe I missed him and he doubled back downstairs?”

“Not possible.” Durand steps into the center of the room and looks around, the bright light momentarily blinding her. Turning away, she shields her eyes with her free hand. “We would have passed him on the stair-way.”

Realizing her mistake, she quickly pivots back to Trent—but it’s too late. He’s staring at the hammer in her hand.

“Whoa… is that what I think it is?”

She slowly raises the hammer in front of her, grimacing at the gore. “We found it downstairs… in the shit room.”

“No… fucking… way.” He takes a step closer and she backs up, bumping into Steph.

“Tell him about the phone call,” the camerawoman says, her voice flush with excitement.

Trent frowns. “What phone call?”

When the professor doesn’t respond, Steph goes on. “Her father called her. Her dead father. On my phone. I couldn’t believe it when it started ringing, but—”

The color rises in Trent’s cheeks. The muscles in his jaw rippling. Through gritted teeth, he says, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. The lighthouse called you?”

Steph laughs. “There you go again, sounding jealous.”

He lunges toward her, spittle flying from his mouth, face twisted in rage. “You’re goddamn right I am… it’s my fucking lighthouse!”
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“I guess I spoke too soon…”

It’s difficult to hear Rob’s voice above the clamor of the approaching footfalls. They sound like thunder on a hot and hazy summer afternoon. It’s also difficult to understand him—and when he picks up the GoPro and turns it around, the reason is painfully apparent.

His face is a pulpy mess. A nasty gash on his bald head is streaming blood into his eyes. His nose, already turning a dark shade of purple, is mashed to one side. And his lower lip, split in several places, is swollen to at least twice its normal size.

“I’m never getting out of this place…” When he speaks, a bubble of blood bursts in his mouth, spattering his untrimmed beard. Still grasping the crucifix, he struggles to his feet and begins limping down the stairs. “If this footage survives, it’s destined to become yet another chapter in the lighthouse’s long and notorious history. Just like the Livingston—”

Chest heaving, he breaks into a violent coughing fit, spraying the camera lens with a scarlet mist.

“To whoever sees this… do not make the same mistake we did. Do not come to the Widow’s Point Lighthouse. Ever. Not unless you’re prepared to destroy it. Every block of stone. Every plank of wood. Haul it all out to sea and bury it a thousand leagues deep.”
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“Jesus, I’m sorry, Steph.”

A much calmer Trent sits on an overturned crate with his hands over his face. When he speaks, you can no longer see his breath. “I don’t know what got into me.”

Standing beside the coffee table, Steph flips him a dismissive wave. “Don’t worry about it, T. Today’s been a long fucking week.”

Professor Durand has moved to the other side of the room, making sure to keep the stairs to her back and the rocking chair between her and Trent. Studying him with a careful gaze, she once again holds the hammer in both of her hands.

Trent looks up at them with a defeated expression on his face. “So what do we do now?”

“Two of your friends are dead and Robert is missing,” the professor says. “I suggest we go get help… right now, before it’s too late for the rest of us.”

He coughs into his hand but doesn’t say anything.

“Trent… you sure you don’t know where Rob is?”

He just stares at her, his intentions unreadable.
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The glowing jack-o’-lantern greets them at the top of the stairs. If anything, it’s grown even fatter—its jigsaw grin yawning wider and hungrier—since the last time it appeared on-screen.

Trent, with a pink blanket from Steph’s sleeping bag draped over his bare shoulders, sidesteps around the pumpkin, allowing first Steph, and then Professor Durand, to enter the lantern room ahead of him. As Durand scoots past, he whispers what sounds like “I need your teeth.”

She turns and gapes at him. “What did you just say?”

He pats his growling belly. “I said ‘I need to eat.’ ”

And heads for the glass door.
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Trent steps out onto the catwalk. A frigid blast of wind wrestles away the blanket from around his shoulders, giving Professor Durand and Steph a good look at the tattoo of the young girl on his back. They exchange a curious glance as Trent reaches around and cinches the blanket in front of him, hanging on for dear life.

