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        Well, here it is! The book I said I wasn’t going to write.

      

        

      
        I had an inkling people would like ‘Promised Land Lane,’ but little did I know how much love they would have for it.

      

        

      
        I’m immensely proud of my debut novel, and hope you love this as much as the last.

      

        

      
        I wanted to do justice to the characters you all took to your hearts.

      

        

      
        This REALLY is the end of the ‘Promised Land Lane Series’ though!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to my Dad, David Edward Strong.

      

      

      

      
        
        ‘Promised Land Lane’ had to be dedicated to my Mum, but I couldn’t write the sequel without dedicating it to you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Even though we spent years arguing, for me, it wasn’t worth what we lost along the way.

      

      

      

      
        
        I love you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary Baines stared at the gravestone.

      She clutched Tim’s hand tightly and shuddered.

      MILLER was etched deep into the marble in fancy gold lettering.

      “Are you okay?” Tim asked.

      “I just can’t believe it,” Hilary replied. “After everything we’ve all been through together, it comes down to this.”

      “It was an accident, you know that.”

      “I don’t believe it was just an accident, Tim, not after everything that’s happened in the last year.”

      “Don’t start with the conspiracy theories again–it won’t help anyone.”

      “I want to go home,” she said. “I can’t stay here any longer.”

      “Maybe now, you can let it go, and we can move forward with our own lives.”

      “I’ll never rest until I know for sure what happened.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Xochimico.

      Mexico.

      1900.

      

      On a small island just south of Mexico City, between the canals of Xochimico, seven-year-old Florita Cruz’s screams echoed in the clear starry night. She thrashed wildly, her life ebbing away as the seconds passed.

      “Keep still, you little bitch,” Juliet Oswell hissed, easily restraining the child one hand gripping her shoulder, the other hand grabbing a fistful of her thick hair.

      Florita’s eyes were wide with terror. In what would be her final few moments of life, she reached out for the grubby looking doll she’d dropped in the dirt, seemingly desperate for the comfort she thought it would bring her.

      Pathetic little creature, Juliet thought, as she paused from her feed.

      The child continued to struggle, but the hysterical screams had diminished to a long string of moaning sounds.

      “It won’t be long now, little Florita,” she whispered, chillingly. “And then it will all be over, and you can join your wretched mother.”

      A noise momentarily distracted her. She’d forgotten her audience.

      Juliet lifted her head, smiling at the young boy gazing hypnotically at the sight before him.

      Blood dribbled down her own chin and without thinking, she wiped it away with the cuff of her sleeve. Juliet focused her attention on the boy and watched curiously as his eyes rolled to the back of his head, then the familiar sound of his jaw as it cracked and distended shattered the silence of the peaceful island. “Not yet, Luke,” she warned, slightly irritated she’d been disturbed while enjoying the taste of Florita’s blood.

      “I’m sorry, Aunty,” he whispered, his breathing ragged.

      She watched his features revert to human form once again and offered a smile to the boy she’d grown to love as her own.

      Florita’s legs kicked out frantically and with a final shudder, she lost consciousness and hung limp over her captor’s knees.

      Her hunger sated, Juliet looked down, repulsed with the bloody mess dangling across her knees. She pushed the child’s near lifeless body into the dirt, smirking as it landed in a heap.

      Juliet tried to brush the creases out of her long skirt with her hands, but gave up, realizing nobody was around to care about her appearance anyway.

      Looking down at the child lying in the dirt, she sniggered and bent down to pick up the doll Florita had reached out for. Bringing it up to her blood red lips, she whispered an incantation into its tiny ear then blew into its face. Once done, she turned to gaze adoringly at her nephew.

      “Now, my darling,” she cooed, tenderly to Luke. “Take what you need. It will be a long journey home, but you must hurry before her heart stops beating – you must never consume the flesh of the dead.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Luke Whitmore stood mute, swaying from side to side, mesmerized by the gaping wound in the little girl’s shoulder. The exposed flesh had a profound effect on him. He could feel his body changing and stiffened in readiness. Once again, his jaw cracked as the veins in his face darkened and began to pulsate under his skin. He dropped to the floor like an animal preparing to stalk its prey and slowly crawled towards the injured little girl. Sniffing her, he began to tear at her with his sharp fingernails, before dropping pieces of her raw and bloody flesh into his mouth. He greedily drank the last of her blood before once again tearing flesh from her body and noisily consuming it. He was in a blood lust and couldn’t stop himself, despite Juliet’s warning.

      “Enough.” Juliet warned, raising her voice. “If you feed from a corpse, you will die.”

      He took one last bite, then gazed at the little girl as her heart beat for the final time.
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        * * *

      

      Juliet looked on, her heart full of love and admiration for the child she’d raised as her own. She wondered how her sister Samantha had ever been strong enough to send him away.

      She protected the boy with every fibre of her being and cast her mind back to the day he was born. He was magnificent to behold even then, but still, he was shunned by his mortal father and cruelly cast aside as though he were nothing but an animal.

      Luke moved away from the dead child, but Juliet caught the look as it flashed briefly across his face – that same look of disgust she noticed every time he consumed human flesh. “Can we leave now?” he asked, his mood sullen.

      “Not just yet, my darling. I have something to do before we leave.” She waited as he slowly climbed to his knees and reached out to wipe the blood from his chin. “Wait on the boat for me. I’ll be along shortly.”

      “Yes, Aunty,” he said. Skulking off to the boat, he didn’t bother to look back.

      Juliet approached the child’s corpse. She muttered an incantation and the darkness surrounding the island lifted, bringing with it blistering sunlight. It was midday and the heat overwhelming. She hadn’t brought an umbrella to shield her face from the sun and, after a few seconds, was feeling weaker than she would admit to.

      The flies and mosquitos were buzzing loudly and had already settled on the body, preparing to take what they wanted. Batting the annoying insects away, she bent down and grabbed a fistful of the child’s hair and dragged the body away from the edge of the water. Pulling hanging branches from the trees, she covered the girl and with a regal wave of her now gloved hand, flames erupted from the ground, engulfing the body. She inhaled deeply as the burning smell of flesh made her tingle down below. But she had things to do and couldn’t linger, even if she was enjoying the delicious aroma. She would usually take a tasty morsel or two, once the flesh was cooked to her satisfaction–it would sustain the boy for the journey home and wouldn’t arouse suspicion if seen, but there wasn’t time and there would be plenty to feed from instead.

      Juliet dismissed her own cravings, the blistering heat weakening her. The sun was far stronger here than at home and burnt her skin. It was time to leave. She’d stayed far too long already and didn’t want to be seen there.

      She stepped onto the small boat and waved her hand in front of the driver’s face. He looked puzzled for a second, unable to account for the time lapse, but made to leave. It had been a stroke of luck finding the island and she knew she would return one day. She sat next to Luke as he looked down at the doll clutched in her hands.

      “Aunt Juliet, may I give the doll to Maisie?” he asked politely.

      “What a good idea, my darling,” she replied, leaning in and kissing him on the forehead. “We’ll clean it as best we can, and I’ll sew a new dress for it and wash its hair. I’m positive it should be blond, but you’d never know to look at the filthy thing.” She was happy, knowing with the doll in place, she would always be able to see and hear what her sister and wretched husband were doing. It was better than trying to scry through the mirror. Besides, Samantha knew her too well and turned the mirrors around to stop her seeing through them. “As soon as we return, we’ll deliver it to your mother and see that your sister gets it.”

      He reached out gently and took the doll, cradling it in his arms. Despite his true nature, Luke had a gentleness she found disturbing. He spoke of his sister more than she thought he would – his bond to Maisie was close to the bond she shared with her sister. She could see the love he carried for Maisie and worried if he would be able to do what was expected of him when the time came?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      England.

      1960

      

      Juliet was preparing to cross the Atlantic Ocean again, just as she’d done many times over the years. She spent longer periods of time in South America now her beloved sister and nephew were dead, but it was all part of her plan to bring her sister, Samantha and nephew, back.

      Enjoying the crossing in her luxurious cabin, she finally arrived in the United States and crossed the border to Mexico, yearning to see her beloved island again.

      The brightly coloured Trajinera approached and she was excited to see a group of children playing on the island. She sized up which one would become her next meal. Now positively ravenous, she couldn’t wait to eat a delicious and filling meal.

      She cast her mind back to 1901.

      It had only been a couple of weeks since Samantha had been slain at the hands of Mark Whitmore, and overwhelming grief sat heavy in her heart. She’d visited Promised Land Lane after news filtered through to her village that her sister had been found dead, and Maisie and Mark were missing.

      Luke’s existence had been hidden from birth, so nobody would grieve for him even if he was dead. She’d tried to convince herself otherwise, choosing to believe he was simply in hiding, waiting for her to come and rescue him.

      She knew the truth. Samantha was dead – she’d felt the break of their supernatural, yet familial bond at the moment of her death.

      Making her way to the house at the end of the lane, she wasn’t prepared to see it standing empty.

      Juliet pushed the door open – her sixth sense warning her to be wary.

      She could feel no presence of her sister. Samantha was long gone, at the mercy of Moloch, burning in the fires of hell.

      “Luke,” she called out, hoping he would answer. “Are you here, my darling?” She paused to listen, hoping against hope he would appear. “It’s safe now, you can come out.” There was no answer.

      She pulled a mirror from inside her travel bag and whispered into it, demanding to be shown what had come to pass, but it wouldn’t show her what she needed to see. She walked into the kitchen and spied a mirror hanging and whispered into it, asking once again to be shown what had been.

      A faint image appeared in the mirror, then faded. “Show me,” she begged. “I must know.”

      Juliet witnessed the events as though there in person. Witnessing Maisie’s death raised barely a flicker of emotion, more excitement at Samantha’s wickedness. Believing her sister had been cowed by a mortal, it felt good to see her wickedness on full display.

      “Show me Luke,” she ordered, and the mirror did as she commanded. Staggering forward and using the wall to steady her, she cried out. First Luke, then Samantha, had been cruelly beheaded by Mark Whitmore. She screamed, shaking the rafters of the house. Anger erupted inside, and tears fell down her cheeks, devastated by their brutal demise. The death of her nephew hit her like a sledgehammer to the gut. She’d loved him like he was her own child. She gripped the edge of the table, her heart breaking. Continuing to watch, a wicked smile crept across her beautiful face as Maisie crawled out of the well, dragging her wretched father to his death. So, she said to herself, the doll did serve a higher purpose after all.

      There was no time to linger.

      She knew Maisie was near and had to act fast.

      Quickly using magic to cloak herself, she took a last look around before fleeing.

      Juliet knew she would one day return – the secret room was still undiscovered and would help her put her plan into action. It would be many years from now, but when that time came, nobody would stand in her way.

      She said her farewells to the house and hurried along Promised Land Lane, her thoughts consumed by loss. A bloodcurdling scream from the end of the lane brought a smile to her face.

      She arrived home the following day, taking to her bed for a week, the grief overwhelming.

      Juliet knew Samantha’s human death was relatively quick and painless, but what would come afterwards filled her thoughts night and day. Moloch would be waiting to collect Samantha’s soul. Through no fault of her own, she’d failed to honor the pact, but their master’s retribution would have been swift and final. Her sister would be burning in eternal fire, her torment and suffering never ending.

      Pulling herself from the stupor that had held her in thrall for the best part of a week, she set her plan into motion.

      First, she would forge her own deal with Moloch, take on the pact as her own and beg him to release Samantha. Juliet knew it wouldn’t be easy, but she couldn’t rest knowing her sister was suffering relentless torture.

      She sloped out of bed and made her way slowly down the stairs of her well-kept home and into the kitchen, picking up a carving knife from the table. She needed to regain her strength and there was only one way for her to do that. She had to consume the flesh and blood of an animal, and although human flesh was tastier, she wasn’t strong enough to go outside and procure what she needed. She would make do with the goat in her garden.

      The goat squealed as she slit its throat.

      Juliet smiled and licked the knife clean of the blood – the familiar tingling running the course of her entire body. Once it had stopped kicking and squealing, she knelt and tore a hole in its abdomen then hungrily fed on its entrails before making a start on the tasty flesh.

      Feeling restored, Juliet lifted her arms and rose from the ground, levitating in mid-air. Public displays of her true power were rare for fear of being spied by a nosey neighbour, but her own vanity demanded a display of what she was capable of. Dusting herself off, she walked to the well and drew a pail of water and washed herself with it. Today she would summon Moloch.
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        * * *

      

      Pulled back to the present, Juliet smiled as she thought about little Florita, the little girl she’d fed from on her first visit to the island and the subsequent stories she’d created to keep people away. It pleased her enormously to think the story still caused fear amongst the locals.

      She knew more about the island than she would ever admit to another living soul. Florita wasn’t the only child to die at Juliet’s hands–the newspaper story of the little girl’s body she’d dumped in the canals was infamous, as was Don Julian Santana, self-appointed guardian of the Island. He discovered the body, convinced the spirit of the drowned child walked the island. Juliet did nothing to make people think otherwise – the ruse had served her well. She’d found the island quite by chance whilst travelling at the turn of the last century and even she didn’t know how important a role it would play.

      The place was now overrun with dolls of all shapes and sizes – porcelain and plastic dolls hanging from the trees or stuck on poles in the ground. It had become something of a freak show for visiting tourists, but she thought it delightfully macabre and giggled to herself as she remembered how tasty the meals had always been while she was there–the taste of the salty blood as it filled her throat, and the fear she instilled in her victims made her smile. That was always an added extra when it came to meal times – somehow, it made their blood even tastier. Juliet recalled Florita once more, struggling to reach her own doll, remembering how she’d cried for it as the blood was drained slowly from her little body.

      The memories excited her and taking the doll as a gift for Maisie was a stroke of genius, and luck.

      Juliet had never renounced what she was, especially for the sake of marrying a mortal, therefore, her magic was stronger than Samantha’s had ever been. She wielded untold power, so binding Florita’s tormented soul to Maisie’s doll was easy. Little did she know what that one act of evil would bring about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      PRESENT DAY

      

      The day was sunny and warm.

      Sandra and Hilary sat goggle-eyed in front of the television – tears of laughter streaming down their faces at their favourite show, Mrs Brown’s Boys.

      “I’m gonna wet myself, Sand.” Hilary choked on her words. “I’ve never seen anything so funny.”

      Sandra shook her head and tutted. “I’m going to Boots tomorrow to buy you some TENA Lady,” she replied, obviously trying to keep a straight face. “You’ve got the bladder of an eighty-year old woman.”

      “You bloody dare,” she replied, horrified. “And I’ll glue them to your car.”

      They both erupted into uncontrollable laughter.

      “Either that…” Sandra said, choking on her words, “…or I’m checking you into the local hospital to have your pelvic floor laminated.”

      Hilary roared with laughter, clutching her sides. “Never mind Mrs Brown, you should have your own show.”

      “I’d be great,” Sandra joked.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, Sand. I was just being polite.”

      “Cheeky bitch.” She punched Hilary gently on the arm. “They broke the mould when you were born, Hils.”

      “There’s only one of me and you know it,” she proudly announced.

      “Thank Christ for that.” Sandra turned her attentions back to the television.

      Hilary shook her head and poked at her ear.

      “Are you okay?” Sandra asked. “Is your ear bothering you again?”

      Hilary looked at Sandra and smiled, trying to focus her vision. Now, she rubbed at her eyes, trying to clear the spots dancing about.

      “No. My eyes have gone funny again,” she said. “I can’t see you very well.”

      “I’m right here.”

      Her heart began to pound in her chest. She could feel the beads of sweat forming on her forehead. “Sand, where are you?” Hilary rubbed at her eyes once again, trying to clear her vision. She was scared–this was happening more and more lately. Hilary opened her eyes.

      Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach.

      Tim was snoring next to her.

      She burst into tears, heartbroken all over again–it was always the same dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary made her way down the stairs, flopping onto the big squashy sofa. She wrapped her arms around her knees and sobbed uncontrollably. The dreams always felt so real–for that small moment in time, they were together again. But every time she opened her eyes and Sandra wasn’t there, it felt like another piece of her heart had died.

      Sandra had vanished without a trace six months before and not a day passed by when Hilary didn’t think about her and wonder what had happened.

      The unknown was the hardest part of it all.

      Though she didn’t want to think the worst, if Sandra was dead, there would be a funeral and she could grieve and feel better equipped to move on with her own life. It would be hard but being in this constant state of limbo was unbearable.

      Night after night following Sandra’s disappearance, Hilary woke from disturbed sleep soaked in sweat. Carefully sliding from under the covers so as to avoid another confrontation with Tim, she would sneak out of the bedroom and make her way downstairs. Once downstairs, she pulled the same old photo album from the bookshelf and sat silently staring at pictures of happier times. Losing herself in memories was the only thing that helped settle her waking thoughts until she was exhausted, and sleep claimed her once again.

      The memories of good times were bittersweet, but it was all she had left.

      Hilary had already begun to forget the sound of Sandra’s voice, but she’d never forget her kind and beautiful face.

      Earlier that day and against Tim’s wishes, she’d visited the police station. Now a familiar face there, the Desk Sergeant rolled his eyes as she walked through the electric doors.

      After six months, and almost daily visits, they no longer took her seriously.

      “Mrs Baines, there are no further developments with this case,” the Desk Sergeant advised her. “I told you the same thing yesterday,” he said, impatiently. “And the day before that.” He puffed out his cheeks. “Mrs Miller  has not been located, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be.” His patience was wearing thin. “If or when that happens, in the absence of next of kin, you will be the first to know.”

      “You need to go back to that house. She’s there, I know it.”

      “There is no just cause for us to return and bother Miss Oswell again. You know we have investigated the property and surrounding areas, but apart from her mobile phone and fingerprints throughout the downstairs area, there was no trace of her. Your friend was seen walking along the lane with a male companion – perhaps she decided to leave with him?”

      “The same man that lives in the grounds of that house.”

      “We checked and there was nobody else living in the property, or the grounds.”

      “Then if she did run away with this man, why would she leave her phone there?”

      “Mrs Baines, we’ve been through this, many times before.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you all think Sandra smashed the windows after some sort of breakdown, and she’s run away. That isn’t the Sandra I know.”

      “With respect, people with mental health issues don’t always behave the way we expect them to.”

      “So, you’ll do nothing.”

      “There isn’t anything more we can do, but as always, if you hear of anything, be sure to call us right away.”

      Hilary stormed out of the police station in tears.

      “Fuck you, Rachel Lang,” she cursed. “I hope you’re burning in hell.”

      Rachel gave the story to Sandra, knowing there was no way she would have turned down the story about Promised Land Lane, especially after Sarah had vanished there.

      Months ago, against Tim’s wishes, she’d returned to the lane to search for Sandra herself. Terrified of what she would find, she crept down the side of the house. The garden looked beautiful, with wild flowers and a serene atmosphere. A far cry from when she was last there. She sat in the grass and waited for hours, praying Sandra would magically appear and make everything alright again.

      “Why didn’t I listen to her?” Hilary buried her face in her hands and sobbed, wishing she could turn back the clock and listen when Sandra tried to tell her what had been going on. She knew her friend wasn’t a liar, but everything to do with the house on the lane had seemed so far-fetched and unbelievable. Now she wasn’t sure what to believe, but the guilt had been eating away at her for months and showed no sign of abating. She felt as though she’d failed Sandra, but what made it harder was, had the roles been reversed, Sandra would have supported her to the very end, regardless of what anybody else had to say.