The lighthouse beacon sweeps past them, transforming night into day, and then continues on its endless rotation, plunging them back into darkness.

“My God…” the professor says, shivering. “The temperature must’ve dropped at least twenty degrees.”

Trent doesn’t appear to notice. He’s staring greedily down at her side. “Why don’t you let me carry that? It has to be getting heavy.”

She eases the hammer behind her leg. “Thanks… I’m fine.”

He glares at her, his eyes dark slits in the howling wind, and she knows he’s deciding whether to take it by force. Finally, he mumbles, “Whatever you say.” And turns around.

“Everything’s… gone.” Steph from behind them, just loud enough to hear.

The beacon sweeps over their heads again, illuminating an ebony expanse of ocean marked by churning whitecaps.

“Nothing,” Trent says. “Not a single fucking ship.” He shakes the safety railing in frustration.

“Too dangerous.” Professor Durand takes a quick glimpse out to sea, then quickly returns her attention to Trent. “Night like this, they’ll have sought safe harbor until the weather passes.”

“I’m not talking about ships…”

They turn to find Steph standing all the way back by the doorway. She’s facing inland. Pointing. “I’m talking about the town.”

For the first time since stepping outside on the catwalk, Professor Durand forgets about Trent. Her mouth drops open in surprise.

Farther down the coastline—where even in the dead of night there should be streetlights and house lights and clusters of harbor and dock lights shining—there is only darkness.

“I can’t see a single pair of headlights.” Trent’s voice filled with awe.

“Maybe it’s just too early?” Steph offers, although it’s clear that she doesn’t believe it.

“No such thing in a fishing town,” the professor says. She’s too distracted to notice that Trent has moved several feet closer to her. In fact, he’s no longer gazing down the coastline; instead, he’s licking his lips, salivating, as he stares at the hammer.

“Then how… where… is…” Steph spins around and leans over the safety railing.

“No!” Rushing forward, Professor Durand grabs hold of the younger woman’s sweatshirt and yanks her back.

Steph pushes her away. “I wasn’t going to jump, you stupid bitch!” Tears stream down her face. “Look!” And she points over the railing.

Trent beats the professor to it, but only by a second. “Ho-ly shit. You can’t see the lighthouse… You can’t see anything.” Once again, there’s no fear in his voice, only wonder.

And that’s okay… Professor Durand is scared enough for both of them. “It’s like we’re floating in midair.”

As the beacon sweeps past them, the professor switches the hammer to her left hand, away from where Trent is standing. With her free hand, she has a death grip on the railing in front of her.

“Even if we could get out… there’s nothing to get out to…” Steph is sobbing now, on the verge of hysterics.

“We don’t know that!” Professor Durand says, raising her voice above the wind. Hesitant to touch her again, the older woman hovers her hand inches from Steph’s shoulder. “It could all be a trick… some kind of illusion…”

Trent, from behind her: “Or it could be magic!”

Steph stares at the professor, her entire body shaking, and then crumples into her arms, crying even harder. “I’m sorry I called you a—”

A deafening flapping sound drowns out her voice.

All three of them whiplash toward the ocean…

… as the beacon light once again sweeps over their heads…

… capturing in its sun-bright beam a massive winged creature soaring through the air. At least thirty feet across from wingtip to wingtip, its bony skull is shaped like an arrowhead, its torso long and lean and muscular, covered in overlapping rows of gray and green feathers. Its enormous beak, glinting in the moonlight, yawns open, impossibly wide, and the sound born deep within its throat sounds like a ship’s foghorn.

Then the light is gone, and so is the creature.

“Did you see—”

“What in the hell was—”

And then the beacon light returns… and it’s back again.

Farther away this time, soaring far out over the cliffs, effortlessly gliding, gliding, gliding, riding the salt-tinged breeze like a child’s Fourth of July kite, the glassy sea beneath it a mirror maze of stars—

Until a geyser of dark sea water erupts into the sky, higher than the cliff, higher than the lighthouse. Ebony tentacles, glistening, pulsing, probing, too many and too fast to count, wrap the flying beast in their deadly embrace and snatch it to its watery grave.
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“I’ve been walking for what feels like forever… There is no end to this place.”

The ravaged face bouncing in and out of frame is barely recognizable. Both of Rob’s eyes are swollen and bruised. The rivulets of blood running down his forehead and underneath his nose long ago dried up and crusted over. The booming footsteps behind him remain as relentless as his beating heart.

HEEUUUURRRGH!

“The red light on my GoPro is blinking. The battery’s about to die.”

Snip-snip-snip.

A snap of his head. “You hear that?”

Snip-snip-snip.

“The dressmaker has joined in.”

HEEUUUURRRGH!

If Rob can hear the cacophonous grinding of the lighthouse, he gives no indication.

HEEUUUURRRGH!

He steadies the camera, staring into the lens with hopeless, bloodshot eyes.

“It’s all a game to them. It always has been. They can be wherever they want. Whenever they want. So long as you’re trapped inside here, the spirits are omnipotent… or at least whatever lies beneath them is… pulling their strings and pushing their—”

Blackness floods the screen.
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“It was a fucking dinosaur,” Trent says, resting his head against the wall. “And that creature from the cave drawing snagged it out of the air like it was nothing but a butterfly.”

A few feet away, Steph flattens out her sleeping bag and curls on her side on top of it. She sighs and closes her eyes. “I don’t care what it was. I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“What about you, Professor? Now that you got a little long-distance TLC from your old man and your head’s no longer buried in the sand, can you admit what we saw out there?”

Sitting in the rocking chair, the hammer resting in her lap, Professor Durand looks over at him. “We saw the impossible.”

“No such thing in this place.”

She nods, her expression sincere. “I’m inclined to agree with you.”

He chuckles, not kindly. “It’s a shame Rob isn’t around to hear you say that. Would’ve made his day.” His lips curl into a nasty grin. “You know he had a massive crush on you, right?”

The professor ignores him, her fingers squeezing the hammer’s heavy wooden handle. There’s a faint cracking sound beneath her and the chair begins to groan even louder. She ceases rocking, sitting perfectly still, never once taking her eyes off Trent. No one says anything for a long time. The service room eerily quiet. Outside, there are faraway rumbles of thunder.

It’s Trent, of course, who finally breaks the silence. “I wish I knew what time it was. What day it was. We don’t even know if its Halloween yet… or if it already passed us by.”

“What does it matter?” Professor Durand says. “It’s not like we’re going trick-or-treating… or anywhere near that Ouija board again.”

“I guess not.” He reaches down and places his hand flat on the ground. A daddy longlegs changes direction and tries to inch around it. He slides over his hand and the spider crawls atop it. Lifting it close to his face, he watches as the arachnid wriggles up his arm.

“Do you remember the first time we met?”

Trent looks up at Steph in surprise. Her eyes are open, chin resting in her palm.

“Um… first week of middle school?”

“Not quite. My family moved in that August… but we didn’t cross paths until the Halloween dance.”

He smiles and for the first time in a while it appears to be genuine. “You were dressed as a clown and I was—”

“Michael Myers from Halloween.”

“You saved me and Jeffrey that night from getting busted for smoking in the bathroom.”

“Always watching out for my boys… even back then.” She says this with a sad smile.

Trent leans on his elbow and gently nudges the spider back onto the floor. Once free, it quickly scampers away.

“The tattoo on your back…” Steph says. “When did you get it?”

Sitting up again, he pulls the pink blanket snug around his shoulders. “A few weeks ago. Why?” His voice suddenly different.

“Just wondering.”

“Is that your sister?” Unnoticed by either of them, Professor Durand has gotten up from the chair and joined them. She’s standing maybe ten feet away, holding the hammer against her leg.