      Hilary pulled a picture from her coat pocket and stared at it. It was taken the day they went ice skating. It wasn’t her idea of fun, but as usual, Sandra led the way, causing havoc, and she dutifully followed.
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      “Same dream again, huh?”

      She turned around, startled to see Tim Standing in the doorway. “Yeah, but it always ends the same way.”

      He walked toward her. “Come on, Hilary, this has to stop now – you’re worn out, look at you.”

      “You don’t look so hot yourself,” she snapped, not meaning what she’d just said. He looked dog tired, but no matter the time, he looked as handsome as ever.

      “Come back to bed, try and get some rest. All this fretting and worrying isn’t doing you any good at all.” He looked at her and smiled, trying to mask his concern. “Come on, I’ll tickle your back until you fall asleep.”

      “You don’t understand what she means to me, Tim.”

      “How long have we been married for?” He raised both eyebrows.

      “Too long,” she joked, trying to sever the tense atmosphere. “I know what you’re going to say, but I can’t settle until I find out what happened to her.”

      “I feel the same way you do, Hilary.” Tears filled his eyes. “I miss her too, even if it does kill me to admit it, but if I know Sandra, she’ll be making mischief somewhere.”

      Hilary nodded, wanting nothing more than to believe what he was telling her. “She used to get us into terrible trouble.” She laughed, remembering their hijinks. “I’d give anything for just one more day of trouble.”

      Tim chuckled. “I’ve never forgotten the day you both ended up head first in that lake.”

      Hilary burst out laughing. It felt good to laugh again, to remember the good times, but she felt enormous guilt at the same time. Smiling, the memories of that glorious hot day came flowing back to her.

      

      “You know I’ll break my neck if you let go.”

      Sandra rolled her eyes. “You’re a bloody Brown Owl. Haven’t you got a badge for this sort of thing?”

      “Funnily enough.” Hilary stood, hand on hip. Her voice took on a haughty tone. “My agility badge doesn’t take into account my abilities to rollerblade.”

      “Oh, my God, why am I still friends with you?” Sandra teased.

      “Because everyone else hates you, that’s why,” Hilary joked. “I’m the only one who’ll put up with you.”

      “If I had a heart, I’d be upset.” Sandra stood up, perfectly balanced. “Are you ready, or do you need me to go and buy you a set of stabilizers?”

      “Sarky cow.” Hilary tried not to laugh. “No, I’m bloody well not ready. I’m shitting myself. You know I’ve got no sense of balance.”

      “I’ll hold your hand and you’ll be fine.” Sandra held out her hand. “Jesus, Hils, not so tight. I wanna use that hand again.”

      “Sorry.”

      “We’re not even moving yet.” Sandra tried to shake Hilary’s hand off.

      Hilary loosened her grip. “Okay, but don’t rush me though.”

      “Rush you–you’re kidding me. Right? By the time we get going it’ll be too dark to see anything.”

      “Stop harassing me, I just need to put my new helmet on.” Hilary plonked it on her head.

      Sandra burst out laughing. “You look a right twat...”

      “I beg your pardon,” Hilary interrupted. “Do you have to be so vulgar?” She fastened the chin straps tightly, ignoring the roasting.

      “Pardon me, your Ladyship.”

      “Oh, piss off.” She fiddled with the strap under her chin.

      Sandra bent double, laughing hysterically, choking on her words. “Fucking hell, Hils, I’ve seen it all now.”

      “What?” Hilary snapped, clueless as to what had amused Sandra so much.

      “Only you’d be daft enough to buy a baby pink safety helmet. You look like a bloody dildo on wheels.”

      “You’re not funny, Sandra Miller.” An image fluttered into Hilary’s mind and she tried to stifle her own laughter–not wanting to encourage any further roasting.

      “Oh, I must be in trouble if you’re using my full name. Right, we’re off–come on, and stop arsing about.”

      “Hang on, I just need to put these kneepads on.”

      Sandra shook her head. “You’re only a couple of inches off the ground for Christ sake. You’ll be fine.”

      “You said that when you made me go ice skating and look what happened. You took off like Jayne Torvill at the Winter Olympics and I looked as graceful as a muppet.”

      Sandra snorted like a pig and covered her mouth. Her face was bright red, and Hilary knew she was trying her hardest not to laugh again. “Best day. EVER,” Sandra said.

      “Shut it you, it’s not funny.” Hilary was dying to laugh.

      “It was amazing,” Sandra cackled. “Forrest Gump would have looked more graceful on ice than you did, and that’s with his callipers on.” Sandra couldn’t control herself any longer and bent over again, screeching with laughter.

      Hilary sat stony faced, trying not to look amused. “I’m not laughing–it wasn’t funny.”

      “Then why do you look like your gonna shit yourself. Stop trying to hold it in. You know it was bloody hysterical.”

      “There was nothing hysterical about it–I shot across that ice rink like a bleeding rocket.” Her voice broke as she choked back the laugh threatening to erupt from her. “How many people did I knock over?”

      Tears of laughter ran down Sandra’s cheeks, leaving tracks in her makeup. “About a hundred I think,” she said, cackling with laughter. “I’ve never seen you move so fast.”

      “I was banned from ever going back there, Sand. It was so embarrassing.”

      “It was bloody funny though, just admit it.”

      “Maybe a little bit,” Hilary tittered. “I’m glad I amuse you so much though.”

      “I’d be lost without you–you’re the clumsiest, funniest person I know.”

      Hilary shook her head. She knew how warped her friend’s sense of humour was, and both knew they were cut from the same cloth. That’s why they were such good friends.

      “Right, if you don’t move your arse, I’m going without you.”

      “That might be a good thing,” Hilary replied.

      “It’s a public park, what damage can you possibly do?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Hilary said.

      “I’ll be right next to you. We’ll skate round the lake, it’s nice and flat there.”

      “But we’ve gotta get down this hill first. Why didn’t you park at the bottom and we could have had a go on the flat first, get me used to these damn things?” Hilary stood up, trying to correct her balance, her arms outstretched as though she was about to complete a wire walk.

      Sandra stared at her friend, struggling to control the laughter. “Hils, don’t, or I’ll piss myself.”

      “What now?” Hilary yelled. “It’s the only way I can balance.” She staggered forward but Sandra caught her before she landed face first. “See, I’m terrible.”

      “Just grab my hand and let’s go. After three. One, two…”

      “Don’t count,” Hilary shrieked. ‘You’ll put me off.”

      “God help me,” Sandra said, raising her eyes to the heavens. “Come on, it’ll be dark by the time we’ve done one lap and my thighs are in desperate need of this exercise.”

      “Oh, knock it off, Sand, there’s nothing of you.”

      “You’re kidding. if I put any more weight on, I’ll have to buy my knickers from Big ‘n’ Bouncy in town.”

      “Shut it, you’re stunning.” Hilary rolled her eyes. “Now, let’s get going. I’m ready,” she said, unconvincingly.

      “Are you sure now?” Sandra asked, hesitantly. “Because once we get going, we’re not stopping.”

      “Yes, go before I change my mind.”

      Sandra grabbed Hilary’s hand and moved off slowly, leading the way.

      “Stopppppp!” Hilary squawked. “You’re going too fast,”

      “A three-legged dog could run faster than we’re moving,” Sandra protested. “Just shut your gob and keep tight hold.”

      “Okay.” She closed her eyes and put the other hand out, signalling which way she was going to turn.

      “Open your eyes and watch where you’re going, Hils, or we’ll end up in that hedge over there.”

      Hilary opened her eyes. Her legs were shaking. They were gaining momentum.

      “See, you’re fine,” Sandra said, reassuringly.

      In a blind panic, Hilary shrieked. “Don’t let go.”

      “You’ve got stoppers on your skates. Use them if you think we’re going too fast but give me some warning first or we’ll both end up arse over tit.”

      They were building speed. Hilary was hating every minute of it, but she could see Sandra was loving the adventure. She was amazed she hadn’t landed on her arse up to now and silently thanked Tim for talking her into buying the helmet.

      “You look a right div in that helmet you know,” Sandra shouted, the wind in her hair. “I’m gonna call you Sergeant Dildo from now on.”

      “And I’ll stick my foot up your arse, cheeky bitch.” She was trying to focus on the task at hand. “Stop talking anyway, you’re putting me off.”

      Sandra roared laughing, momentarily distracted as they approached the lake.

      “Stop laughing and focus, Sand, I’m trying to concentrate here.”

      “Sorry, but I’m gonna have to get a picture of you in that helmet before we go home.”

      “Sand,” she wailed, panicking at what was in front of her, trying to use her stopper.

      “What now?” Sandra answered.

      “My stopper’s just fallen off, what am I gonna do?” She sounded desperate. “Don’t let go of me for God’s sake.”

      “Why do you need your stopper?”

      “Look,” Hilary shrieked.

      Sandra turned her head and spied an elderly lady in a motorised wheelchair going at a snail’s pace. They were oblivious to the old woman who hadn’t spotted them hurtling towards her.

      “SHIT–MOVE!” Sandra screamed at the old lady, but there wasn’t enough time, so doing the only thing she could think of, she diverted them from impending disaster and overshot the path, dragging them both head first into the lake, sending a gaggle of angry geese fleeing for their lives.

      

      Hilary laughed as she remembered the two of them sitting in the lake, laughing uncontrollably. Passers-by shook their heads in disgust.

      “I nearly drowned,” she recalled.

      “You were a right state when you both got back here. Duck weed stuck in your hair and screeching like a pair of naughty children, as usual.” He shook his head in mock disapproval.

      “I’m not surprised. That lake is filthy, and those bloody geese attacked us.”

      “Only the two of you are capable of causing carnage in an open space.” Tim said. “Sandra was certainly unique.”

      “Was?” Hilary hadn’t missed the past tense reference.

      “Is.” He corrected himself.

      “I miss her so much.” She choked back tears as he put a comforting arm around her.

      “I know you do, but one day soon she’ll turn up like nothing’s happened wondering what all this fuss has been about.”

      “And I’ll throttle her for worrying me like this.”

      “Then you’ll give her the biggest hug ever. I know what you two are like–thick as thieves. When she’s ready, I know she’ll find you.”

      “I hope so.” She wiped her eyes.

      “Come on, you’re not spending another night down here sobbing into that photo album. Bed. Now!” he ordered with a smile.

      She kissed her fingertips and placed them on the picture of Sandra. Closing the photo album, she followed Tim out of the door.
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        * * *

      

      A shadowy figure concealed by the trees watched Hilary’s exchange with her husband.

      Once again, her plans for Hilary had been scuppered.

      For her plan to work, she had to get Hilary alone and win her trust. It wouldn’t be easy, but the alternative didn’t bear thinking about.

      “Soon,” she hissed, disappearing into the night.
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      Island of the Dolls

      Xochimico.

      Mexico.

      One Year Ago.

      

      It was witching hour in Xochimico and there was an eerie silence as Juliet swept majestically past the multitude of decaying dolls hanging from the trees. Stopping suddenly in front of one that caught her eye, she smiled and brushed her finger across its plastic cheek, admiring its gruesome and grubby face, blue eyes and turquoise dress.

      “My, my, you are pretty,” she whispered in its ear. “I must have you.”

      “Thank you,” the doll whispered back to her in a voice only she could hear. “Take me with you,” it pleaded.

      She knew the tour guide was scrutinizing her every move–obviously curious as to why she was talking to the dolls. He probably thought she was crazy, but she thought of the dolls on the island as her children.

      Juliet could hear the island waking up and smiled, the spirits of the dolls springing to life. The intense whispering attacked her senses and almost overwhelmed her. “Enough,” she hissed, and the dolls fell silent once again. Their numbers had increased exponentially since her last visit.

      “What you say, Señora?” The guide looked extremely nervous. His eyes darted from side to side.

      “This one, Miguel.” She ignored his question and motioned the terrified tour guide towards the doll.

      “Sí, Señora,” he replied, hesitant to touch the doll hanging by its neck from the tallest tree.

      “Quickly.” She was irritable and not in the mood to deal with the superstitious locals. “It won’t bite you,” she sneered.

      He untied the doll and passed it to her.

      “Yes,” she cooed, transfixed by the doll. “You’ll do just nicely.”

      She flashed Miguel a sinister smile as the whispering of the dolls intensified again, knowing what was to come.

      “We leave now?” he asked in broken English, his eyes wild with fear. He seemed to jump at every strange noise.

      “We’ll leave when I say, and not a moment before.” She didn’t care he was scared. She had paid him to do a job, and he would do it, or suffer the consequences.

      “We no be here, Señora–the spirits no like,” he said, sounding more spooked by the minute.

      She could see the terror in his eyes and reveled in it–he hadn’t wanted to bring her to the island after dark, but the money she offered would feed his family for an entire year and was too good an offer to refuse.

      “I haven’t finished what I came to do.”

      “No, Señora, we leave now, or you stay alone. The spirits no rest–they no like it.”

      Bored of his interruptions and seething inside at being challenged, she acquiesced. “Very well. We shall return tomorrow and take what I need.”

      “I find you a new guide,” he said.

      “We had a deal and you will honour it,” she hissed. “You don’t want to make an enemy of me.”

      She climbed into the boat, wanting to tear out his intestines and feast on them.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, my children,” she whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Juliet took her seat as the little boat sailed away from the island, making its way down the familiar canals.

      Enjoying the calming sounds of the water, she recalled the last time she’d visited the Island.

      Even in 2001, superstition was rife among the locals and they were still afraid of the island. Despite this, the island had inadvertently procured its own guardian and she had to get him on side to finish what she’d started so long ago.

      She watched the filthy little man enter the bar and followed slowly. He was seated when she entered, drinking a honey coloured liquid from the bottle.

      All eyes turned when she entered the filthy, dilapidated bar. She watched as the drunken bums salivated–she could read their minds and knew what they’d like to do to her.

      “Are you Don Julián Santana?”

      He eyed her suspiciously.

      She smiled, instantly disarming him.

      “Sí, Señora.”

      “I’ve been searching a long time for you.”

      “Por qué?” She knew he understood what she’d said. Ignorant pig.

      “English, please, if you don’t mind? My Spanish is rusty at best.”

      “Why have you been looking for me?” he said in perfect English. “My friends say you have been asking many questions.”

      “I’d like you to tell me everything you know about the Island of the Dolls.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to see it for myself – would you take me?”

      “No, I won’t allow it. The island is my home. I’m the guardian of the spirits that rest there. They don’t like to be disturbed.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while.” She looked at the small wrinkled man with the black moustache and filthy clothes and felt repulsed by him. She’d been on the island more times than she cared to remember, but now he was its self-appointed guardian, she needed him on side, for now.

      “No,” he said.

      Juliet had the measure of the man and placed her bag on the table in front of him. She opened it, allowing him to see the rolls of pesos and American dollars contained within it. She put her hand in the bag and retrieved a roll of pesos and handed it to him.

      His eyes shined as he stared at the money, and without delay he took it from her and placed it on the table in front of him. “More, Señora,” he said, clicking his grubby fingers.

      She handed him another roll of notes and glared menacingly at him. “No more until I see the island.” She wanted to tear a hole in his throat with her bare teeth.

      “Tomorrow after dark. You come alone and bring American dollars.” He held out his hand for her to shake. “Deal–Señora…”

      “Oswell,” she said. “Deal.” She quickly grabbed his hand then pulled away. Disgusting little maggot. You’ll never have time to spend it.
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, she arrived after dark as instructed, but the old man wouldn’t let her step foot on the island unless she made an offering to the spirits he told her inhabited the dolls.

      Bored of the foul little man already, she removed the gold ring from her index finger and threw it onto the soil, seeking his approval. She knew what game he was playing – he’d pick it up as soon as she departed the island and sell it to the highest bidder.

      He nodded his head in appreciation and held out his hand to assist her as she stepped off the brightly coloured Trajinera.

      “Welcome to Isla de las Muñecas, Señora Oswell,” he said in greeting.

      “Thank you,” she replied politely, retrieving a bottle of tequila laced with poison from her bag and handing it to him before pushing past him.

      Juliet heard him open the bottle and turned to watch him guzzle the foul-tasting liquid. Turning away, she felt the blood coursing through her veins – excited to be back there after so many years. She couldn’t wait to explore the island again and hurried around, exhilarated, stroking the dolls gently as she passed them.

      Tingles travelled down her spine as they whispered to her.

      “Take me,” one whispered to her.

      “Not today, my beautiful one,” she whispered back. “Now isn’t the time, but very soon, I promise.”

      The dolls whispered in unison as she walked amongst them, but only she could hear them and knew that one day in the near future, she would return to the island once again and take what she wanted.

      She sat amongst the dolls hanging from the trees and closed her eyes, feeling contented listening to their tiny voices.

      “Señora, time is up,” Don Julián said as he approached. “You must let the spirits rest. I tire also and wish to sleep.”

      Juliet glared angrily at him and, with a small nod, the old man was lifted from his feet.

      He looked down, seemingly unable to believe what was happening.

      She waved her hand, sending him flying backwards into one of the tall old trees. “I don’t take orders from any man,” she spat.

      He crumpled to the floor, out cold.

      She approached and looked down disgustedly as slobber clung to his chin. She dragged him towards the canal and rolled him into the water. He would be found, floating, bloated. Nobody would miss him. Juliet stood and watched his body sink beneath the calm waters. She wiped her hands on her long sapphire blue dress. The dolls whispered their approval. “Enjoy your swim.” Juliet waved him as he took his final journey. “Toodle-oo.”

      Don Julián was found floating in the canal by his nephew the following morning, but by then, Juliet was long gone.

      Intending to return one final time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was midnight and a dark figure crept through the gardens.

      Thunder boomed overhead, and strong winds howled around the property.

      Her footprints left their mark as she walked over the wet soil, crushing flowers under foot.

      I’m sorry, Hils. I don’t have any other choice.
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        * * *

      

      Hilary had been trying to sleep on the sofa, but the constant hammering of the rain against the glass and the noise of the incessant thunderstorm above irritated her, stopping her from drifting off.

      Lying in the darkness, willing herself to sleep, her mind whirled, her thoughts on Sandra once again.

      “Where are you?” she said.

      Suddenly, the sound of faint tapping on the window startled her, causing the hairs on her arms to rise.

      Sitting bolt upright, she was positive she’d seen a shadow quickly move past the windows.

      She placed her hand on her chest, feeling her heart pounding. She slowly moved off the sofa and crept towards the glass.

      Approaching the glass, she muttered. “Silly cow – there’s nobody there.” She knew she’d heard a noise but tried to convince herself it was a tree branch that had banged against the glass.

      Turning away from the window, she heard the tapping again, only this time louder. Her pulse quickened, and she swallowed the bile threatening to erupt from her mouth. Terrified, she was rooted to the spot.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Hilary stood motionless, her eyes tightly closed. She was too scared to turn around as thunder and lightning crashed above the house. With every crash of thunder, her nerves prickled.

      “Come on, Hils, stop being stupid.” She was trying to convince herself not to allow her mind to play tricks on her. She opened her eyes a touch.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Shit.

      There was no mistaking the sound.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Taking deep breaths, she willed herself to stay calm.

      There’s somebody out there.

      Turning slowly, she closed her eyes, terrified.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Open your eyes and stop being a baby.

      Battling with herself for what seemed an eternity, she forced herself to open her eyes and look, but there wasn’t anything to see.

      It’s just a branch tapping the glass.

      She felt her nerves settle, her breathing returning to normal.Hilary turned the table lamp on and stood close to the windows. Quickly scanning the garden, she sighed with relief. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Her heartbeat now returning to its normal rhythm.