Clearly not thrilled that she’s intruded upon their conversation, Trent mumbles, “Yeah… Amanda.”

“She was very beautiful.”

He nods but doesn’t say anything.

“How old was she when she passed?”

Steph flashes the professor a look—which she ignores.

“She was twelve.”

“It’s my understanding she died in a canoeing mishap.”

Trent turns and glares at Steph. “And which one of my friends told you that?”

“Actually, it was my friend… Rob showed me an article on his laptop.”

“And may I ask why the two of you were talking about my sister behind my back?”

“You certainly may.” It’s unclear if the professor is simply at the end of her rope and sick and tired of polite pretense, or purposely goading him. Either way, it’s clear she’s getting under his skin.

“Ever since we first arrived, it’s become increasingly clear—to all of us—that your interest in the Widow’s Point Lighthouse was prompted by something more than mere curiosity. I’m guessing it was most likely your sister’s death that brought you here.”

The rippling muscles in his jaw are back. “Is that so?”

“It’s just my opinion, of course.”

Steph pushes up to her feet. “Hey, why don’t we—”

“And look where that kind of thinking got your precious Robert.”

The professor stiffens and stares down at him. “And where exactly is that?”

Trent laughs—and a misty cloud of breath escapes from his lips.

“Did you do something to him?” Steph is standing beside the professor now.

Trent looks at her. “You too, huh?” He lowers his chin to his chest, starting to laugh again, and runs his dirty hands through his hair.

Professor Durand takes a step closer, holding the hammer out in front of her. “Tell us where Rob is—”

“Down,” Trent says in a voice that is not his own. “Down in the rock and the salt…”

He slowly raises his head. And grins.

Steph gasps.

His eyes are white lanterns. Several of his teeth are missing. The ones that remain are gray and rotting. “Down where each line is a circle, and to walk alone is to walk forever.”

The women back away, the hammer in the professor’s hand now forgotten at her side.

“His voice…” Steph stammers. “It’s… just like on the tape… He’s…”

“Thomas Livingston,” the professor finishes.

“At your service, fair ladies.”

Trent suddenly jerks his hand up from his lap and shoves it over his left eye. “Help… me.” This time, in Trent’s own voice, his uncovered eye pleading.

“Oh my God…” Steph stops retreating. “Trent?”

His right hand reaches up and grabs his left by the wrist, wrestles it away from his face. At the same time, he’s lifted up, his back sliding against the wall, his feet dangling in midair, as if he’s being hoisted by a pair of invisible hands.

“It’s been far too long, Catherine,” he says as his feet settle back to the floor. “I told you we’d cross paths again one day.”

Steph’s eyes dart back and forth between the two of them. “What is he talking about?”

“Tell her, Professor.”

“It was… one time… dinner… back when I was living in Boston.” Shame rises in her face. “He tried to convince me to come to the lighthouse. I refused.”

“The way I remember it…” He chuckles salaciously. “… it was a lot more than just dinner… It was the whole damn night and there wasn’t much refusing going on.”

“Shut up! Just shut up, you awful man!”

“In fact, the way I remember it, you screamed my name in the dark, over and over again, and almost tore my back to bloody ribbons when you—”

“STOP IT!”

Trent throws his head back and bellows with laughter. It echoes throughout the lighthouse. His hands still locked in combat with each other—the left intent on covering his eye, the right hell-bent on tearing it away—he walks toward them.

Professor Durand lifts the hammer, but Steph rushes forward to stop her. “Wait! Trent’s still in there!”

As if to prove her point, Trent breaks the grip on his wrist and shoves his hand over his left eye again. The right eye immediately floods with relief. And regret. “I’m… sorry… He tricked me… He…”

His free hand reaches up and rakes at his face, tugging away his other hand, clawing at his eye, fingernails leaving a smear of blood across his cheek.

Steph screams.

Trent’s left eye is gone. Grasped between his dripping fingers. There’s no pupil. No iris. Nothing but a gaping red socket.

With his remaining eye, he stares down at the gory orb in his hand. He rolls it around between his fingers like a marble. And then pops it into his mouth and begins chewing. He grins at them through bloody teeth. “Mmm-mmm! Delightful! Far tastier than the rats!”

Steph charges at him, fists raised, face a mask of fury. “You son of a—!”

Professor Durand lunges to stop her—just grazing the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

With no more urgency than if he were ringing a doorbell, Trent reaches out and throttles Steph by the throat, flinging her to the ground like a rag doll.

The professor is right behind her, swinging the hammer at his head. He sees it coming and sticks out his hand, stopping it cold in his palm. He gives it a shove, sending Professor Durand sprawling on her back. She hits her head on the floor, the hammer tumbling from her grip, sliding beneath the coffee table.

Turning his attention back to Steph, Trent is shocked to find that she’s no longer there. He swings around to look for her—too late. She leaps onto his back, hands tearing at his face.

Roaring in anger, he spins wildly in circles, trying to shake her loose. When that doesn’t work, he slams her hard into the stone wall, once, twice, three times, until she finally lets go and crumples to the floor.

And then he’s on top of her with all of his weight, fingers wrapping around her windpipe, squeezing.

“Trent…” she croaks. “Please…”

“Trent’s gone, honey.” His grip tightens. “But you’ll see him soon enough.”

She twists back and forth beneath him, bucking her hips, kicking out her legs, trying desperately to break free.

He laughs. “You’re a feisty one, aren’t you? It’s almost a shame I have to kill you.” He looks over at Professor Durand, who is lying motionless beside the coffee table. “Actually, you should know, it was the two of them that killed you. Them and their secrets. She knew what this place was, and still she let you come here. Just like she let me. She’s always known.”

Steph’s legs go limp.

“And your oh-so-special Trent… your little knight in shining armor… maybe if he’d been watching his sister at the lake that day instead of fiddling around with his camera and flirting with girls in skimpy bikinis, she’d still be alive today instead of fish food, and then none of you would’ve ever come to this godforsaken place.”

Steph’s right leg twitches and goes still.

“Oh well, at least you won’t be lonely. There are—”

The sound of the hammer caving in the back of Trent’s skull is like dropping a ripe watermelon from a speeding car onto the highway. A sickening crunch, somehow both solid and wet.

His brains splatter the stone wall behind them.

He flops onto his side, dead before he hits the floor.

Professor Durand drops the hammer and slides Steph out from underneath him. She checks her wrist for a pulse and begins administering CPR.
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“What if we’re still locked in?”

Her voice groggy, Steph has one arm draped around Professor Durand’s shoulder, the spiral staircase just wide enough to accommodate the two of them side by side. In her other hand, she’s carrying the camera. Even in the faltering light, we can see that Steph’s neck is badly bruised.

“We won’t be. It’s over now.”

The professor steals a nervous glance at the window. The sky outside is blushing a pastel purple. In the distance, a church steeple rises into the air.

“Look… see… the sun’s rising.”
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“What’s that?”

Professor Durand bends down and picks up a small object from the stair below them. “Rob’s GoPro.” She holds it up for Steph to see.

The younger woman peers into the darkness that awaits them. “Maybe he got out then.”

The professor nods, the slightest of smiles brightening her face. “I bet he did.” She squeezes Steph’s shoulder. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

They limp down the stairs and out of frame.
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Steph and the professor stumble into the entryway and see right away that their prayers have been answered: Not only has the door been unlocked, but it’s standing open several inches, a narrow beam of daylight slanting into the room.

“Oh thank God,” Steph says, hugging the professor’s arm.

Professor Durand reaches for the doorknob but stops before she gets there, her hand hovering inches away. Just below the brass knob, something’s been freshly carved into the wood. She leans closer.

SNOOPY.