      Come on. Enough is enough.

      Her life had been turned upside down since Sandra vanished. She’d been forced to take leave as Brown Owl. That hit her harder than she thought it would. It was a big part of her life, of who she was inside, but nothing matched the pain of losing her best friend.

      People had often told her losing a person they loved caused physical pain. It was something she’d scoffed at, but now, she knew how it felt and wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy.

      She put her hands on the glass and closed her eyes, trying to take her mind back to happier times.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Hilary held her breath as panic took a tight hold.

      Her body shook uncontrollably.

      There’s somebody on the other side of that glass.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Open your eyes and look.

      But she was too scared. Something banged against the glass.

      Hilary’s eyes darted open.

      She slammed her hand across her mouth and let out a strangulated moan.

      Looking back at her from the other side of the glass was Sandra, a creepy grin across her face.

      She was drenched, and her clothes were filthy–her once shiny hair now dirty and stuck to her face.

      “Hilary. Let me in,” Sandra said. She placed her hand flat on the glass door, tapping it with her index finger. Hilary moved further away from the glass. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Sand,” she croaked, as her voice faltered. “Is that really you?”

      “Yes, it’s me, quickly, let me in.” She tapped the glass again.

      Hilary strained to hear her. “Okay.” She stepped closer.

      “Hurry,” Sandra said, a sense of urgency in her voice.

      Hilary reached for the lock as Sandra tilted her head to the side. She noticed Sandra quickly sniff at the air and paused. Something isn’t right. She pulled her hand away from the lock and took a step backwards.

      “Please, Hilary. Let me in,” Sandra begged. She tapped at the glass. The intensity increasing. “It’s cold out here–I’m freezing.”

      Hilary stepped forward once more as Sandra smiled, then once again, she sniffed the air.

      The hairs on Hilary’s arms stood on end. “Sand. Is that really you?” she asked, unsure if she was dreaming.

      “I’ve missed you,” Sandra replied. “Why won’t you let me in?”

      She sounds different.

      “I’m scared, Sand. You’ve been gone a long time. Where’ve you been?”

      “I’m the girl who lives down the lane.” Sandra smirked and giggled. “Why didn’t you come and see me?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked. “I went to the lane, but you weren’t there.”

      “I’ve been waiting a long time.” Sandra sing-songed her words.

      “What’s happened to you?” She wasn’t the same person Hilary remembered. Something’s wrong.

      “Let me in and I’ll tell you.”

      Once again, Hilary reached for the lock.

      Sandra smiled again and began to hum a familiar tune. Hilary couldn’t place it, but she was reminded of a nursery rhyme.

      An icy chill ran through her entire body.

      Her instincts were screaming at her from within.

      She was scared but didn’t know why.

      “Hilary, please,” Sandra begged then let out a stream of giggles. “I don’t have much time left.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Let me in and I’ll tell you everything.” Sandra tapped the glass frantically with her index finger. “You have to help me stop her, before it’s too late.”

      “Stop who?” She was distracted by the constant tapping. “Please, Sand. Stop tapping. I can’t think straight.”

      “Juliet.” She stopped tapping. “It’s all going to start again. Let me in.”

      “You’re not making any sense.” Hilary shook her head frantically, as though trying to dislodge the image of what was standing before her, only separated by the glass. “No. I’m not letting you in. You’re not my Sandra.”

      “Open the door, please,” Sandra shouted. She sounded scared. “It really is me, Hilary.”

      “My Sandra never called me Hilary, so who are you really?”

      Sandra pressed her face up against the glass and began to lick her cracked and scabby lips. “Tick tock,” she whispered.

      Hilary shrieked and staggered backwards. She pushed her hand against her mouth and choked back vomit.

      “No, no, no,” she screamed through the glass. “Not you.”

      “You’re my best friend. I miss you and you’re the only one who can help me now.” Sandra smiled again, revealing her broken and rotted teeth. “I don’t have much time.”

      Hilary felt as though her heart had shattered into a million pieces and grabbed at the wall to steady herself, fearing she was going to collapse.

      Sandra squashed her face against the glass and began the incessant tapping again. Hilary stepped back further and steadied herself. Breathe.

      “Tick tock,” Sandra repeated.

      Sandra was still her best friend. Maybe the police were right, and she had suffered some sort of breakdown. She couldn’t turn her back on her.

      Drawn back to the glass, she approached cautiously.

      “Look at me, Sand and tell me what happened to you.”

      “I couldn’t get away. I tried, but she was too strong.”

      I need to see her eyes.

      “Move the hair away from your face. I want you to look at me, and then I’ll open the door.”

      “I don’t want you to see.”

      “Show me,” Hilary demanded. “You’re my best friend and I love you.”

      “You won’t love me if I show you.”

      Chills ran down Hilary’s spine.

      She shuddered as Sandra bowed her head, stepped backwards and retreated into the shadows.

      “Don’t go,” Hilary begged, her fingers brushing the lock. Don’t open the door, all her senses screamed.

      Sandra stopped.

      “Come back,” Hilary begged.

      Sandra turned around.

      “Are you ready?” Sandra asked, stepping quickly up to the glass. She watched as Sandra moved the hair out of her face and lifted her head slightly.

      “Yes, show me, and I’ll let you in.”

      Sandra began to giggle again, sending shivers down Hilary’s spine.

      She lifted her head up to the light. “Do you like what you see?”

      Hilary jumped back from the window and screamed, hiding her face in her hands. “You’re not real.”

      The light cast from the table lamp illuminated Sandra’s face.

      Sandra tapped the glass again. “Look at me, Hilary.”

      “No, no, I don’t wanna see.”

      “Look at me,” Sandra demanded, banging her hand against the glass. Hilary jumped again and shrieked. “Let me in.”

      Hilary approached the glass.

      “Now, do you see why I can’t look at you?” Sandra cackled like a witch, tapping the glass frantically.

      Hilary felt the floor rush up to meet her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “For Christ’s sake, Tim, don’t tell me I’m imagining things or I’m going to scream.” Hilary was losing patience trying to convince her husband she hadn’t been dreaming. “I know it was her. We have to call the Police.”

      “Hilary, calm down and listen to me before you go and get yourself in trouble for wasting police time.” He grabbed hold of her hand to try and offer some comfort. “What you’re saying is crazy. Sandra’s been missing for six months. Why would she come back here and just vanish again? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I don’t know, but she was there. I swear it.” She shot him a look that required no warning.

      “I think you want to believe it was her and understand totally. I know how much you love and miss her, but it wasn’t Sandra and deep down you know that.”

      She could feel the anger building. “If there was nobody there, and I’m imagining it like you say, then explain that,” she said, striding towards the rear door and pointing to the hand marks on the outside of the glass. “Go on, smart arse. Explain that to me, or am I imagining those footprints in the soil too?”

      “Okay,” he replied, staring at the hand print on the door. “Saying I do believe you, and Sandra was here tonight. What do you think happened to her, and where’s she been?”

      “She said she was at the lane, waiting for me, but I don’t know what happened to her.”

      “And why didn’t you let her in?” He looked at her with a curious expression. “If she’d been outside, you’d have unlocked that door in a heartbeat. Come on, Hilary, I know you better than this. You’ve been so stressed since she went away. I get it – you want so badly for her to come home and...”

      “Don’t psychoanalyse me, Tim,” Hilary interrupted, furious he was trying to convince her she’d imagined it. “I can’t stand it.”

      “I’m not trying to.”

      “You make it sound like she took herself off for an extended holiday to the Caribbean or something. I know her better than I know myself, Tim, and she wouldn’t disappear and leave me worrying like this. Not her. I know something bad has happened and it’s got something to do with that house.”

      “Not this again,” Tim said, sounding frustrated. “Sandra was obsessed with that place until the day she disappeared and look how that turned out – nobody has seen her since. Listen to me, I’m begging you…” He paused, obviously choosing his words carefully. “…I love you more than life itself, you know that, right?” He tried to keep calm. “But I can’t ignore what’s happening here. You need help. You’re seeing things that can’t possibly be real.”

      “I know she was here, and I mistakenly thought if anybody would believe me, it’d be you.”

      “But it’s not real and deep down you know that. Sandra’s gone and the sooner you accept it the better off we’ll both be. The police have searched for her and she doesn’t want to be found. She hasn’t used any of her credit cards and her bank account hasn’t been accessed, not once. I’m not saying something bad has happened, but she wasn’t thinking straight, you told me that yourself. All that business with her sister affected her more than she ever admitted. Maybe she just needs some time out to get her head together. When she does, she’ll come back.”

      “Sandra came to terms with Sarah’s disappearance a long time ago, trust me,” Hilary replied.

      “I didn’t know Sarah, but I know Sandra and really believe she’s just trying to get herself together.” Tim sounded resolute in his opinion.

      “She wouldn’t stay away. Especially not after the accident. She may have hated him at the end, but she would have been at his funeral.”

      “What makes you think she even knows what happened to Nathan?”

      “It was all over the news for weeks after. The Curse of Promised Land Lane… don’t you remember that stupid headline?” Hilary paused for a few seconds, seemingly lost in her memories. “Of course, she’d have seen it, everybody did. First that kid is found dead, Rachel goes missing as well, just like Sarah did all those years ago, and then Sandra’s nowhere to be seen. The only thing left was her phone. A month later her husband is killed in a so-called car accident. It’s that house, Tim. I know it.”

      “Hilary, please. You’re being irrational…”

      “Sandra was right,” Hilary interjected. “Something weird is going on there, and she got too close to whatever it was, and they had to silence her somehow. I need to find out what’s going on.”

      “Who are you talking about? It’s not some vast conspiracy against Sandra Miller, the glorious prizewinning reporter. This is pure madness. You can’t go back there, Hilary. I absolutely forbid it! Look what happened the last time you went there and caused trouble.”

      “It wasn’t my fault.”

      “You were arrested for trespassing, breaching the peace and assaulting a police officer. You were forced to step down as Brown Owl because of it.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she said, in defence of her actions. “The stuck-up bitch overreacted.”

      “You’re lucky she didn’t press charges and you weren’t thrown in jail.”

      “It was a lot of fuss over nothing,” Hilary said, still embarrassed about being dragged away in handcuffs.

      “You assaulted a police officer for God’s sake. That wasn’t nothing Hilary. It’s only the fact he thought you were round the twist that you weren’t charged.”

      “I didn’t mean to hit him. He grabbed me from behind and frightened me, and I lashed out, that’s all. Why are you trying to make it out to be more than it was?”

      Tim held her gently by the shoulders. “That’s exactly it. Don't you see? This isn't like you. You’ve lost your best friend, but all this is just your conscience playing tricks–you feel guilty for not going back to the lane with her and your mind has concocted this visit, or whatever it is you wish to call it, to ease how you’re feeling.”

      “I’m warning you,” she replied. “Don’t you dare.” Her voice rose several octaves. “I’m not fucking crazy and know full well who was stood on the other side of that glass.”

      “All right then, if you’re not seeing things, explain it to me.”

      “Explain what?”

      “Why you’d leave your best friend outside in a thunder storm–tapping on that glass, begging to come in, yet you refused. Come on Hilary, do you really expect me to believe that? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “But…”

      “But, nothing Hilary. You’re telling me Sandra was stood a few feet away from you, literally on the other side of that glass,” he said pointing to the doors, “covered in dirt, with no…”

      “Eyes.” Hilary interrupted. “She had no eyes.”

      “Is that really what you’re telling me?”

      “You’re making me sound crazy,” Hilary protested.

      “You’re making yourself sound crazy and I’m scared for you.”

      “She was there, Tim, I swear it.”

      “Listen to yourself, please. If she had no eyes, how the bloody hell did she find her way here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Perhaps she left her guide dog in the front garden,” he stated sardonically. “Did she have a white stick?”

      “Don’t be so fucking facetious.”

      “I’m being realistic,” he roared, stepping back, looking surprised to have lost his temper.

      She glared at him.

      “One of us has to be. I’m just trying to make you see sense.” He lowered his voice. “There’s no way you’d have left your best friend outside if she looked as bad as you say she did. No way, and nothing you say will convince me of that.”

      Hilary blinked back another bout of tears as Tim moved away and sat on the sofa on the other side of the room.

      He held his head in his hands. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I love you with all my heart, but this is crazy. I feel like I don’t know you anymore.”

      “Well, if that’s how you feel, why don’t you go stay with your parents for a few days. Give us both a break.”

      “You’re not serious?” He seemed dazed by her reaction.

      “Deadly serious,” she barked. “Go and pack your bags.” Her voice cracked as she marched out of the room. “I want you out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet Oswell watched the delivery driver struggle to haul the large crate into the sunlit hallway.

      She smiled upon seeing the postmark–the label clearly showing it had been flown in from Mexico City.

      “This should have been a two-man job love,” he huffed, trying to catch his breath.

      “Logistics has never held much interest for me,” she said brushing off his remark. Juliet faked a yawn, hoping he would notice she was bored of his inane chatter and leave.

      “Where do you want me to put it?”

      “Just leave it there.” She pointed to the floor then waved her hand dismissively.

      He left the box outside the living room door and pulled the electronic POD machine from his back pocket. “Sign here, Miss…”

      “Oswell.” She squiggled an unrecognizable signature onto the green screen with her claw like crimson red finger nail.

      “Thank you, Miss Oswell. Have a good day.”

      “Goodbye.”

      He’d barely walked out of the front door when she slammed it behind him.

      “Imbecile,” she said out loud and eyed the crate, eager to tear it open and finally get her hands on the contents within.

      She ripped the nailed down lid from the crate with her bare hands and smiled, clutching the inverted cross she wore on a chain around her neck.

      “Now, I will avenge you, my sister,” she said triumphantly. Reaching in, she pulled out a smaller package covered in bubblewrap.

      Tearing at the plastic, she smiled as a partially covered blue eye opened and stared back at her.

      “There you are, my beautiful one,” she said, joyously, tearing the rest of the wrapping from the doll, admiring its beauty. “You’re just as I remembered.”

      The doll whispered back to her. “You didn’t forget me.”

      “I had to have you,” Juliet whispered as she hugged the doll close to her chest. “What would you like me to call you?” she asked.

      “My name is Mabel,” the doll whispered back.

      “That’s a pretty name,” she said. “Mabel. Yes, that'll do quite nicely. I’ve always liked that name.”

      “Thank you, mistress,” Mabel whispered.

      She kissed the doll on its cold forehead and listened as whispers shattered the silence. The other dolls begging for freedom, tired of being locked inside their plastic wrapped prisons.

      “SILENCE,” she roared. “Your time will come.”

      The whispering ceased instantly.

      Juliet headed towards the stairs carrying Mabel close to her breast. She reached the summit of steps, turned and surveyed her surroundings from the landing. She’d always loved this house and wished her sister, Samantha, was beside her. Soon, she thought.

      She forced open the doorway that led to the attic, the reek of damp air offending her nostrils. Anxious to get to work, she stomped up the stairs and through the attic door, heading for the built-in cupboard at the far end of the room. It had been freshly plastered when Dianne Gallagher had bought the property many years before, but work had been abandoned when she fled to Ireland after Maisie attacked her. The secret room had never been discovered.

      She sniffed the air, picking up the faint scent of Samantha, and grinned, silently applauding her sisters’ genius in turning her sniveling daughter into a creature of the dark. It was a shame Maisie’s reign of terror was cut cruelly short before she had chance to break the bonds that bound her to this house. Sadly, her weak-willed father had come back from the heavens to claim her, taking David Price with them.

      “I’ll finish what you started, my dear sister,” she said, as the words echoed around the empty room. “Then, I’ll bring you back, and together, we’ll destroy this world and our kind will reign once more.”

      Juliet pulled a lever hidden inside the cupboard and waited as the false wall slowly moved back, allowing her to enter.

      She spied the woman cowering in the corner of the room. Her knees pulled up to her chest and her dirty hair hung limp and covered her face.

      Juliet grinned as the smell filled her nostrils. She caught a whiff of the rank air, relishing the stench of the slowly decomposing human body before her,

      She walked over to the corner of the room.

      “Let me see your pretty face,” she ordered.

      “Why? So, you can mock me?” She lifted her face as ordered.

      Juliet laughed. “Because I like to admire my handiwork.” She knelt and moved the dirty hair from Sandra’s face. Caressing her cold dead cheek, she smiled.

      The skin around the dark cavities where Sandra’s eyes once sat looked angry and bloody.

      “Why won’t you release me?” Sandra asked.

      “Because I haven’t finished with you yet, and very soon, there’s somebody I wish you to meet,” Juliet replied.

      “I won’t help you anymore.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said, reaching for a jar filled with a cloudy liquid. She swirled it around and chuckled as two eyes bounced off the side of the glass jar. “An eye for an eye.” Juliet giggled girlishly. “I always liked that part of the Bible.”
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        * * *

      

      Juliet cast her mind back six months. It was the first time she’d come face to face with Sandra Miller.

      Orgasmic shivers sailed through her.

      She watched, cloaked by powerful magic, as Mark Whitmore appeared and battled for his beloved child’s soul, before taking her with him into the light.

      

      Juliet’s instincts told her to reveal herself and attack, but Mark was too strong, and she knew he was protected by higher powers. Instead she focused her rage on the future. Mark, Maisie and David may have escaped her wrath but the simpering woman wandering aimlessly through the house would pay dearly.

      Juliet was still cloaked by magic and crept up on Sandra.

      “You frightened me,” Sandra said, sounding alarmed.

      “Did I? Oh good, I’m so pleased! That was my intention after all,” Juliet replied. She recalled bending down and picking up the familiar doll and brushing her finger against its cold cheek. She was amazed it had survived throughout the years. It had been a long time since she had taken it from the little girl on the island all those years earlier.

      “Who are you?” Sandra quizzed. “And what are you doing in this house?”

      “I have every right to be in this house. I think you’ll find it is you who shouldn’t be here.”

      “Who are you?” Sandra asked once more.

      “All good things,” she replied, cryptically. “But, for the journalist in you, this is my family home. I’ve been away for a long time and now I’ve returned to put affairs in order.”

      “You’re related to Dianne Gallagher?”

      “No, not exactly,” she replied mysteriously. “Try again.”

      “I’ve never liked playing guessing games. Tell me, or I’ll call the police and inform them of a trespasser.”

      “My, my, what an irritating little thing you are,” Juliet said nonchalantly. “I would’ve thought asking questions is what you do best.”

      Sandra seemed to ignore her rude comments. “The lady who owned this house recently passed away and bequeathed it to the Catholic Church in her will, so once again, what are you doing in here?”

      “The house belongs to me now.”

      “That’s not possible. Dianne made sure this house would never be lived in again. She told me that herself, so stop lying to me and tell me who you really are.”

      “As infuriating as you are, I somewhat admire your tenacity.”

      “Gee, thanks for the compliment.”

      “I’ll tell you who I am and the rest you can figure out for yourself.”

      “I haven’t got all day.”

      “My name is Juliet.” She smirked as the realisation of who she was hit Sandra.

      “Juliet?”

      “Yes, that’s right, but you might be more familiar with my sister’s married name.” She stepped closer to Sandra.

      “Which is?”

      “Whitmore,” Juliet answered.

      “You must think I’m stup…”

      Juliet dropped the doll and lunged for Sandra, grabbing hold of her with both hands, displaying unnatural strength.

      “Take your hands off me, now.” Sandra tried to pull Juliet’s fingers in order to free herself, but she wasn’t strong enough.

      “It will be so much more comfortable if you don’t fight. I haven’t got time for histrionics.”

      “You can’t be her,” she said, continuing to struggle to free herself from Juliet’s grip. “She’d be over a hundred years old by now.”

      Juliet laughed mockingly. “After all you’ve seen in this house, you still doubt something as easy to achieve as immortality.”

      “No. I don’t believe you. Maisie’s gone. You’re lying to me.”

      “I’ve no reason to lie to you, Sandra. I’ve been watching, and without your interference, I’d be closer to freeing my sister.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Are you intentionally trying to annoy me? You know who my sister is and if you’d stayed away, Samantha would be here with me now.”

      “If you are who you say you are, and I don’t believe for one minute you are–what are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come back to avenge my sister and nephew, starting with you.” She loosened her grasp with one hand and with the other, punched a hole in Sandra’s chest.

      Blood poured from Sandra’s mouth as Juliet grabbed her beating heart and ripped it from her chest. She dropped the heart onto the floor.

      It made Juliet happy seeing the look of panic briefly spread across Sandra’s face, before the finality of human death took hold.

      She released her grip and allowed her body to drop onto the floor, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

      Juliet looked down at Sandra’s limp body. Her eyes were wide open, still registering a look of shock.

      She sniffed the air, taking in the scene of Sandra’s blood as it trickled across the floor.

      Kneeling next to the body, she hissed. “I’ve got plans for you.”

      She picked up the heart and brutally shoved it back into Sandra’s chest, then with ease, lifted her and carried her up the stairs and into the secret room and placed her body on the slab.

      

      Good times. Juliet smiled at the memory.

      Killing Sandra had been satisfying, but not as much as trapping her soul, then resurrecting what remained. In time, Sandra would be powerless to resist, and yes, on occasion, she’d obeyed commands from her mistress, but a part of her humanity remained. Juliet would rob her of every shred of it before she was finished, sending her spinning into insanity in the process. Sandra would take Maisie’s place in the well.

      She sat Mabel on the table and swished the contents of the jar around. Blue eyes bounced off the sides of it. Opening the lid, she inhaled the foul smell and scooped the eyes out, placing them on the table in front of her.

      “Mummy has a present for you, Mabel,” she said.

      Mabel whispered her approval as Juliet lay her down on the slab. Sandra cowered in the corner. “Give them back to me,” she begged.”

      “They don’t belong to you anymore,” Juliet snapped. “Now, be quiet before I take your tongue.”

      Mabel’s glass eyes tilted open and Juliet reached forward, popping them out as softly as she could. “I’m so sorry,” she cooed, as if she was hurting the doll. “It will soon be over.”

      “Thank you,” Mabel replied.

      She picked the first eye up and carefully placed it in the hole. She did the same with the other eye. “All done.”

      Juliet lifted Mabel in the air, smiling at her precious little friend. The eyes focused upon her.

      “I can see you, Mistress,” she whispered. “What do you like me to do?”

      “I need you to find somebody.” She rubbed her hands together. “It all starts with him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason strolled lazily up the road. He was dreading the ear bashing from his mum. He should have been home for eight pm and knew she would go crazy when he walked through the door.

      Over the past six months he’d been made to feel like a prisoner in his own home, but now he was sixteen there was no way in hell she was going to stop him from going out of the house, even if having him close made her feel more secure.

      He took a deep drag of his last cigarette and flicked the butt into the road, watching it roll into a puddle, instantly wishing he’d saved half of it for the following morning. He knew he would wake up craving one and would have to rush out and buy more.

      Not a day passed by when he hadn’t thought about Ashley–the gaping hole left by his brother’s death was still there and would never be filled.

      Sleep was consumed with nightmares of that night on the lane.  Feelings of guilt plagued him, and he would often wake up crying and covered in sweat.

      He’d stopped working out and his once competitive nature was now diminished and replaced with seething anger and an internal rage he couldn’t control. One of his team mates had outrun him and won a broken nose as a prize. Following on from that incident, it was decided to remove him from the team. He was still considered good looking but took less pride in his appearance. The once fashionable hairstyle was now an unkempt mess and the stubble growing on his face clashed with his pretty features.

      Jason couldn’t forget what he’d seen that night at the lane, no matter how hard he tried. He was haunted by the screams of his brother and tortured himself listening to the recording on his phone, careful not to let his mum know what he had in his possession. He’d thought long and hard about taking the phone to the police and letting them hear it, but how would he explain why he hadn’t given it to them before now? He would be in more trouble for withholding evidence and his mum needed him now more than ever.

      Every night he listened to his mum sobbing into her pillow, crying out Ashley’s name.

      For three months he’d tried to cajole his brother, Adam, into speaking, but the horror of witnessing his twin’s brutal murder had rendered him almost catatonic. He hadn’t spoken a word since that terrible night and had since been admitted to a children’s psychiatric centre.

      Losing a brother was hard enough, but Jason knew the effect losing Ashley had on his mum. She might not be the most conventional mother in the world, but she adored them. The death of one of her children had nearly destroyed her, and he knew she was hanging onto her sanity by a thread. Still, he couldn’t sit in the house and watch her clutching an old family photograph to her chest then drunkenly crying into the night.

      For Jason, the responsibility was too much for him to bear. He wanted to be there for her, and he was, as much as he knew how to be, but he didn’t feel strong enough to take the full burden on his own shoulders. He hoped that Adam would recover, and his mum would find a way to live without Ashley.

      Not long after Ashley’s death, he’d realized the error of buying a newspaper and leaving it on the kitchen table.

      Splashed across the front page was a photo of his brother next to a photo of Sandra Miller. She’d since gone missing and hadn’t been found.

      He put the key in the lock and forced the door.

      “Is that you, Jason?” his mother yelled, as she came tearing out of the kitchen.

      “Yeah. Who else would it be? Father fucking Christmas?”

      She looked like she was ready to explode. “Any more lip and I’ll swing for you, got it,” she threatened. “Where’ve you been?”

      “Out.”

      “I know that, clever dick, but out where exactly?”

      “Just out.”

      Jason walked into the kitchen with her hot on his heels.

      “The hospital called when you were just out,” she said sarcastically.

      His heart sank a little. He was already at breaking point and couldn’t handle any more bad news.

      “Is Adam okay?”

      “The doctor said he spoke earlier today,” she said, excitedly. “Isn’t that brilliant? Perhaps he’ll be allowed home soon.”

      “Yeah, Mum, that’s brilliant news, but don’t get your hopes up again. Adam’s got a long way to go, you know that.”

      “It’s a start though, right love. If he’s talking again, maybe he’s getting back to normal, feeling a bit better. What do you think, Jase?” He knew she only wanted reassuring but didn’t want to give her any false hope.

      “Mum. We both know he’ll never be the same as he was. The doctors have told you that so please don’t get overly excited or you’ll just end up disappointed again.”

      “What else have I got left but hope? I’ve already lost one of my babies and won’t lose another,” she said tearfully. “He’ll come back to us, just wait and see.”

      Jason knew exactly how his mum felt, but they’d both allowed themselves to get their hopes up so many times in the last six months. Now he needed to be the practical one. Adam might come home again one day, but the happy go lucky kid he once knew was gone. All of their lives were now marred with tragedy.

      “I’m gonna skip school tomorrow and spend the morning with him. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine, love.” She poured herself a large glass of white wine. “I’ll give you a note and go up myself for the afternoon.” She walked over to her eldest son and pulled him into a hug. “You know how much I love you, don’t you? I’d never have got through these last few months if it wasn’t for you.”

      He returned the hug and kissed her on the cheek, slightly repulsed by the stale smell of alcohol and cigarette smoke coming from her. “I love you too, Mum, and don’t worry. Everything will be better,” he lied. “I’m off to bed. Catch you in the morning.”

      “Goodnight, my gorgeous boy.” She reached up to ruffle his hair. “Sleep tight, and in the morning, we’ll go to the barbers and get that bloody mop of yours cut. You look like a right scruff.”

      “Okay…” he said, although a trip to the barbers cut was the last thing he wanted to do. He kissed her cheek. “…and, Mum, lay off the booze will you.”

      Jason pulled away and ran up the stairs.

      He closed the bedroom door behind him and leaned against it, his body weary. The room was his only solitude, the only place he could let his emotions out.

      He slid down the door and grabbed a shirt from the floor, pressing it against his face, hoping it would muffle his anguished sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Millfield Children’s Psychiatric Centre was set in two acres of grounds, five miles away from Jason’s house.

      Despite the undeniable beauty and tranquillity of the place, he hated being there, but had little choice–there was no way he’d abandon his brother when he needed him most.

      The rooms were brightly decorated and fitted with televisions which only showed certain channels.

      Medication was at eight pm, which meant all televisions were turned off remotely and the lights were dimmed for the evening.

      He opened the door to Adam’s room and found him rocking back and forth in his chair, staring aimlessly out of the window.

      Adam had refused to eat or drink. His skin had a grey, almost lifeless tinge to it. Meal times were stressful as he was now fed via a tube. Jason couldn’t stand to see it, but no matter how much he tried to convince him to eat, his mouth clamped shut. It was almost like he had a death wish, no longer wanting to survive without his twin.

      “Hey mate,” he said, as jovially as he could managed. “How’re you doing today?”

      Adam turned and gazed at his elder brother.

      “Jase.” A tiny squeak-like noise escaped his lips.

      It was a goose bumps moment. It had been months since he had last heard his brother utter a single word. “Take it slowly mate.”

      “Jase,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Is that really you?”

      He had forgotten what his brother's voice sounded like, but he was sure it was deeper than it had been before.

      “Yes mate, it’s me,” he said, rushing over and pulling him into a bear hug. “You’re talking. About time isn’t it.”

      Jason could feel Adam tentatively wrap his arms around him–it felt good to hold his brother close. He hadn’t allowed anybody to willingly touch him in a long time.

      “Jase,” Adam whispered. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve been here every day silly. You haven’t had a chance to miss me.”

      Adam hugged him tightly and Jason could feel him trembling.

      “Are you okay, Ad?”

      “I’m scared.”

      Pulling away and facing his little brother, he could see the worry etched across his face. “What you scared of? You’re safe in here, it’s like a prison.”

      “The woman,” he said quietly. “She was knocking at my window last night.”

      “It was probably a bad dream. Nobody can get near this place after dark. It’s all locked up mate. I promise.”

      “I didn’t imagine it, Jase.” His speech seemed to be improving minute by minute. “I got up when I heard the tapping and she spoke to me through the glass. She told me I had to be careful, but I was still scared.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t one of the nurses?”

      “I know all of them and she wasn’t a nurse. She was dirty, and her fingernails were all bloody. She left blood on the window, but the rain washed it away.”

      “Are you sure it wasn’t just a bad dream?”

      “I couldn’t see her eyes properly ‘cos her hair was hanging over her face.”

      Jason was concerned Adam was suffering a relapse and tried to reassure him.

      “Don’t worry about it mate. I’ll speak to the nurse and see if you can be moved to a room upstairs, if you want?”

      “Will you really, Jase?”

      “Anything for you, but I’m sure you’ve just imagined it.” He wasn’t sure the doctor would listen and hated making promises he couldn’t keep, but he had to try. “I’ll get you moved if it’ll make you feel better.”

      “Thanks, Jase.”

      Jason noticed the twinkle in his brother’s eyes for the first time in months. “Anything you want mate. Stay there and I’ll go and talk to the nurse in charge.”

      “All right. But you will come back, won’t you?”

      “I’m your big brother. I’ll be here as long as you want me, and I’ll always look after you–won’t be long.” He gave Adam the thumbs up as he was leaving.  “And maybe, when I get back, you’ll help me eat this big bag of chocolate eclairs in my pocket.”

      “I might have one.”

      Warmth filled Jason’s heart. Maybe his mum had been right, and Adam would eventually recover.
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        * * *

      

      Adam was sitting on the bed looking anxious when Jason returned. “I didn’t think you’d come back.”

      “I told you I would.” Jason felt guilty for taking so long. The bitch nurse wasn’t having any of it and refused to move Adam. He’d told her what he thought of her and insisted she ask the doctor and allow him to have final say.

      “Is Mum coming in to see me today?”

      It seemed he’d forgotten about moving rooms.

      “Yes mate, she’ll be here shortly. Do you want me to call her and ask her to bring anything with her?”

      “I want a picture of Ashley.” Tears filled his eyes.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ad.”

      “I can’t remember what he looks like.”

      Jason was concerned by his request. Adam and Ashley were identical twins. How could Adam forget what their brother looked like?

      “Okay, I’ll text now and ask her to bring a picture of us all together. How’s that?”

      Adam’s handsome little face lit up into a large grin. “I miss him, Jase. It’s like half of me died too.”

      “I know.” Jason gulped, not wanting to lose it in front of Adam. “I miss him too, but we’ve still got each other, and Mum too.”

      Jason could empathise. It felt like a part of him had died too, but he knew that for Adam, it would feel far worse. They’d never spent a day apart in their entire lives, and for Jason it was bad enough, but what must it truly feel like for twins to be separated in such a horrible and final way.

      Jason looked on as Adam retreated back into himself, his eyes glazing over, as he stared into space. He texted his mum and asked her to bring the picture with her. He knew the doctor wouldn’t be pleased, but he didn’t care–it was what Adam wanted, and it was the first time he’d mentioned his brother in months.

      Maybe seeing his face would make him feel better and aid in his recovery. Jason was deeply conflicted, and it could backfire spectacularly, but anything was worth a try.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Their mother arrived an hour later, and pulled the picture from her handbag, handing it to Adam. He looked down and smiled, then pressed the picture to his chest.

      “He hasn’t said a word since he asked for the picture.”

      “Nothing at all?” She looked concerned.

      “No, Mum. I'm really worried now. Maybe talking about Ash has set him back again.”

      “We’ll speak to the doctor and see what he thinks. Don’t worry, love. I’ve got a good feeling he’s on the mend.”

      “All right,” he stated. “But I don’t think we should leave that picture here, it might do more harm than good.”

      Jason walked over to Adam and tried to take the picture away, but he clutched it tighter to his chest and wouldn’t let go of it.

      “Leave him be, Jase. He doesn’t want you to take it away.”

      “Come on, we’ll go and find that useless nurse and ask when the doctor is doing his rounds.”

      Their mother cupped her younger son’s pale and drawn face in her hands and kissed him softly on the cheek. “We’ll be right back, my gorgeous boy. Mummy loves you, remember that.” She tried to pull him into a hug, but Ashley pushed her away.

      They found the doctor doing his rounds.

      “Can we have a word with you please, Doctor?” Jason asked, politely.

      “As long as you’re quick. I have other patients to see.”

      “We’re concerned about Adam,” his mum added.

      “There is very little change to his condition.”

      “It’s not that,” Jason said. “He told me there was a lady at his window last night. He’s worried, and scared.”

      “Your brother is on strong medication…”

      “That doesn’t mean he can’t see what’s going on,” Jason interjected.

      “I am well aware of that, but your brother is seriously ill and has problems distinguishing what is real and what is not.”

      “So, you’re saying he imagined it?” his mother asked.

      “In all probability, yes, but the fact he has spoken to you is a reassuring sign.”

      “He’s clammed up again now.”

      “Mrs Lee. Your son had a complete mental breakdown and there will be days he appears more lucid than others. At this moment, you have to take what you can get. Not one day will be the same. Your son has a long way to go yet.”

      “Will you move him into another room?” Jason glowered at him.

      “It will do your brother no favours in the long run. Buying into his delusions could set him back further.”

      “So, you won’t move him?”

      “No,” the doctor added. “Absolutely not.”

      Jason stomped off before he said something he might regret, leaving his mother to argue about her Adam’s care.
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      Later that evening, a red Mustang pulled up on the country lane that ran parallel to Millfield Children’s Psychiatric Centre.

      Juliet stepped out of the car, her black stiletto heels clacking against the tarmacked path. Pressing the fob in her hand, the boot of the flashy sports car opened automatically as she stood admiring the doll peacefully resting inside.

      “It’s time.”

      Mabel’s eyes flew open. “Yes Mistress,” she whispered.

      She picked Mabel up carefully, smiling at the big blue eyes staring back at her and pressed the fob once again. The boot closed, and she walked towards the brightly lit building.

      Sandra had failed to bring the boy to her last night and Juliet made her suffer for that failure. This evening, she would do the dirty work herself. She approached the east wing of the hospital and headed towards the room where Adam Lee would be.

      Glancing through the window, Juliet rubbed her hands together. She could see the rise and fall of his chest and knew he was sleeping.

      “Ah, such a shame we have to wake him.”

      He would make a stunning addition to her collection. Nobody would stop her from procuring him.

      She lifted Mabel onto the window ledge and turned her to face the window.

      “Do you see him, my little one?”

      “Yes,” she whispered chillingly.

      “We must have him tonight. You know what to do–don’t fail me.” Juliet bent down and placed the doll back onto the floor. “Time is precious. Sneak inside and watch out for anybody close by. If all is clear, make your way into the boy’s room. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      Mabel pushed herself up off the floor and onto her tiny feet. She scurried off around the side of the building towards the main entrance.

      Juliet patiently waited at the windowpane to the boy’s room. She peered inside, excited by what was to come.

      Moments later Mabel crawled along the floor of Adam’s room. Smiling like a proud parent, she watched as the little one made her way onto the window ledge inside the room. Juliet waved her hand in front of the lock and heard it click open. She pulled the window gently open, careful not to be discovered.

      “Well done my beautiful one.” Juliet pulled the window open wide enough for her to climb through. “Hide yourself under the bed, we don’t want to frighten the boy…too much.”

      Quietly, she climbed inside and stood over him. She watched as he stirred in his sleep.

      “Little boy.” She tapped him gently along the shoulder. “Wake up.”

      He turned around slowly and looked up at her. He was groggy–the medication he was given was obviously meant to keep him sedated throughout the night. The confusion in his eyes pleased her.

      “Adam. Don’t be frightened,” she said, in a low soothing voice. “I’m here to speak to you about Ashley.”

      She knew it would grab his attention and smiled. He groggily forced himself up into a sitting position.

      “Ashley’s dead.” His eyes glazed over. It seemed the memories of his dead brother were too much for him to cope with.

      “No. He’s not. I can bring you to him, if you’d like.”

      She had his attention once more. “Ashley’s dead. I saw him die.”

      “You’re wrong. He's been waiting for you. If you come away with me, I’ll make sure you can be together forever.”

      Adam closed his eyes and shook his head. “You’re not real. I’m having a bad dream.”

      “Listen to me. Ashley has been waiting for you. You’ve been very sick, but it won’t be long until you feel much better,” she said, flashing her perfect white teeth.

      “No. I don't believe you. You’re trying to trick me and stop me from going home.”

      “Don’t you want to see your brother?” She could see he was wavering. “Open your eyes and come with me. He isn’t far away from here.”

      Adam opened his eyes. “You swear you’ll take me to him.”

      “I swear,” she lied. “You need to be quiet though, we don’t want anybody to hear us.” Juliet held out her hand.

      He kicked the blankets away and leaped out of bed. She was glad he was so easily manipulated and guided him to the window, helping him down to the ground. “Wait for me,” she said in a hushed voice, worried about being heard. Leaping down from the windowpane, she held out her arms as Mabel crawled from under the bed and scurried across the floor, leaping out of the window into her arms.

      “Good girl,” she said planting a kiss on the doll's head.

      “Thank you, mistress,” Mabel replied.