Choking back a sob, she places her hand against the door, savoring the feel of the rough wood beneath her palm. She traces each of the letters with her fingertip, one after the other, taking her time. When she’s finished, she notices a scattering of wood shavings on the stone floor at the base of the door. She smiles and looks up at Steph, unable to find the words. Tears sparkle in her eyes.

The younger woman reaches over and squeezes her arm. “He was here with you all this time.” She slips past the professor and steps outside…
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… where the sun is just breaking free of the watery horizon.

A short distance away, the van waits right where they left it, its back windows painted gold by the sunrise. Just beyond it, parked side by side, are Rob’s rental car and the professor’s pickup.

A key ring lands at Steph’s feet, startling her. She bends down, picks it up, and turns around to look at the professor.

But the lighthouse door is already closing. Professor Durand’s solemn face withdrawing into the shadows. “I’m sorry, Stephanie. I can’t leave him.”

The gentlest of clicks resonates as the door eases shut.

“No!” Steph rushes forward, clutches at the knob, tries to push it open. There’s not even the slightest budge. She shoves again and again, using her shoulder this time, throwing all of her weight behind it. But it’s no use. It’s like trying to move a boulder.

And then she hears it, Professor Durand’s muffled voice, happy now, slowly fading as she makes her way up the spiral stairway. “Oh my goodness, yes, we have so much to catch up on…”
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(7:39 a.m., Friday, October 31, 2025)

Over a blurry screen, the slam of the pickup truck door and the engine roaring to life.

There’s a clattering as Steph positions the camera on the dashboard, turning it around to face her. She shifts the truck into gear and presses the gas pedal. The pickup lurches forward and then almost immediately jerks to a stop.

Tears streaming down her face, she presses a button on the door, and the windows glide down. She closes her eyes, takes in a deep breath of salt air, and then opens them again. Leaning across the passenger seat, she gazes in the direction of the lighthouse.

“You promised we’d be safe, T. You fucking promised.”

Sitting up behind the wheel again, squinting in the morning sun, she eases her foot off the brake. The truck rolls toward the open gate, gradually picking up speed.

“We never should have come here.”

As she uses the sleeve of her sweatshirt to wipe the tears from her face, an almost liquid ripple crawls across the screen, there and gone, like an annoying burst of static.

And Trent is sitting in the passenger seat, looking exactly as he did on the morning he first arrived at the lighthouse.

Steph recoils away from him, eyes widening in terror. “Holy shit! What are you—”

She slams on the brakes—but the truck doesn’t respond. It races ahead, gaining more speed.

Trent grins and lifts his filthy boots up onto the dash, clumps of dried mud tumbling to the floorboard.

The steering wheel suddenly jerks in Steph’s hands. The pickup truck veers off the dirt road, bouncing into open field, its shocks groaning in protest.

Steph frantically wrestles to regain control, but the wheel refuses to yield.

Instead, the truck swings in a long, arcing turn, threatening to tilt onto two wheels—and heads straight for the cliff.

Trent places his hands behind his head, a placid expression etched on his face, enjoying the view as the sun-spangled ocean rushes toward them.

Steph grapples for the door handle, tries to shove it open.

But it’s too late. In one final burst of speed, the truck hurtles toward land’s end, its back tires chewing up dirt and stones and clumps of dead grass.

Trent chuckles, the breath escaping from his mouth in a cloud. “I told you… it’s my goddamn lighthouse. Who ever said you could leave?”

And then the truck is airborne, soaring high above the rocky beach, front end dipping into a slow-motion somersault.

Covering her eyes with her hands, Steph screams, and the seagulls answer her.

The camera slides off the dashboard, tumbling end over end. A kaleidoscope of blue sky and ocean, gray rock and sand, and the pickup’s black leather interior consumes the screen—and then, suddenly, the camera is wedged between the headrest and rear window, a final witness to the world falling away.

The screen holds steady for a fleeting moment…

… capturing one final glimpse of the Widow’s Point Lighthouse…

… where a crowd of shadow people observe from the catwalk.