      Juliet could see Adam’s surprise. He stared at Mabel and rubbed at his eyes, believing he was seeing things. Then, the sudden realisation he was in danger hit him. He made to run, but she caught hold of the material at the back of his pyjamas and yanked him backwards, throwing him viciously onto the hard path. He cried out in pain as his head struck the floor–the sound of his skull striking the pathway pleased her enormously.

      He lay on the ground, writhing and moaning as she sat astride him.

      “I need you to be quiet now, little boy,” she whispered, leaning in and flicking her tongue across his ear lobe.

      “Ashley.” He groaned, holding onto the side of his head.

      “Quiet, I said.”

      “Please take me to Ashley,” he begged.

      Angered by his disobedience, she backhanded him across the face. The diamond in her ring cut a deep gouge in his cheek. He cried out again. She slapped him once more, then raised her finger to her lips.

      He didn’t make another sound, but his lip quivered.

      She climbed off him, smirking. The sight of the blood pouring from his face and nose–mixed with the metallic smell made her tingle down below. She rubbed her breasts, pinching her hard nipples, yearning to taste his flesh and blood. Sadly, he wasn’t being procured as a meal, but a faithful assistant.

      Juliet revelled in Adam’s terror, but time was against her. She had to do what she came for.

      “I want my Mum.” He tried to sit up.

      She stood over the injured boy and kicked him square in the chest, forcing him flat onto the floor. “You wanted to see your whining brother again…” Juliet paused. “…Soon, I promise you that.” She was lying, but he didn’t know that. She had no intention of allowing his soul to escape into the light.

      He struggled to get up again and kicked out at her, the last of his defiance before all the fight had left him. Juliet was too strong for him. She knelt, her legs holding his arms in place. Sniffing deeply, the scent of his blood was almost hypnotic. She was hungry and bent down to the blood from his cut cheek. He flinched as her tongue aggravated the open wound.

      Juliet shivered and forced herself back to the task at hand. “Now we’ve both had our fun, it’s time to give you what you want.”

      His sobbing echoed into the night, but there was no time and she couldn’t take the chance of somebody hearing them.

      She had to get him away from there.

      “Be quiet, little boy,” she warned, “or I’ll make you sorry.”

      “I want my brother,” he cried. “You said you’d bring me to him.”

      “Silence.” Through gritted teeth, she grabbed a fistful of his hair with one hand to keep him still. Adam cried out, and to silence him, she pushed her fingers into his mouth and with one downward pull, his jaw dislocated. His eyes widened in shock, but the worst was yet to come. She took hold of his tongue and ripped it clean out. Adam moaned and writhed on the ground. She used her magic and rose to her feet, a heeled foot pressed down on his chest, forcing him to remain still.

      She marvelled at the fleshy, muscular organ in her hand and looked forward to tasting it when time allowed. A quick taste of the bloody tongue was enough to satisfy her cravings.

      “Mabel. Look what I’m having for dinner,” she joked.

      Mabel reached out her tiny hand and took the organ from her mistress and sniffed it. A smile stretched across the partially rotted quasi human-looking face.

      She lifted her foot from his chest and laughed chillingly as Adam rolled about the ground with his hands clamped to his mouth, blood pouring through his fingers, his eyes still wide in shock, groaning and unable to form the words he so obviously wanted to speak.

      Flashes of her beloved nephew’s face flew through her mind as she bathed in Adam’s appearance. His jaw, now hanging loose was eerily similar to that of her Luke’s, when he was preparing to feed.

      Juliet silently clapped her hands together, thrilled at the unfolding events. This was supposed to wait until she got the boy back to the house on the lane, but there was no reason why now wasn’t as good a time as any.

      Shuddering with anticipation, she shut her eyes and began to chant in the lost language of her ancestors. Once finished, she opened her eyes, and looked down imperiously as Adam continued to writhe and moan. With a wiggle of her finger, he became still, but his moaning agitated her. “I warned you to be quiet, didn’t I? But like most children you refuse to listen so...” Juliet stopped mid-sentence, raised her foot then pressed her stilettoed heel against his throat. “Now, you will be silent.” With alarming ferocity, she dispensed her cruel punishment, pushed down and heard a crunch as the heel of her designer shoe pierced his windpipe. She laughed as the boy’s gurgling sounds echoed through the night. “I told you to be quiet, little boy…” A cruel smile stretched across her face as she watched the light fade from his eyes. “…and now you will be.”

      Mabel whispered her approval.

      Juliet lifted her foot and shook the gore from the heel of her shoe.

      “Now we can begin.” Juliet gazed lovingly at her faithful companion sniffing the bloody tongue in her little hands. Then, she turned her attention back to the dead child lying on the ground.

      She bent down and, with ease, lifted Adam from the cold, hard ground and carried him towards the car.

      Juliet glanced to the skies and muttered an incantation. As if by magic, rain poured from the sky, which only moments before was cloudless. The water would eradicate the pool of blood beginning to clot on the ground.

      “Come, Mabel. We’ve much work to do.”

      Mabel obediently followed her.
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      Jason paced the floor. He was frantic with worry for Adam.

      “I’m sorry, but we’re doing everything we can to find out how your brother managed to escape the grounds.”

      “That isn’t good enough,” Jason roared. “He was supposed to be safe here.”

      Doctor Richards, the Director of the hospital, clearly didn’t know how to respond. “We’re doing all we can, I promise you that.”

      “How the fuck did he manage to get out?” Jason was struggling to keep himself from tearing the place apart.

      “We had no reason to believe he would run away.”

      “He’s unstable, you know that.”

      “The police are here and checking the grounds as we speak.”

      “If anything has happened to my son, I’ll kill you.” His mother came charging down the corridor and launched herself at the doctor. Jason managed to restrain her. “He’s the only one I’ve got left.” She collapsed and wailed into Jason’s chest.

      “Mrs Lee. Please calm yourself.” He brushed his suit off with his hands. “I understand you’re upset, but hysteria won’t get us anywhere. Now, Adam is a very disturbed little boy and we need to focus our attentions on finding him, not apportioning blame.” The Director looked worried.

      Jason guessed his job was at risk.

      “Adam told me there was a lady banging on his window the other night and the nurse wouldn’t listen to me when I tried to tell her.”

      “He probably dreamt it.”

      “And what if he wasn’t dreaming and somebody’s taken him?” Guilt ate away at Jason. “I failed Ash, and now I failed Adam.”

      “Jason. I don’t think anybody was at your brother’s window. It’s all a figment of his imagination, something he believes to be true, but it’s another reaction to losing his twin. Why do you think I refused to authorise his room move?”

      “I dunno, you tell me, you’re supposed to be the expert.”

      “Adam needed help to try and differentiate between fiction and reality. To accept what happened, and to find a way to move on with his own life, but by indulging his fantasies, we would have pushed him further back into himself.”

      Jason kept his temper, but quietly seethed. He watched as a uniformed policeman approached alongside a well-built red-haired guy wearing an ill-fitting suit. “Mum, the police are here. Come on, they might have some information for us.”

      “Mrs Lee. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Andrew Hope. I’d like a private word, if you wouldn’t mind?”

      “Have you found him?” she said, trying to hold back her own tears.

      “Not yet, but we have some questions.”

      “Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of my son.” She gestured towards Jason.

      “Very well. Doctor, do you mind if we use your office?”

      “Not at all,” Doctor Richards said. “This way.”

      Jason grabbed his mum’s hand as they walked into the office and took a seat.

      The detective didn’t waste any time. “Mrs Lee. I’m investigating the disappearance of your son and as I said, I have a few questions.”

      “What sort of questions?” Jason asked.

      “I’m aware you stopped Adam’s father from seeing him. Is that correct?”

      “That man doesn’t deserve to see my son,” she spat.

      “I’m not here to debate his merit as a father, but do you think your ex-husband could have visited without your knowledge?”

      “Look. There’s no way that dick head could ever get in here to see Adam,” Jason said. “We haven’t seen him for years and it’ll stay that way if I have anything to do with it.” He was trying hard to control his temper. “Why are you asking about him anyway?”

      “Because we know for certain your son is not within the grounds. We’ve searched the entire building and surrounding areas and he’s nowhere to be seen. We’ve had our highly trained dogs looking for him, but they only seem to pick up his scent within the building. Granted, we had a lot of rain last night and that can cause us problems, but I really don’t believe he’s still here.”

      “I want my baby,” Jason’s mother wailed.

      “We’re doing our utmost to find him, Mrs Lee, but I have to be honest with you and tell you that I’m concerned for his well-being.”

      “Do you think somebody took him?” Jason asked.

      “From what I understand, Adam will be in a fragile state right now and certainly won’t be thinking straight. If he walked out of the hospital and the grounds by himself, he wouldn’t be thinking clearly enough to try and conceal himself. My gut instinct is he went with somebody he knew, which is why I asked about his father. As I said a minute ago, it rained last night, but we did find footprints in the dirt outside his window and I believe whoever he left here with either carried him or drove him away.”

      Jason felt like he had been stabbed through the heart–he couldn’t lose Adam as well. “Why do you think that?”

      “We also found fingerprints on the windows and we’re running those prints now to see if they match up to anything in the national database. The doctor mentioned your brother was worried someone was at his window.”

      Jason blamed himself. “I told Adam he’d been dreaming, but he wasn’t, was he?” He buried his head in his hands. “There was somebody at his window. Why didn’t I listen to him?”

      His mother put her arm around him and drew him toward her. He rested his head on her shoulder.

      “Jason. We don't really know for certain anything yet, and all this is just a best guess scenario. We’re hoping the fingerprints are from somebody within the hospital and your brother was just a little spooked and ran away. The rainfall has hindered our efforts, for all we know, he might be heading home right now, but the CCTV malfunctioned last night too, so we have no footage to sift through.”

      Jason knew Detective Hope didn’t believe a word of what he was saying and was just trying to placate them.

      “And how long until the results come back?” Jason asked.

      “It could be any time now, but as soon as I have any news on any aspect of this case, I’ll let you know. I’m sorry I don’t have anything else more concrete to tell you.”

      “I want to know as soon as you hear.”

      “Of course.” The detective stood up and left the room.

      His mother collapsed against Jason and began to sob. “I can’t lose him as well, Jase. Not my baby.”

      “It’ll be okay, Mum. We’ll find him.”

      Jason’s instincts were screaming at him. He knew Adam wasn’t going to come home.
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      Hilary drove down Promised Land Lane. Her nerves on fire. The last time she’d been there, things went disastrously wrong and she had been arrested and thrown into a police cell.

      Speeding past number six, she parked her car near to the stables at that end of the lane intent on walking back to the house, waiting for the opportunity to find her way inside.

      The sensible side of her knew what Tim would say. He would tell her to go home and stop being foolish, but she had no choice but to get inside that house and look around.

      Even though Tim had tried to convince her she’d been dreaming the other night, she knew otherwise. Sandra had been at the window, but it wasn’t the same person she’d known for years. Something was very wrong indeed.

      Hilary walked toward the house, concealing herself behind the large oak tree just outside of the property. It was a close call and she watched the haughty dark-haired lady emerge from the house. She swanned gracefully, but imperiously down the steps and slipped into her swanky red sports car before driving away.

      The main gates to the house were wide open and the port-a-cabin that was there on her last visit had been taken away. The house no longer required a security detail, which was good news for Hilary.

      She recalled her last visit, not realising anybody had moved into the house.

      

      “What are you doing in my garden,” the well-spoken woman asked.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know anybody lived here.”

      “Well, now you do.”

      “I don’t want any trouble, but I’m looking for my friend, Sandra. The police said her phone was found inside your house and…”

      “That may be,” the woman, interrupted. “…but you shouldn’t be out here. Who are you?”

      “My name is Hilary Baines. I don’t mean any harm, but something’s happened to my friend, I know it.”

      “And why do you suppose she would be out here of all places?”

      “Because she was obsessed with this house, and this garden. I tried to tell her to stay away, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Your friend is not here.”

      “Where’s David? Can I speak to him, please?”

      “There’s nobody here by that name. I live in this house alone, and don’t appreciate unwanted… guests.”

      “He is here, in this garden. The doll, if you let me look into the doll’s eyes, he’ll come, I know he will. I’m safe in the daylight. Get the doll and bring it to me. He’ll come.”

      “I don’t know what you’re rambling on about and suggest you leave.”

      “Everybody knows about the doll. It’s in that house over there.” She pointed towards the old doll house, which was now covered in black tarpaulin. “Surely you know about the doll?”

      “I can assure you, Mrs Baines, there is no doll in there. Please leave or I’ll be forced to call the police, and have you removed.”

      “How do you know I’m married?” Hilary wondered.

      “Perhaps the ring on your wedding finger gave it away. Now, what is it you really want?”

      “I need to climb down the well. My friend could be lying hurt down there.” Hilary knew she was coming across as crazy but didn’t care.

      “You’re not going down the well, it’s too dangerous,”

      “What if she’s down there?”

      “Don’t you think I’d know if someone was lying injured down my own well?”

      Hilary knew she was getting nowhere with the woman but had to try.

      “I’m just going to have a quick look and then I’ll leave.” She headed away in the direction of the well. “I won’t be long.”

      The lady walked towards the French doors and back into the house.

      The police arrived a short time later.

      Hilary was staring down the well when the officer touched her shoulder.

      She swung round and caught him in the jaw before another officer threw her to the floor and cuffed her hands behind her back.

      Hilary was arrested and taken to the local police station, but luckily the charges were dropped, and she only was formally cautioned.

      

      Focus, she told herself. And think of a way to get inside that house.

      The sun had set and there were no lights on inside the house. Memories of her first visit came rushing back to her, and whilst she was scared, nothing would deter her.

      Hilary crept around the side of the house and down the familiar passageway. Nerves had overtaken the fear she initially felt. All that concerned her was finding out what happened to Sandra.

      She was surprised to find the cats standing guard on the high walls. Last time, they scared her, but this time, they brought a sense of comfort.

      She approached the doll house, stripped back the tarpaulin and peeked inside.

      The little grey-haired doll turned its head, making her jump. Its eyes flew open and focused on her. Did that thing just smile at me? Hilary trembled. I’ve lost my marbles and now I’m seeing things.

      She told herself she was imagining it and the doll couldn’t have moved, but she was transfixed by how lifelike it was. The doll’s dirty grey hair looked out of place against the moulded childlike face. It possessed a delicate button-like nose and was clothed in a cobalt blue dress with white lace trim. To anybody else it would be cute, but to Hilary it was ghastly.

      The doll’s eyes mesmerised her–they seemed too real and spooked her more than she’d like to acknowledge.

      Deciding she’d seen enough, she dropped the tarpaulin back, covering the doll house.

      “David, if you’re here, now would be a good time to show yourself.”

      She walked up the stairs, towards the French doors.

      A noise from behind startled her.
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      Hilary’s heart thumped in her chest. Somebody was behind her. David?

      “Hils.”

      “Oh, my God.” The hairs along her arms stood on end.

      The voice sounded familiar, but different at the same time.

      She turned slowly, afraid of what she would see.

      Sandra walked towards her, looking as dirty and dishevelled as she had done a few days before.

      Walking slowly down the stairs, she squinted in the moonlight.

      “Is that really you?” Hilary was relieved to have found her. Tears threatened, but she held them back. “Where have you been?”

      “You shouldn’t be here.” The moon cast a shadow across Sandra as she drew closer. She noticed how filthy Sandra’s clothes were and the terrible rotting kind of smell.

      “You told me you were here. I had to come–I’ve missed you so much,” she said, approaching cautiously.

      “Don’t come any closer or I won’t be able to stop myself.”

      Hilary was baffled by the warning. “Stop yourself from what?”

      “Killing you.”

      The words tore through Hilary like a knife. “You don’t mean that, Sand. I know you better than that. Whatever she did to you, we’ll fix it together. Just you and me, like we always have.”

      “You can’t do anything to help me. I belong to Juliet now.”

      “You don’t belong to anybody. Come with me now and I’ll take you to the police.”

      “There’s nothing anybody can do to help me now.”

      Hilary felt her heart would break. She saw the sadness etched across her friend’s face.

      “Where’s David? Can’t he help us?”

      “David’s gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      “He did what he was supposed to do and can’t come back.”

      Hilary stepped close to Sandra but was still apprehensive about approaching her.

      “I told you not to come any closer, Hilary,” Sandra warned. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m struggling to remember who you were to me. I’ll lose it if you don’t stay back.”

      “Please, we have to get out of here. Come with me now before that… that bitch gets back.”

      “I can’t leave, Hils–she’ll find me anyway and force me to come back. She’s bound my soul to this house. I can’t stay away for too long. She’ll come looking for me, and whilst a shred of my humanity remains, I’ll never lead her to you.”

      “Who is she? I don’t understand any of this, Sand.”

      “Juliet is Samantha Whitmore’s sister.”

      “You’re confused, Sand,” Hilary said convincingly. “She’s not old enough to be Samantha’s sister.”

      “No, Hils. Listen to me. Juliet is stronger than Samantha ever was. Believe me when I tell you, you’re in terrible danger being here. She wants me to kill you, knowing once I do, I’ll belong to the dark. I’m trying to fight her, but she is so strong.”

      “Sand, please, let me help you, I know you don’t want to hurt me.”

      “Hilary,” she snapped, baring her teeth. “Go now and forget about me. Go away somewhere, far away from here and hide or she’ll come for you too, just like she did with Adam Lee. Mabel will tell her you were here so please, if you care about me, don’t end up trapped here with me.”

      Adam Lee. The name was familiar to Hilary, but she couldn’t place it.

      “Adam Lee. Where have I heard his name before?”

      “He’s the little boy who lives down the lane.” Sandra smiled showing her rotted teeth. “With me.”

      “You’re scaring me now, Sand.” She noticed the change in Sandra’s tone. “What do you mean?”

      “Maisie went into the light and took David with her, but Juliet was lying in wait. She wants to bring Samantha and Luke back from hell and if she thinks you’re standing in the way of that, she’ll send Adam for you. You don’t want that, and I don’t want that for you either.”

      “For Christ’s sake, I’m not scared of her, or a little boy.”

      “You should be.”

      “Well, tough shit. I’m not scared, and no way am I leaving you here with that lunatic.”

      “Then you’re as foolish as I was. If only I’d listened to you when I had the chance, I wouldn’t be stuck in this God forsaken place, forced to hurt the people I love.”

      “You’re still my best friend and I love you like I always did. You’re confused, that’s all. I can help you, but you have to come with me now. We’ll go anywhere you want as long as it’s away from here.” Hilary was desperate.

      “I want that more than anything in the world, but my life is over. I belong to her now. I’ve resisted as much as I can, but she’ll kill you, just to prove a point. I couldn’t stand anything to happen to you, so go now, please. It won’t be long before Adam wakes. Please Hils...”

      “But…” Hilary interrupted.

      “If you love me like you say you do, listen to me. You’re in danger and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m not strong enough.”

      “Whatever she did to you.” A sob escaped her throat. “You’re still looking out for me. You’re still you.”

      “I’m trying to hold on, but it’s getting harder every day. I don’t know what she’s truly capable of when push comes to shove, but I died in that house and she brought me back, somehow, to torment me for eternity. She stopped my soul from going into the light and I was so close. I could see David waiting for me. I was happy. Then, as though I was attached to a piece of elastic, she pulled me back.” Sandra stepped into the moonlight and pulled the hair back from her face. “Look at me, Hilary. See what Juliet is capable of.”

      Hilary screamed and leaped back. The cats jumped down from the walls, circling her, protecting her. She hadn’t been dreaming the other night–Sandra’s eyes were gone. “I’ll kill that fucking bitch.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you but can’t fight the urges for much longer. As time passes by, it’s becoming harder to remember who I was. She wants me to kill you with my own hands, but I’m trying to resist her. I’m frightened I’ll forget who I am and come for you. I’ve already hurt Nathan–I couldn’t stop myself.”

      “No, you couldn’t, you wouldn’t hurt Nathan.”

      “I didn’t want to but couldn’t control myself.”

      Hilary couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d cried at his graveside, heartbroken, but never thought Sandra could have been responsible. “What did you do to him?”

      “I didn’t want to hurt him, but she made me choose. You or him.”

      “God help me.” She felt as though she was in a waking nightmare.

      “I didn’t want him to die, but what could I do? I wanted to warn him and waited in the back of his car. He noticed me through the rear-view mirror. I frightened him, and he swerved off the road. I killed him, Hils, but I didn’t mean to. I watched his soul leave his body and rise to Heaven.”

      Hilary suddenly reached forward, taking hold of her friend’s hands. She choked as she focused on the angry wounds where Sandra’s eyes used to be. “I can’t leave you here, no matter what you’ve done.” Her friend was ice cold to the touch.

      “You have to go. Adam’s coming, I can hear him.”

      Hilary froze. The terrible sound echoing from within the well shook her to the core. She was reminded of her first visit to the lane.

      The anguished cries reverberated around the garden sending chills right through her bones.

      “He knows you’re here, Hils. Go.”

      “I won’t leave you here alone.”

      “If you won’t go for me, think of Tim–what will he do without you?”

      Sandra’s words shook her back to her senses and for the first time since this mess started, she put her wonderful husband’s needs above her own. “I’ll go, but I’m gonna get help and come back for you. I won’t leave you here.”

      “For your own sake, forget about me and this place. It’s cursed.”

      Hilary turned towards the well as a hand breached the wall.

      The cats fanned out around her.

      Suddenly, a high-pitched scream filled the garden, scattering the cats far and wide. “I won’t leave you here with that… thing.”

      “He can’t hurt me. Remember what I said. Get away and hide before she makes me hurt you.”

      “I know you won’t hurt me, Sand.”

      “She’ll send Adam after you.”

      Hilary could see a shadow sneaking up the garden. Every instinct inside her told her to run, but guilt stabbed at her. She fought against leaving.

      The cats returned en masse, but this time, they surrounded Sandra, pushing her back. They hissed and scratched at her. She yelled at them, but they didn’t break ranks.

      A small boy appeared from the shadows and sniffed at the breeze. A strange gurgling sound came from him as he approached.

      “Hils, you don’t have much time.”

      He tilted his head from side to side, sniffed again and seemed to pick up Hilary’s scent as he switched direction, heading straight toward her.

      He was a few feet away when Sandra screamed. “Adam. No!”

      He twisted round, his face caught in the glow from the moon. His mouth was stretched unnaturally, and his bottom lip hung against his chin. He too had no eyes.

      Hilary let go of her bladder, standing rigid with fright. She couldn't believe what she was seeing.

      “My God. What happened to him?” she asked Sandra. “He’s only a small boy.”

      He chuckled softly at her words. It was the most awful sound she’d ever heard.

      “She ripped his tongue out.”

      “Who did?” Hilary was aghast.

      “Juliet.”

      “Jesus Christ, we can’t let her get away with this–we have to stop her.”

      “She can’t be stopped–she’s too powerful. Don’t you realize the danger you’re in? Please leave now. I won’t be able to stop him harming you.”

      Adam stood opposite Hilary, tilting his head from side to side. She looked down at him, horrified that he too had no eyes.

      She reached out her hand to touch him.

      “No,” Sandra screamed.

      Adam thrust forward, grabbing hold of her wrist.

      Hilary screamed and tried to shake him off, but he was too strong.

      “Adam. Stop!” Sandra begged, unable to help her friend.

      “Sand. Help me please.” Hilary’s shrieks ricocheted around the garden as Sandra tried to kick the cats away.

      “I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” The cats wouldn’t let her pass.

      Adam pulled her toward him, digging his fingers into her wrist.

      Suddenly, there was a loud crack and searing pain shot up Hilary’s right arm.

      Adam chuckled as Hilary finally managed to wrench her arm loose.

      Sandra pushed past the cats and jumped on Adam, stopping him from following Hilary as she raced towards the side of the house.

      Using her left hand to cradle her injured arm, she ran as fast as her feet could carry her. Heading for the road, she almost lost her balance.

      Hilary reached the side of the house and turned back.

      She watched as Sandra tried to restrain him. The boy was strong as he shook her off with ease. The cats circled and began their attack. He grabbed one and the cat screamed as Adam tore it in half. Blood sprayed from the cat’s body. Even in the moonlight, she could see the blood dripping off his face. Adam wiped at the blood then put his fingers into his mouth.

      She could tell he wanted to lick the blood from his fingers, but he had no tongue with which to do so. He appeared mesmerised by the blood and she was safe.

      She looked down at her arm and felt queasy. Blood dripped onto the ground. White hot pain coursed through her and feeling light headed she grabbed the wall as Sandra’s cries rang out. “Run.”

      Without looking back, she sprinted up the side of the house and ran through the open main gates and didn’t stop until she reached her car. She opened the door and slid into her seat, pressing the automatic lock button.

      Hilary sat in the chair, frozen with terror. She was trying desperately to regulate her breathing, doing her best to shut out the immense pain she was feeling.

      She grabbed her sweater from the passenger seat and wrapped it around her wounded arm, shut her eyes and sat in silence for a few minutes, feeling calmer. She had to get to the hospital but was concerned about driving with only one hand. You can do it.

      She opened her eyes. Adam was standing right next to the car, his grotesque blood-soaked face pressed up against the glass on the driver’s side.

      His fingers were splayed out on the glass. She screamed.

      She knew he was trying to speak, but the sounds he made were terrifying. He slobbered against the window as she tried and failed to find the ignition.

      Her hands shook so badly she wasn’t sure she could drive, but she had to get away from there and get help for Sandra.

      Adam began to bang on the window. “Hil-ly.” Was he saying her name?

      “Go away, please,” Hilary screamed, terrified. She found the ignition but struggled to get the car started.

      She needed to steady her hand.

      Adam continued to bang on the car window. “Hil-ly.” His tone was flat, and she knew without a tongue, he wouldn’t be able to form the words properly.

      She tried not to look at him and focused on starting the car.

      Finally, she managed to start the car.

      Adrenaline took over and she rammed the car into gear, accelerating away.

      The car engine screamed in protest, but she didn’t care–she had to get away. She could see Adam watching as the car roared up the lane.

      Pain was creeping up her arm. The adrenaline subsided, and she knew she had to get to the hospital before she passed out.
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        * * *

      

      Hilary made it to the hospital and rushed into the casualty department. She’d tightened the jumper around the open wound to try and stem the bleeding, but she’d endured all she could. She walked towards the reception and gripped it with her good hand as one of the nurses took one look at her and rushed over as Hilary slid to the floor.

      “You’re okay, lovey,” the rosy cheeked nurse said kindly. “What’s your name?”

      “Hilary Baines,” She whispered before succumbing to the blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew Hope was sat at his desk completely perplexed. The fingerprints taken at the hospital had come back inconclusive and he wasn’t sure what to do, and which was the best way forward.

      Adam Lee had been missing for three days now, and his family had been calling non-stop.

      The press had got wind of the story and had been camped outside the police station ever since. They were crucifying him daily, his face splashed across the front pages. “Chief Inspector Chucky indeed.” That was the nickname bestowed on him by News Group UK.

      The Chief Constable had hauled him over the coals for the lack of progress on the case–missing kids caused the worst form of publicity, but a missing child whose brother was murdered the year before was a journalist’s wet dream and they’d taken a swipe at the whole department over the lack of arrests pertaining to the cases involved.

      He chafed his temples, feeling the headache creeping on–he had nothing to go on. No suspects, no leads, nothing.

      His partner, Janet Monroe, was on maternity leave for another seven months and for now, he was saddled with Eve Wiltshire.

      He couldn’t stand the jumped up, arse-licking bitch.

      Wiltshire wasn’t a patch on Monroe and he couldn’t wait to be shut of her. She was fucking useless in his opinion and he questioned who she’d shagged to get the promotion.

      Promised Land Lane had been the bane of his existence since Dean Lewis had been found after Rachel Lang’s disappearance. He was still feeling the heat over it. The chief was rather fond of telling him more could have been done to get a statement–conveniently forgetting Dean was ‘away with the fairies’ as the old saying went.

      Thus far, he had a teenage girl missing for twenty years, a murdered kid and blood found belonging to Rachel Lang All these events linked by an old house and stupid ghost stories. A missing journalist working on the story added fuel to the fire–her phone was found there, and the place was a mess, blown out windows to boot. And then, if that wasn’t bad enough, the journalist’s estranged husband is killed in a road accident. He looked at his case notes, trying to find something, anything that would help him solve the mess this case had become. It reads like a horror film script and he wondered if he’d walk away from the case with his job or position intact, let alone his pension. Even a million-pound reward offered by Tony Marshall, CEO of News Group UK, had failed to procure any new leads. Yes, there were the usual cranks, but nothing concrete to go on and the case was still wide open with no hope of solving it any time soon.

      Forensics had turned the property upside down and come up with nothing.

      Sandra Miller’s phone had been tracked there, but there was no physical sign of her. Her bank accounts hadn’t been touched and it seemed she’d disappeared without trace–another one to add to the seemingly growing list. He’d questioned the new owner of number six and found her to be charming, snooty and totally disinterested in the goings on over the last twenty odd years. She’d been courteous enough to allow his team access to the house and gardens at first, but after the team’s third visit, she had run out of patience and complained to the Chief Constable and the Commissioner. His knuckles were well and truly rapped with an order to stay far away from the lane.

      Now the Lee kid had vanished into thin air, he wanted more than ever to return. The kid’s doctor said he may have gone back to the place his brother was murdered, but he doubted it. He knew in his gut the kid was dead–it was always the same. If they weren’t found within twenty-four hours, the odds were stacked against them turning up alive.

      He sat and thought about Jeanette Lee and his heart went out to her. Losing one child would be bad enough, but two was beyond comprehension.

      He jumped as the phone on his desk rang. “Hope speaking.”

      “Hello. It’s Sandra Miller’s friend, Hilary Baines. I’m sorry to trouble you, but I need to talk with you urgently.”

      “Ah yes, Mrs Baines. What can I do for you?”

      “You told me to call you if I heard anything from Sandra.”

      “And do you have any news?”

      “Yes. I’ve seen her.”

      He silently thanked whatever God was shining luck down on him and leant forward in his chair. Finally, some good news about this wretched case. “And when was this?”

      “Two nights ago. I would have called you sooner, but...” He could hear the nerves in her voice and interrupted.

      “Where was this?”

      “Number six Promised Land Lane.

      Andrew rolled his eyes and breathed out. It really was too good to be true. His heart sank to the pit of his stomach. Another nutcase obsessed with that hellish place.

      “Mrs Baines, forgive me, but we’ve been through this before, many, many times. Sandra Miller is not at Promised Land Lane.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “You know better than most that we’ve searched the house and the garden multiple times. We’ve even sent a team down the well, and she is not there.”

      “She is–I swear it.”

      “May I call you Hilary?” he asked.

      “Go for your life.”

      “Hilary. I know she was your best friend and you miss her. I understand all that and feel for you, but the Chief Constable is hopping mad already and there’s no way he’ll allow me to go back there again. Juliet Oswell nearly hauled us through the courts for harassment after the last time.”

      “She’s in on it. Don't you see that? She’s got that little boy that went missing too.”

      “Hilary. That’s a serious accusation you’re making.”

      “It’s not an accusation. It's the absolute truth. I’ve seen him. He crawled out of the well. I saw him with my own eyes.”

      Andrew wasn’t in the mood to deal with any more lunatics connected to the lane. “All right. Leave it with me.” He was humouring her. “I’ll talk to my boss and determine where we go to from here.”

      “You can’t go there alone, not with that kid there.”

      “I won’t go on my own, don’t worry.”

      He could hear the sigh of relief down the phone.

      “Where are you now, Hilary?”

      “I’m at St. Anne’s Hospital.”

      His curiosity was piqued. “What are you doing there?”

      “That kid attacked me, snapped my arm. Broken in three places. It’s a right mess. I had to have surgery on it yesterday.”

      “And how did you manage that?”

      “Aren’t you listening to me? I just told you, the kid did it.”

      “You’re telling me that Adam Lee attacked you?”

      “Yes, the kid who went missing from the psychiatric hospital.”

      You’ll be lucky if you don’t end up in the same place, he thought to himself.

      His headache was getting worse by the second. His boss would put him on leave if he went to him with any of this, but if he didn’t and there was even the slightest truth to some of it, he’d be back on traffic duties until he retired.

      “Hilary, leave me to deal with this please. I’ll hang up now and go speak with my boss. When are you being discharged?”

      “Three o’clock this afternoon.”

      “Okay. What ward are you on?”

      “Ward fifty-six.”

      “Is your husband coming to take you home?”

      “No. Tim and I are having some time apart.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll be there for three and drive you home. Don’t leave without me.” It wasn’t a request.

      “Okay. I’ll wait for you.” She exhaled. “Andrew. I know you think I’m mad, but I’m telling you the truth and need you to believe me.”

      “I’ll be there for three. Look after yourself.”

      He stared at the receiver unsure of what to do for the best.

      He knew he had to go to his boss, but how was he going to tell the Chief what he’d just been told?

      Andrew left his office and walked down the corridor. His boss was in the large office at the end. He tapped on the door and the familiar deep voice answered. “Come in.”

      “Sir, sorry to disturb you, but can I bend your ear for a few minutes?”

      “I haven’t got long, Andrew, but bend away.”

      “We’ve had a sighting of Sandra Miller and Adam Lee.”

      “Thank God for that. We’re getting more shit for this case than anything I’ve seen in forty years on the force.”

      “It’s not quite as cut and dry as you think, though, Sir.”

      Andrew could see the excitement fade from his boss’ face. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I’ve just had a phone call from Hilary Baines. She’s presently a patient at St. Anne’s Hospital and says she’s seen both of them in the last few days. She claims the Lee boy attacked her and that Juliet Oswell is behind it all.”

      The Chief angrily picked up his telephone. “Doreen. Cancel everything in the diary for the remainder of the day and send my apologies.” He slammed the phone down and Andrew knew what was coming.

      “You need to get Mrs Baines into the station and caution her for wasting police time. We can’t accuse Juliet Oswell of anything else. She wasn’t even in the country when Sarah Brown went missing all those years ago, and there’s no evidence to suggest she had anything to do with the recent… er, troubles there.”

      “I know all that, Sir, but don’t you find it odd the woman is distantly related to the same family that lived there in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s?”

      “Odd in what way, Hope? People often return home to roost to where it’s familiar. Nothing suspicious about it at all.”

      “I know everything about this case is confusing, but I believe Miss Oswell knows more than she is letting on.”

      “Don’t mess with her, Hope. She has more money than God and could finish both of our careers, and I’m not ready to retire just yet. You know what happened last time you annoyed her.”

      “So, what do you suggest I do? Our investigation can’t be hindered because of some snooty rich bitch.”

      “I suggest you run and see Miss Oswell, but tread very carefully. Butter her up and make out you’re only keeping her in the loop. We’ve got no chance of securing a search warrant based on the rantings of a woman who believes in ghosts.”

      “Right you are, Sir. I’ll head over there after I’ve collected Hilary from the hospital.”

      “We’re not a taxi service, Hope.”

      “I wanted to get to her before she decides to head back to the lane, or worse still, speaks to the papers.” Andrew knew mentioning the papers would bring him crashing back to reality.

      “Good idea. Keep me informed and think on… tread very carefully. Neither one of us can afford any more bad publicity. Am I clear, Chief Inspector Chucky?”

      “Crystal.” Andrew was pissed off with the snarky remark. He slammed the door behind him and made his way to the car park.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry I’m late, Hilary. I got out on the wrong floor. Are you ready to go?” He looked at the plaster cast on her arm.

      “Yes. All good to go now. Thanks for coming to collect me, but I could have driven home myself.”

      “It’s my pleasure, now let’s get you home and sorted out. If you give me your keys, I’ll have one of my team collect your car and bring it to you. You shouldn’t be driving in that condition anyway, do you hear.”

      He took hold of her elbow and guided her out of the ward and into the waiting elevator. She waited until the doors slid shut and turned to face him.

      “Did you talk to your boss?” She seemed concerned.

      “Yes. I went to see him right after our conversation and he’s authorised me to go and speak with Miss Oswell again.”

      “Is that all?” Her voice raised several octaves. “I’ve told you, Sandra and that kid are both there and you’re only going to talk to her.”

      “Calm down, Hilary. Please. I fully intend to seek Miss Oswell’s permission to search the house and grounds again, and if she refuses permission, I’ve got no hesitation in requesting a search warrant.”

      She seemed a little calmer now she was aware of his intentions.

      “I know you think I’m round the twist, but that woman is keeping Sandra prisoner there and she’s got the kid hiding down the well. She’s taken his eyes.”

      Andrew was worried which way the conversation was heading.

      “Come on, Hilary. Let’s take you home and then I can get over there and look around for myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet watched Andrew Hope’s car pull up outside her home from the upstairs bedroom window.

      “Big fat pig,” she hissed, her hatred of him undeniable. “I’d love nothing more than to string you up by the feet and cut your throat.” Her face flushed at the thought of bathing in his blood. “Mabel, go to the attic and wait until I come for you.”

      “Yes, mistress,” she whispered.

      Mabel rushed out of the room and waited on the landing. “Make certain the door is tightly shut. I’ve got a feeling our nosey detective is going to want to come in and snoop around again.”

      She watched with pride as Mabel crawled up the stairs.

      Listening out for the sound of the secret door locking shut, she glided down the grand staircase, the memories of over a hundred years ago, still fresh in her mind.

      

      Samantha opened the front doorway.

      “It’s good to see you.” Juliet leaned in to kiss her sister’s cheek.

      “And it’s good to see you as always, but please, come inside quickly. You can't risk being seen. Mark must never know you’ve been here.”

      Once safely inside, they embraced one another.

      “Why do you stay with him?”

      “He’s my husband.”

      “And he’s your son,” she pronounced, pointing at the young child stood in front of her.

      Tears welled up in Samantha’s eyes. “I’ve missed you, my beautiful boy.” She held out her arms and Luke rushed into her embrace. “And I wish we had longer together.”

      “This is foolishness.” Juliet wasn’t in the mood for diplomacy. “You should feed his heart to the local dogs, or better still, serve it for dinner. Being cowed by a man is an affront to our kind. I would have ripped his spleen out with my bare hands and made him eat it.”

      “Not in front of Luke, please. He’s just a child.”

      “Before long he’ll be a man and take his rightful place, but what will become of you, staying in this house with him and his child?”

      She could see Samantha was nervous.

      “Not now, Juliet. You know why I must remain here. You conveniently forget what Mark did when he rescued me all those years ago. Father was going to kill me, you know that. Mark offered me the chance of a normal life and I owe him.”

      “We were born to greater things than childbirth and cleaning up after humans. You’ve developed a sympathy for their kind, you do realise that.” Juliet’s face flushed with wrath.

      “And if I hadn’t escaped, I would have done the same for our father. Was that what you wanted? You know I’ve never been as strong as you. Father knew it too and would have killed me sooner or later and passed what little power I had to you.”