The truck plummets through the air, tires still spinning, and lands on its roof on the rocks below, its gas tank erupting in a fiery inferno—and then there is only darkness.





Excerpted from the December 12, 2025, Friday edition of The Minnesota Star Tribune:

ST. PAUL WOMAN FOUND DEAD—CAUSE YET TO BE DETERMINED

Shortly after 10 a.m. on Thursday, December 11, members of the Minneapolis Police Department performed a welfare check at a fourth-floor residence in the Great Northern Historic Riverside Lofts apartment complex on Kellogg Boulevard in St. Paul. After a brief search they discovered the body of 32-year-old Jezebel Faust on the floor of her bedroom.

According to police, there were no signs of forced entry and no clear indication of foul play. Although St. Paul coroner Thomas Milstead has yet to determine the cause of death, he told reporters that Faust had been deceased for approximately 36 hours.

Faust, an independent data analyst, moved into the Riverside Lofts complex three years ago. Grieving neighbors remembered her as friendly and outgoing. Faust previously lived in Los Angeles, where she worked in the film industry after graduating from UCLA in 2015.

The welfare check was requested by Faust’s fiancé, Leonard Starks, 34, of Los Angeles, after he was unable to reach her. “I knew something was wrong right away,” Starks told the Tribune. “She’d been consumed with her job lately, working long hours, not eating and sleeping enough, but we always stayed in close contact. If we were too busy to call, we texted. But then she just stopped answering.”

Riverside Lofts’ apartment manager, Tammy Terenzi, escorted the responding officers inside Faust’s apartment. “I was only allowed to go in as far as the foyer but I could see right away that the place was a mess. Empty water bottles and fast-food wrappers all over the furniture and floor. Even the fish in the aquarium were dead. But the living room walls were the worst. Every inch covered with either writing or weird drawings or blown-up photographs of an old lighthouse. Talk about creepy. Actually, the mannequin heads were the worst, they were everywhere…”





Live Stream Excerpt—Twitch User: RobTheGhostHunter

(3:13 a.m., Saturday, January 3, 2026)

Soft footsteps shuffle to a halt over a pitch-dark screen.


3:13 SallySeance77: wtf? rob???

3:14 HarpersFerryGhostTours: Who is this? Who’s using RtG’s account?

3:14 ItadoriFlash: woah… did the stream just start?

3:15 MadeInRlyeh: fckn hackers have some respect

3:15 mac2459: where are you? is this rly rob?

3:15 polt3rgh3ist: @twitchsupport can someone please shut this down?

3:16 j0hnd0ugh: too dark can’t see

3:16 cierra117: i thought this guy was dead??

3:16 SallySeance77: this is so messed up

3:16 HarpersFerryGhostTours: Cops never found his body. It could really be Rob…

3:16 SpectralLightOrchestra: ???

3:16 ItadoriFlash: no way no way no way

3:17 polt3rgh3ist: Report and move on. This is in bad taste.

Ragged breathing. Barely audible.

3:17 mac2459: ROB??!!

3:17 SallySeance77: is he alive?!

3:18 ItadoriFlash: WHAT THE FUCK

3:18 MadeInRlyeh: calling it: we’re about to get a crypto ad

3:18 HarpersFerryGhostTours: Where are you!? Do you need help!?!

3:18 polt3rgh3ist: @twitchsupport please do something about this, his death was a very public case

3:19 SpectralLightOrchestra: Trent Bell threw this guy in the sea. Just report as a hack.



A sword of silver moonlight pierces the right side of the screen… yawning wider and wider, as the massive wooden door slowly swings open… revealing a snow-covered field stretching out to a familiar chain-link security gate, and the brooding forest beyond.