      “I’ve never cared that I was the strongest of the two of us. I wanted to be with my sister. Nothing else mattered, only us. When you ran away, I scryed for you, night and day. I found you and not even father could stop me, even though he tried I made him pay for his wicked treatment of you and ripped his liver out then rammed it down his throat. Not even he, as strong as he was, could divide us. But now look at us, kept apart once again on the decrees of your human husband. Luke deserves to be with his mother and I want to be closer to my sister. Leave this place and let Mark and his daughter rot.”

      “What about the pact?”

      “We’ll find a way, Samantha. There’s always another way.”

      “This is the only path. I swore an oath to Moloch. If I fail, I’ll die, then spend eternity burning in hell.”

      “I wanted so much more for you, my dear sister, but if this is what you desire, so be it. I’ll stand by you as I always have. You have no need to be concerned about Luke. I’ll raise him as though he were my own child, but only until the time comes for him to take his rightful place.”

      “Thank you, Juliet. I owe you so much already, but promise you’ll keep Luke safe until the time is right. He's too important.”

      “I know how much he means to you, and to our Master.” Juliet took hold of Samantha’s hand.

      “When the time arrives, we will be rewarded beyond our wildest dreams. Nothing must stand in our way.” Samantha looked down at her son.

      “Very well. I’m not happy with your choice to remain here, but I respect your wishes. Now, we don’t have much time–on to business,” Juliet said, changing the subject. “You wrote and said you needed to see me. What is so urgent that you couldn’t tell me by letter?”

      “I’ve got something to show you, but we have to be quick.”

      Luke broke the tension between them, handing over the parcel he was carrying. It had been enclosed in a ratty looking blanket.

      “You’ve brought me a gift?” Samantha smiled tenderly at her darling child.

      “It’s for the girl,” Juliet said, taking the parcel from Luke. “A doll–he insisted.” She couldn’t mask her disgust.

      Samantha cupped her hands around Luke’s face and kissed him gently on the cheek. “Such a sweet boy. I’m sure Maisie will love it.”

      “Nobody cares if she loves it or not, Samantha. Just make sure the girl gets it.” She didn’t have time for pleasantries, especially where her niece was concerned. “What is it you need to show me?”

      “Follow me upstairs.”

      Juliet and Luke followed Samantha. She climbed the stairs and headed for the attic. Standing in an empty room, Juliet looked around, struggling to see what could be of interest in there.

      “Watch and pay attention.”

      Juliet did as she was instructed as Samantha pulled a hidden lever inside one of the cupboards, surprised to see a door slide open. Peeking inside the opening, she saw a large rectangular room that stretched the length of the house.

      She stepped inside and looked around–dead chickens and foxes hung from the vaulted ceiling by hooks, and jars of blood lined the shelves and ledges around the walls.

      Juliet keenly observed Luke as he walked around the room. He appeared hypnotised as he glowered at the contents of the jars – he was drooling, and both sisters knew the thirst for blood would soon take over.

      Samantha reached for a jar on the top shelf and removed the lid. They both watched as his eyes rolled to the back of his head and his jaw cracked, the hunger taking over.

      “Not now, my son.” He reached out as Samantha passed him the jar of blood and snatched it out of her hands. “Drink. It will pass.”

      “What is this place, Samantha?”

      “It holds what is left of my power and if anything should happen to me, you must bide your time and return when the time is right. You’ll find the spells to bring me back.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to you.”

      “When the time comes to fulfil the pact, Mark will fight me at every turn. I’ve never seen a love as strong as he has for Maisie. Even now, he rarely leaves her alone with me, scared of what he thinks I’ll do to her.”

      “If only he realised how important she is.”

      “Mark can never know. He would sacrifice each of us to keep her safe.”

      “How can you stand to play this game day after day? You know why she was conceived–so Luke could survive.” Juliet looked over as the boy noisily licked the last of the blood from the jar. “Sating his thirst isn’t as easy as it used to be. He weakens much quicker and needs his sister’s blood to stay strong.”

      “I can’t give any more–once a year is all Mark will agree to. He knows it is the only way to keep Luke alive, and only agreed to that if I sent him away.”

      “It barely sustains him. He needs her blood. If you could get more and send it to me.”

      “It’s impossible. I’m sorry, but while you are here, take anything from this room you may need. It will be enough for now.”

      “It will be enough, but he desires more than what’s in these jars.”

      “The time to fulfil the pact draws near. The day will soon come when he no longer needs Maisie’s blood to survive.”

      “He must consume her heart too. I know the pact you made, Samantha. You have to sacrifice Maisie, so Luke can grow strong.”

      “And it’s a sacrifice I will make without question. I loathe the child and have done since I expelled her from my womb. Watching her die will be my greatest reward.”

      The sound of smashing glass caught their attention.

      Luke was on his feet. He had smashed the jar on the floor. Blood splatters covered him and the walls in the corner of the room. Juliet looked fearfully at her sister.

      “I’ve warned you about this, Samantha.” Juliet looked worried. “There is a bond between them and when the time comes, you won’t find him as malleable as you think.”

      “He will do what is right.”

      Juliet could see the doubt creep into her sister’s eyes.

      “We don’t have a great deal of time. I can smell Mark and Maisie as they approach. They're not that far away now. If I should die before I fulfil the pact, promise you will return. Everything you need is in here. A word of warning; only return if the situation is so dire, you have no other option. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, sister. Come, Luke, we must leave.”

      The little boy followed them out of the secret room. Samantha sealed the door and rushed them down the steps.

      “Goodbye, for now, my son. I’ll miss you,” she said, scooping Luke up into her arms and covering him with kisses. “Always remember my darling, this is all for you.”

      Juliet kissed her sister and bid her goodbye.

      She took hold of Luke’s hand and hurried away.

      They didn’t stop until they reached the end of the lane. Juliet looked down at Luke. Tears ran down his face.

      “Why do you cry?”

      He looked up at her, his black eyes shining. “I want to stay.”

      “I know you do, but it’s not possible. Your father will never understand, and I fear one day he will harm you in order to keep your sister safe.”

      “My sister’s name is Maisie.”

      “I know what her name is.”

      “Then why do you speak of her like she means nothing?”

      “You are wise beyond your age, my child.”

      “I’m not your child.”

      “I think of you as my own. Who else would have taken you in and protected you, if not me?”

      “I do love you, Aunt Juliet, but I desire to be with my mother.”

      “And she desires nothing more than to be with you, and one day soon, both of you will get your wish, but right now, it has to be this way.”

      “I should be with my sister. She will learn to love me as I am.”

      “You fool yourself, Luke. Maisie will always be scared of you, and each time you feed from her, she will close her heart to you that little bit more.”

      “Then it’s simple,” he announced. “I will refuse her blood. I love my sister very much and don’t wish to harm her.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Luke. You’ll die if you do not feed from her.”

      “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

      He was only a child, but his intelligence was a match for her own. “Her blood makes you strong. Even now, you grow in appearance. Soon, while she remains a weak child, you will be a fully-grown man, ready to claim this world as your own.”

      “I know all that.”

      “You’d give all that up for your sister’s love, and condemn your mother to burn in hell for eternity?”

      Luke didn’t answer and remained silent for the entire journey home. He skulked off to his room upon returning home.

      Juliet climbed the stairs to her room. She closed the door and magically sealed it. Retrieving the mirror from under her bed, she wiped her hand across the glass and called her sister’s name.

      Samantha’s pale face appeared in the mirror. “I told you never to contact me this way again,” she whispered. “It’s too risky. Mark must never know the extent of our powers.”

      “Your human husband doesn’t interest me.”

      “Well he should. I promised him I wouldn’t use my gifts. It was the only way I could convince him to stay here. He threatened to take Maisie away if I didn’t.”

      “Cut his throat and lock her in a room until the time comes.”

      “I can’t stand to be near her, Juliet. Even her touch burns my skin.”

      “What? This is the first time you’ve mentioned such things to me.”

      “I can’t touch her. It causes me physical pain. She belongs to the light, surely you can understand that. Even with my blood coursing through her veins, she is pure of heart. Luke is drawn to the good in her. I have seen it with my own eyes.”

      “She is half witch. Your blood moves through her veins too.”

      “That may be so, but she has nothing of me in her. She reminds me of...”

      “Don’t say her name out loud.”

      “Our mother.”

      Juliet hissed angrily. “She was weak and didn’t deserve the honour of being mother to us.”

      “Mother was human, and no matter how much you try to pretend otherwise, you know what she was.”

      “I don’t wish to speak of her,” Juliet warned.

      “You know what she said to us both before father killed her,” Samantha reminded her sister.

      “I recall, yes, but they were only words.”

      “Father wanted her for himself–a trophy bride. He held her in thrall until she was pregnant. He knew she wouldn’t raise a bastard child and would agree to marry him and stay.”

      “And look where she ended up,” Juliet spat. “On our plates… as dinner.”

      “Maisie is the image of her. I’m scared that when the time comes my magic will fail and Luke will die.” Juliet could see the fear on her sister’s face.

      “It will work, believe me, but we have more pressing things to concern ourselves with.”

      “What’s wrong?” Samantha asked.

      “Luke wanted to stay with you, and Maisie. He told me he’d refuse to drink from her. You must make him see sense. He must know the consequences of you failing to honour the pact.”

      “What am I to do?”

      “Use his love for you as a weapon. Manipulate him until he comes around to our way of thinking and do it before he reaches maturity and we no longer have any control over him.”

      “How am I to do that? I’m so far away.”

      “You must use the mirror to speak with him and strengthen the bond he already feels for you. Mark is out of the house for long periods of time during the day, and the girl will not realise what you’re doing, even if you’re unlucky to have her in the house with you – take advantage of that.”

      “I have no choice, do I?”

      “No sister, you don’t. This is a dangerous time and you must find a way of fooling Mark into believing you care for Maisie, no matter how repulsive you find her. If she is amenable to Luke feeding from her, things will be much easier, and Luke will be more agreeable in the long term. He won’t harm her, I know it, but we can mould his thoughts. We have to ensure he understands what will happen if he disobeys us.”

      “Okay, I’ll do as you ask and call for you when Mark is out of the house. But if you must call me through the mirror, do so once only, and if I don’t answer you, do not persist… Mark must never find out we have this means of communication.”

      “I found you through the mirror when he took you away, remember. We will make it work.”

      “Until tomorrow, sister.”

      The mirror went black.

      Juliet unsealed the door and carried the mirror out of her bedroom and walked into Luke’s bedroom.

      He was asleep on the bed, so she gently set it down on the dressing table and closed the door behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet took a deep breath.

      Pulling her dark hair loose from the bun currently holding it in place, it swung free, hanging lustrous against her shoulders.

      She was beautiful. Men found her alluring and over the years she’d used everything at her disposal to get her own way.

      She opened the door with a smile.

      “What a nice surprise, Detective Chief Inspector,” she said. “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon.” She wondered if he was convinced by her agreeable demeanor.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Oswell, but do you mind if I step inside and speak with you?”

      “Not at all,” she lied. “And call me Juliet. We’re old friends now, after all.”

      She knew he was clever enough to pick up the intended sarcasm. His interruption was the last thing she needed or wanted.

      “We’ve had a report Sandra Miller was recently seen in the rear garden and I was hoping you’d be kind enough to allow me to look around? Dot the i’s and cross the t’s as it were. Just a formality, you understand.”

      “Really. Here? How very odd. You’d think I’d be aware if there was a missing woman walking around my garden. I suppose you’re going to tell me there’s a doll with human looking eyes lurking around the well too.”

      “I’m really sorry about this, but I have a job to do. There’s been no sign of Miss Miller and this is the last place we traced her whereabouts to. A quick look round and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “I could refuse and ask you to bring a warrant,” she said, considering her options, whilst maintaining eye contact with the awkward looking pudgy faced Detective. “But as I’ve nothing to hide, allow me to lead the way.”

      She led him through the beautifully renovated house and into the spacious and modern kitchen towards the French doors. “Can I tempt you with a refreshment, whilst we’re in here?”

      “No. But thank you anyway. I should get on, so I don’t take up any more of your precious time.”

      Juliet grabbed an umbrella from a stand to the side of the door.

      Andrew gave a curious look as Juliet pushed the doors open and took a few steps towards the garden steps, inviting him to follow. She opened the umbrella, shielding her face and upper body from the sunlight and noticed the curious look he gave her.

      “You’re not a fan of the sun?” he quizzed.

      “It doesn’t like me, I’m afraid. A touch of photosensitivity.”

      “That’s a pity,” he said, looking around the vast garden. “It’s going to be the hottest summer for years.”

      “Hopefully not,” she said, already tiring of his company. “As you can see, Miss Miller isn’t here, so if that’s all, I have errands to run.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll check out the rest of the garden and around the well?”

      “If you insist.” Her tone was flat.

      Andrew searched the grounds, peering behind bushes and hidden overgrown nooks. He focused his attentions around the well and peeked his head over the wall.

      She giggled softly to herself. If only he knew what lay in wait down there. If she wasn’t concerned about the lane being swarmed with police she’d have jostled him into the darkness and let Adam deal with him. Still, there was plenty of time for that.

      She plastered on her best smile as he approached her. “Thank you for your time, Miss Oswell. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind leaving via the pathway at the side, I’d be grateful. Saves you dragging your muddy feet over my newly polished floors.”

      “My pleasure. Good day to you.”

      “Goodbye, and give my regards to Hilary, won’t you.” She winked at Andrew, letting him know she was aware of the source of the latest reports.

      Andrew stopped and turned back towards her. He had a confused expression on his face. “I didn’t mention Mrs Baines.”

      “Didn’t you? Oh well, my mistake. Never mind me. The doll in the house over there must have told me.” She arched an eyebrow and grinned. He headed for the pathway, glancing at the doll house before disappearing out of sight.

      Juliet stormed up the stairs and slammed the doors behind her.

      She furiously marched up the stairway and into the secret room.

      Sandra cowered in the corner.

      “What do you want?”

      Juliet picked up a carving knife from the slab, then knelt in front of Sandra. “You’ll do my bidding, or I’ll make you suffer.” She pushed the tip of the blade deep into Sandra’s neck, but there was no blood.

      She cried out in agony.

      “I can hurt you more than you’ll ever know.”

      “You can’t do anything worse to me than you already have.”

      Juliet pulled the blade out. “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” she replied, defiant.

      “Then test my patience further and you’ll see what I’m truly capable of. Forever is a long time. Your resolve will break soon enough.”

      “I won’t hurt my friend.”

      “Then I’ll send Adam, but it will be so much worse for her. Do you really want that on your conscience?”

      “I’d rather burn in hell than hurt her.”

      Juliet scoffed. “Then you’ve just sealed her fate.”

      “You have me. Isn’t that enough?”

      “Do you really believe I would tolerate your friend sneaking around my house?” Sandra seemed surprised. “Yes, I knew she was here, and that was before Mabel told me.”

      “Leave her alone. She’s only trying to protect me.”

      “A waste of time, Sandra. You’re dead, remember?”

      “I still won’t help you.”

      “As I expected, but I look forward to giving you a ringside seat. Perhaps, I will keep Hilary in the well to keep Adam company? What do you think?”

      “I hate you,” Sandra spat. “David will stop you.”

      Juliet cackled. “Your beloved is long gone and won’t be coming back.”

      “Don’t be so sure. If he knew what you’d done to me, he’d move heaven and earth to help me.”

      Juliet drove the blade into Sandra’s chest. “Silly girl. He used you for his own end.”

      “You lie.”

      “He had no love for you. It was all for Maisie.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Then, why doesn’t he rush in to save you? Did you ever think about that? He doesn’t care, and neither does your God.”

      Juliet climbed to her feet, turned and stormed out of the room.
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      Hilary regretted her decision to involve Andrew.

      It was a mistake, but what else could she do?

      She knew he didn’t believe her, but he had to be seen to act on what she’d told him.

      If her own husband thought she’d lost her mind, what hope did she have of anybody else taking her seriously?

      The only person that would have believed her couldn’t help.

      Tim had returned earlier that evening to collect his clothes. She knew sending him away was wrong, but at the time, it seemed the right thing to do. Now, she had no choice if she wanted him to remain safe.

      It broke her heart watching him walk out the door, but she had to let him go. She knew they were both in danger and wanted him out of the way at least. She’d never forgive herself if anything happened to him.

      Sandra occupied her thoughts night and day. She had to do something to help her. But what about the little boy that came out of the well? Adam. She couldn’t help but think about him too. Could he truly be the missing boy from the papers?

      Slouching on the sofa in the conservatory, she aimed the remote control at the television and switched it on. News at Eleven had just started and the familiar bongs announcing the headlines rang out.

      “Oh, my God.” She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. A photo of the little boy that had attacked her in the garden filled the screen.

      Pausing it, she examined his face, attempting to convince herself it was someone else, but she was certain it was him. “What has she done to him?”

      She un-paused the screen and continued to watch the broadcast. The police were extremely worried about his well-being and were appealing for witnesses to come forward who may have seen him as he left the grounds of the hospital.

      She watched as his emotional mother and brother both gave statements to the press, begging him to come home, or for anybody holding him captive to release him.

      Her heart broke for them. They looked exhausted. There was a helpline number at the bottom of the screen and for a moment she considered calling it, telling them what she knew. What would be the point? She’d already reported it to Andrew and it had led to nothing. They already thought she was a crank, but now she had to play her cards close to her chest if she hoped to rescue Sandra.

      Sandra had been right all along about the house.

      She sat forward and pulled her laptop from the coffee table and googled Promised Land Lane.

      She discovered a website called LegendorLie.com and clicked it. The page opened with a message from the Administrator stating the site was shut down indefinitely. Dammit, she thought to herself. If only Stephen hadn’t moved away. She wondered if there was any way she would be able to get in contact with him, or Ian for that matter.

      They hadn’t left a forwarding address, so she wouldn’t know where to begin. Thinking about it, they were better off being as far away as possible. Ian’s new job had come at exactly the right time. She closed the website and clicked another link. A fresh page opened, the screen flooded with results.

      She clicked one of the links.

      It was a recent article that detailed the sale of the infamous house on the Lane, bought by a Juliet Oswell from the estate of Dianne Gallagher.

      A brief history of Dianne was included in the report, stating she wished to give the house to the Catholic Church, but her sister had accused her solicitor of allowing Dianne to sign a will whilst not mentally competent.

      The courts had agreed and overturned her last will and testament, leaving her the entire estate.

      A few weeks after the will was overturned, Juliet had purchased the house for a huge sum, much higher than its market value. The house went through an extensive renovation, but the new owner had moved in immediately.

      The newspapers had tried to interview Juliet, wanting her take on the supposed haunted house, but according to the article she had, in no uncertain terms, declined all requests.

      At the bottom of the article was a picture of a good-looking, dark-haired teenager named as Jason Lee. His brother had been murdered at the house, and he’d warned Juliet not to stay there.

      Reading further, the report shared details of the unsolved murder of Ashley Lee and showed a picture of his twin, Adam, sat alongside a pretty woman she assumed was the mother.

      “Shit,” she said, shocked at the face staring back at her from the picture. “It’s definitely him.”

      She had to speak to Jason Lee but didn’t know how to contact him. Scanning the article again, it said he was in his final year at high school. She doubted he attended a private school, so that left only one option, but it would mean waiting outside the school gates in the hope of spotting him.