AUTHORS’ NOTE

The road traveled during the writing of this novel was a long and winding one. It began in the spring of 2017 as a short story, originally published in Fearful Fathoms, an anthology of “old-fashioned, sea-related horror tales” edited by Mark Parker for his Scarlet Galleon imprint. Immediately after accepting Mark’s kind invitation to contribute a story—what would become our first published collaboration—we decided to write about a haunted lighthouse. Our reasoning was twofold: 1) We were both extremely busy (Billy with his studies and lacrosse at college in Maine; Richard with numerous other writing projects) and didn’t have time to do proper research regarding deep-sea shipping vessels; and 2) We thought most of the other writers would focus on actual seafaring tales, so a scary lighthouse story might have a good chance of standing out.

Into the summer, we swapped the manuscript back and forth via email and eventually ended up with a ten-thousand-word short story that we were both pleased with. “Widow’s Point,” as it was originally titled, certainly didn’t reinvent the wheel when it came to originality or plot, but it was fast and exciting and told in a unique “found footage” format that was neither planned nor forced. It was simply the manner in which the story appeared to us. More importantly, the story was legitimately scary, which had been our dream from the start.

Several months later, Mark Parker published “Widow’s Point” in Fearful Fathoms, and we figured that was the end of it. The book turned out beautifully, a hefty tome graced by gorgeous David Mickolas cover artwork. Reader reception was overwhelmingly positive, and there was even talk of Mark editing a second volume. As for father and son, we’d had an absolute blast writing together and had already decided to eventually do it again. Maybe even as soon as winter break if each of our schedules lightened up.

And then life moved on, as it has a way of doing.

Yet still, the Widow’s Point lighthouse in faraway Nova Scotia wouldn’t leave us alone. It wriggled in the back of our minds like an itch that wouldn’t go away. Harper’s Cove haunted us throughout the summer and into the fall; we never made it to winter break.

Separated by hundreds of miles, neither of us was able to stop thinking about Thomas Livingston and his cursed lighthouse. Weeks into the college semester, there came lengthy text exchanges, what first began as a pointed Hey, I’m starting to think that maybe the Widow’s Point story isn’t quite finished transforming into a spirited game of Ping-Pong—trading additional ideas, characters, and backstory.

Before we knew it, we were back at our keyboards—and “Widow’s Point” the short story had blossomed into Widow’s Point the novella of some 21,000 words. A limited-edition hardcover was published later that year by Cemetery Dance Publications. To the authors’ surprise and delight, it was a smash hit. The initial hardcover print run sold out. The eBook sold into five figures. Foreign rights were snatched up by Germany, Italy, Brazil, and numerous other countries. Even Peter Straub (the king of all ghost stories!) praised the book as “seductive, troubling, and finally throat-gripping.” And that was the happy conclusion of our first collaboration… or so we thought.

Because once again those faraway whispers from the windswept coast of Nova Scotia refused to remain silent: Hey, bozos, you’re still not quite finished. Get back to work.

Fast-forward to early 2023. Agent extraordinaire Kristin Nelson forwarded editor extraordinaire Ed Schlesinger a detailed proposal for a full-length sequel to the original novella. Ed, as usual, came back with a much better idea: What do we do about everyone who’s never read the novella? Why not combine everything into a cohesive timeline so that it becomes a unified, seamless work, and then it’s one big story?

The result: Widow’s Point: The Complete Haunting… the full-length novel you are now holding in your hands. Even before the formal contracts were drawn up, we couldn’t wait to get back to work, this time the pair of us sitting side by side instead of hundreds of miles apart. And wouldn’t you know it, that whispering voice had been right all along: The lighthouse was right there, looming in the fog, just waiting for us to come home.

As we’re sure you can tell by now, we had more fun than should be allowed during the writing of this novel, and as usual, we didn’t do it alone. Our sincere thanks to Kara and Noah Chizmar, Kristin Nelson, Ed Schlesinger, Lucy Nalen, Mackenzie Hickey, Nicole Brugger-Dethmers, Glenn Chadbourne, Paul Michael Kane, and Stephen King. We couldn’t have done it without you wonderful folks, and even if we could, it wouldn’t have been nearly as enjoyable.
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