      Determined to find him, she closed the laptop and switched off the television. She set her alarm for six am and made her way to bed.
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        * * *

      

      Hilary only managed to get three hours’ sleep when the alarm buzzed her awake. But that was enough–she couldn’t afford to sleep in.

      Her arm was throbbing, and she fought the urge to slide a coat hanger down the plaster cast to scratch the unbearable itch.

      Reaching across to the bedside table, she grabbed two of her painkillers and slugged them down with a mouthful of water. She shuffled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom.

      Tim’s toothbrush was still in the holder and seeing it there made her miss him even more. He was the love of her life and she hated to be without him.

      If things went to plan, she would rescue Sandra, and then Tim would be back home where he belonged.

      Hilary was out of the house by seven am, and, against the surgeon’s advice, she drove slowly to the local school. She parked opposite, securing a good view of the main gates, hoping she would recognize him.

      Parents and children began to descend on the school, but there was no sign of Jason and finally at ten am she told herself he wasn’t coming and drove home.
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        * * *

      

      The house alarm had been set when she left, but it only beeped once when she opened the door–it only did that when somebody was home.

      “Tim?”

      There was no answer.

      She pushed the door wide open and immediately knew it wasn’t Tim who had been in the house. She could smell the hint of perfume, something with a subtle touch of jasmine.

      Her senses screamed.

      She tiptoed up the hallway, her heart thumping inside her chest, unsure if whoever had been in the house was still there. Feeling more alert than she had in days, she pushed open the living room doorway, her eyes darting from corner to corner of the spacious room. She was alone. A small part of her hoped Sandra would be there, waiting for her to come home.

      She made her way into the kitchen and looked over at the conservatory. Maybe she was imagining it, and she hadn’t set the alarm, she thought to herself.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Mrs Baines.”

      Hilary jumped and screamed, not realising there was somebody behind her.

      She whirled around, angry at the intrusion.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my house?”

      “I’ll ask the questions if you don’t mind,” Juliet said. “What were you doing in my garden a few nights ago?”

      “I was looking for my friend, as you well know.”

      “And did you find what you were looking for?”

      Hilary ignored the question. “What have you done to her?”

      “She stuck her nose into family business and got nothing she didn’t deserve.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “Where she’s always been of course.”

      “I want her back.”

      “Well you see, that’s not entirely possible. The dead can’t come back to life. Surely a woman of your…” she paused, “…limited intelligence knows enough about anatomy to understand that.” A wicked grin stretched across her lips.

      “What are you babbling about? No, she's not dead. I talked to her.”

      “I’m afraid you’re very much mistaken. I murdered your friend and ripped her heart out. I was curious how much pain she would feel, and my, my, my, did she make a fuss.”

      “Stop it.”

      “She cried just like a little girl. Reminded me of my dear sweet niece, Maisie, come to think of it.” Juliet giggled.

      “You’re lying.” Hilary could feel the panic rising inside her. “Sandra’s not dead. I’d sense it if she was.”

      “I’ve got no reason to lie to you. Why would I?”

      Hilary couldn’t halt the tears. “I want to see her.”

      “But, my dear, you’ve already have seen her, and deep down you knew she was dead, didn’t you?”

      “No, no, no, she can’t be,” Hilary sobbed. “Why? She did nothing to you.”

      “My sister is still burning in the fires of hell because of her.”

      “You’re mad. What are you talking about?”

      “Maisie was to be her redemption. She was so close to finishing what we started so long ago. That was until your interfering friend got in the way. I should have returned long before then and put a stop to Sandra Miller before she had chance to interfere with my sister’s plans.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The little girl you watched climb out of the well. Don’t deny what you witnessed that night because I know you’re lying. She was the one and when she rose to power and finally broke the shackles that bound her to the lane, my sister Samantha would have been forgiven.”

      “I’ve read all about your house and the only Samantha it mentions died over a hundred years ago.”

      “Slain by her own husband for trying to protect her son. And for failing our master, she would burn in hell for eternity.”

      “You’re crazy. I don’t believe any of this.”

      “I had a feeling you wouldn’t believe me, so I left you a little gift, just there.” She pointed to a small box on the table. “But before I go, let me offer you one final warning.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Stay away from my house.”

      “Or what?” she asked, sounding braver than she felt.

      “If you ignore my warning, I’ll force your friend to cut your throat and then…” Juliet looked at the wedding picture on the mantelpiece. “… I’ll send her for your husband.”

      “Leave Tim out of it.”

      “I will do, as long as we understand one another?”

      “Sandra wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “Are you willing to put that to the test?” Juliet walked towards the conservatory doors. “If you don’t value your own safety, think about his.” She gestured towards the smiling man in the wedding picture. “He’s very handsome and would make a dazzling addition to my collection.”

      Hilary was furious and wanted to punch her but knew she wouldn’t stand a chance against her.

      “Do we have an agreement? You stay out of my business and you’ll never see me again.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Juliet stepped closer to Hilary. The smell of jasmine wafted under her nose. “If you think this is an idle threat, look inside the box on your dining table. Once you’ve seen the gift, you’ll soon come over to my way of thinking.” She swept out of the rear doors and vanished out of sight.

      It took a few minutes for Hilary to calm down.

      Her nerves were frazzled, and she was furious the woman had been inside her house, touching her possessions and making threats towards her husband. She hurried over to the rear doors and slammed them closed.

      Hilary approached the dining table gingerly. It was only a little box she told herself. What could possibly be in there that would scare her or stop her from trying to rescue Sandra?

      She pulled out a chair and took a seat at the table. The little box was made of rowan wood. She knew because her mother had one similar. Pulling the box closer to her, she closed her eyes and counted to ten. Opening the lid a touch, her nerves kicked in and she slammed it shut.

      “Open the damn box,” she said, chastising herself for being a coward.

      Hilary shut her eyes once again and opened the box.

      On the count of three, she told herself. One, two, three, go!

      She opened her eyes and screamed in horror.

      Scurrying backwards from the table, the chair tipped, sending her sprawling to the floor.

      She staggered to her feet, trembling from head to toe.

      Tears cascaded down her cheeks, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t pull her focus from Sandra’s eyes, staring back at her from the box.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary gagged and turned away.

      She had to get out of there.

      Grabbing the car keys from the cabinet, she flew out of the house in panic, leaving the gruesome gift behind. The image of Sandra’s eyes staring back at her burned into her mind.

      She raced off, the tires squealing.

      Minutes later she pulled up outside of St. Jude’s Church. Driving round the back, she parked and rushed into the church, hurrying down the aisle.

      “What am I doing here?” she whispered, suddenly nervous she was alone. Candles provided dim lights, which heightened her fear.

      It had been a long time since she’d stepped foot in her childhood church, but it was the only place she could think of where she would be safe. Looking around, the religious iconography still scared her, but she needed guidance, and this church was the only place she felt she could get it.

      Sinking to her knees in front of the statue of Christ, she sobbed, “Heavenly Father. If you can hear me, I don’t know where to turn and need you now, more than ever. I was taught not to believe in the Devil, but something evil has taken my friend. Please, I’ll do anything, just help me.”

      Suddenly, the fog that had clouded her mind for so long lifted, and for the first time, Hilary admitted the truth to herself–Sandra was dead.

      Her whole body shook, the physical pain and heartbreak of losing the woman she’d thought of as her sister was too much.

      “Oh, God. Please help her.” Hilary couldn’t stand to think of her friend in pain.

      Of course, God didn’t answer.

      She sat on the cold, tiled floor with her back to the altar.

      She had walked down the aisle on her wedding day, Sandra mere steps behind her. That was the happiest day of her life, and now on the saddest of days, she found herself back there, bereft, not knowing what to do, when suddenly, pearl coloured orbs dropped slowly from the vaulted ceilings, illuminating the church beautifully.

      Hilary staggered to her feet as the orbs danced in mid-air.

      She rubbed her eyes, convinced she was hallucinating, but out from the glow of the orbs, stepped a man.

      He stepped toward her, but his face was obscured by the light that surrounded him. With the light came a warm feeling she had never experienced before and for the first time in months, she felt serene and an overwhelming sense of love wash over her.

      He stood in front of her. The orbs dimmed and faded away, his features becoming clearer.

      “It’s you,” Hilary said, shocked he was there.

      “I’m not meant to interfere,” David Price replied, serenely. “But I had to come.”

      “How are you here? I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve been watching you. I couldn’t bear to see you so alone.”

      “You have to help me.”

      “I’ll do everything within my power, but it won’t be easy. Juliet fooled us all. Nobody expected her to be as powerful as she is, and now she’s close to finishing what Samantha started all those years ago.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “We have to stop her.”

      “How?” Hilary looked at him and could see the sorrow in his face.

      “I believed Sandra was safe. If I’d known, I never would have left her.”

      Hilary couldn’t stand his wallowing in self-pity. “That’s right. Stand there and feel sorry for yourself, but remember, this is entirely your fault.” She didn’t mean a word of it and was lashing out in hurt and anger. “If you’d sent her away at the start of all this, she’d still be alive.”

      “And I’ll never forgive myself for that, but the woman you’re dealing with is far more powerful than Maisie, or Samantha ever was.”

      “There must be a way to stop her. Sandra’s stuck in that terrible place.”

      “I can’t return to the lane. It’s forbidden.”

      “Forbidden by who? God?” She looked up. “If you are listening,” she shouted to the skies, “then screw you.”

      “I know…”

      Hilary interrupted him. “Sandra helped us all and paid with her own life. You can’t leave her there, she’s suffering.”

      “Hilary, please.” David held his hands together as if in prayer.

      “You loved her, I know you did.”

      “You’re incorrect. I still love her, very much.”

      “Then do something to help her. You owe her that much.”

      “I owe her everything, but I don’t know how to stop Juliet, and even if I could, I’m forbidden to interfere.”

      “Then find a way because I won’t rest until she’s free.”

      “You’re in terrible danger, Hilary. I’m only here to warn you.”

      “Don’t you think I already know that? My best friend’s eyes are sitting in a box on my kitchen table.”

      She could see the words had wounded him but felt no guilt for doing so. “This all started with you and it should end with you. Sandra would have been happier if she’d never met you.” Hilary’s voice cracked with emotion. “What am I going to do without her?”

      “I’ll find a way to help you, but right now, I don’t know how to. Right now, you’re on your own, so tread carefully, but know this, when the time is right, forbidden or not, I’ll be there to fight alongside you.”

      “David, if you truly love her, find a way to set her free.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to fight Juliet, but the consequences of my interference will be severe.”

      “I don’t care what happens to you, just help her.”

      He bowed his head, the orbs enveloping him once more, carrying him back to where he’d come from.

      Hilary said another prayer before leaving the safety of the church.
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      A river, clear as crystal flowed down the centre of the metropolis, as far as the eye could see.

      The streets were pure gold, like transparent glass and the walls of the city were adorned with every kind of jewel, emerald, onyx, ruby, diamond and amethyst, to name but a few.

      There was no need of a sun, or a moon, nor a need for any houses of worship.

      The presence of God would be its light.

      In amongst the beauty of the heavenly city, David wandered, deep in thought, walking for miles and taking little notice of the people idling happily by.

      He’d taken much less notice of his surroundings than he realised and suddenly found himself staring up at the huge golden doors, the ethereal light reflecting from them distorting his vision.

      For reasons unknown to him, he had the feeling he’d been summoned, led to where he now stood.

      “Wait until we call for you, David,” a voice he didn’t recognise commanded, confirming his suspicions.

      Time meant nothing in Heaven, but he was still impatient, wondering why he’d been summoned by the council of Elders. He’d never been granted entry beyond the golden doors before–it must be important.

      The doors slowly opened, and a familiar angelic face greeted him with a solemn expression.

      “We’re ready for you, David.” Gabriel bowed his head and allowed him to pass.

      “Why have I been summoned here?” David stared down the long gleaming hallway.

      “It is not for you to question. All will be revealed to you in good time.”

      He could make out another set of golden doors at the end of the long corridor. “I’m sorry, Gabriel. I thought only Elders were permitted to enter.”

      “It is highly unusual you’ve been allowed to pass through these doors, that I will admit.”

      David studied his face awaiting further clarification, but Gabriel wasn’t forthcoming. The doors loomed large and opened slowly as they both approached. He was amazed by the vision before him, for there were twelve chairs raised on platforms around the magnificent circular room. A single ornate golden throne sat in the centre of the room and David didn’t have to be told who it belonged to.

      Suddenly, the room filled with a pulsating light, forcing David to shield his eyes. As the light dimmed, he moved his hands away from his face to see the twelve chairs occupied by the elders. Gabriel took flight, his magnificent wings bursting with a golden light–he claimed his rightful place to the left of the throne and began to talk.

      “David, you have been summoned here today because the Council of Elders wish to discuss a serious matter. It is important you do not lie to us. Is that understood?”

      “Of course, Gabriel.”

      “It has been brought to our attention you visited Earth last night, and we wish to know why.”

      David was surprised they’d found out so soon.  He had no desire to lie and answered truthfully, “Yes, I did go to Earth.”

      “Why?” another of the elders asked.

      “I know I’m forbidden to interfere, but I have to do something to help.”

      “Your request to return to Earth and assist was refused. You know this already, so why disobey us?”

      “Juliet has Sandra.”

      “This is old news,” Gabriel added.

      “I can't just leave her there. I’m only here because she helped me and now you want me to abandon her. I won’t do that.”

      “We have our own ways of dealing with such matters,” Gabriel advised. “The cosmic balance has been upset and you must not do anything to sway the battle either way, do you understand?”

      “No, I don’t understand. I’m sorry, but I can’t leave her there to suffer. Her soul is trapped, you told me this yourself, Gabriel. I won’t abandon the woman I love, and if you make me choose, I’ll choose her every time. I never should have left her behind.”

      “Calm yourself. None of us could have predicted this. Juliet hid herself well from all of us, and now we have to let what she has planned come to pass.”

      “And what of Sandra? After everything she sacrificed for me.”

      “She is lost to us, and her soul will never be made welcome here. You know the evil acts she has committed.”

      “I’ve been watching too, and she had no choice.”

      “She was responsible for the death of a human being–you know our laws.”

      “But so was Maisie and, Mark, but they were allowed into the light.”

      “Mark paid for his sins, and we would never hold the child responsible for her parent’s actions.”

      David could feel the anger building within. “This is nonsense. You could help Sandra if you wished to, but you choose not to.”

      “We have our ways,” another member of the council said sternly. “And it is not for you to question them. Such impudence.”

      “I’m sorry, Michael. It isn’t my intention to appear disrespectful, but I love her.”

      “Love,” Michael hissed. “Your love for this woman is nothing in the grand scheme of things. For millions of years we have watched humans make mistake after mistake and take evil into their hearts, and for what? Vanity. She knew what the risks were but was too arrogant to take heed of the warnings given to her. We will not enter into any discussion. You are not to interfere and that will be the end of the matter.”

      “I won’t sit back and watch her suffer for eternity.”

      “Are you prepared to take her place?” Michael asked, as he rose out of his seat and glided majestically from his perch, landing gracefully next to David.

      “Yes, I will gladly take her place.” For the first time in months, David was hopeful. “Please send me back and help her,” he implored.

      “Very well,” Michael replied.

      “You cannot do this, Michael, it is forbidden,” Gabriel shouted in alarm. He glided down from his seat and stood in between David and Michael.

      “I will act as I please. I don’t defer to you, now get out of my way, Gabriel.” Michael’s wings stretched out gloriously as he raised his hands in the air.

      Suddenly, a blinding light filled the chamber.

      David covered his eyes again, aware of the commotion around him.

      When the light faded, David could see both Gabriel and Michael had returned to their respective places within the chamber. They sat with their heads bowed.
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      “Turn around my child,” the familiar voice instructed him. “We must speak and there isn’t much time.”

      David turned toward the voice.

      The golden throne was ablaze with a dazzling light. Within the light, he could make out the shape of a man.

      “Do you remember me, David?”

      “I think so.” David squinted at the brightness. “You sent me back to the lane after I died in 1901.”

      “Yes, and I kept my promise and brought you back to be with your family. You did very well, my child.”

      David nodded his head yes. “But Sandra.”

      “I see everything, as do all who sit in this chamber.”

      “Then you know why I have to help her.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “No. Gabriel is correct” Michael objected, rising from his seat. “David must not interfere. You cannot rewrite your own laws.”

      “Quiet,” the voice thundered, shaking the foundation of the chamber. “You will not question my decisions, Michael. All of you, be gone.”

      He waved his hand and the Council of Elders disappeared.

      “What…” David spluttered.

      “Do not worry, my child. They are quite safe. I’m simply not of the mind to hear their opinions today.”

      “So, you’ll let me go back.”

      “Are you truly aware of the danger you are facing, my child?”

      “Yes, but I have to return. I don’t care what happens to me.”

      “Do not be too hasty. You must understand before I make my final decision.”

      “All right. Tell me what is waiting for me, then let me go,” he said impatiently.

      “Juliet will not stop until Samantha is returned to her. Do you know what that means?”

      “Not really.”

      “Together they will try and raise an ancient evil, banished to hell, and, if they succeed, a great many people will lose their lives. If I allow you to return to Earth, you must hide in the shadows once again and Juliet must not be aware of your presence. Do you understand?”

      “I do,” David said.

      “On that point there is one more condition, and I need your solemn vow.”

      “What is it?”

      “You are not to return to Promised Land Lane until I give my blessing. Your beloved must not know you have returned until the time is right.”

      “But,” David interrupted.

      “With one wave of my hand, I can wipe her entire existence from your memory. Is that what you want?” His tone gave no room for interpretation as to the power he could wield if needed.

      “No, I don’t want that, but I have to help her.” David thought about Sandra every waking moment and deeply regretted leaving her behind.

      “Yes, and you will help her, but at this moment, Sandra is at a crossroads and even I cannot be certain which way things will go. If you show yourself and Juliet has her in thrall as I suspect, she will know, and the light will lose the element of surprise. Do you understand what I am trying to say to you, David? I’m not asking you to forget about her. I know the love you hold in your heart for her but trust me, just for a little while longer. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, if it’s the only way I can help her, I will do as you ask.”

      “Thank you, my child,” he said kindly. “Now, there isn’t much time to waste. When you return, you must only do so within the walls of my church for they will shield your presence to evil. Neither Juliet or her minions can set foot in a holy place.”

      “What about Hilary? How am I to tell her how to find me?”

      “She is tenacious and will find you again–I’ll make sure of it.” He rose from the throne and walked towards David. “Go with my blessings, and take care, my child. If you win the battle, we will all owe you a huge debt of gratitude.” He took hold of David’s face in his hands and kissed him on the brow.

      “Before I go, can I ask you one question?”

      “Anything.”

      “If I can turn Sandra back to the light, will you help her?”

      “My child.” His tone echoed concern. “Sandra’s soul was wrenched from her body. Until Juliet Oswell turns her completely toward the dark, or releases it, I am powerless to help.”

      “But, if Juliet releases her?”

      “Then I will welcome her into the light, but her human existence is over. That I cannot change, nor am I able to restore her soul unless Juliet willingly gives it up.”

      “And what if she refuses to do that? There must be some other way.” David was clutching at straws.

      “The death of Juliet Oswell is the only other way, but I forbid you to take her life, regardless of what she is.”

      “But…”

      “You must not taint your own soul trying to save somebody else’s. You know our laws, David. Many of your kind have tried to influence the lives of those they loved and left behind, but it must be as it was always meant to be.”

      “I’d never do anything to break our sacred laws, but if I can find a way to restore Sandra’s soul and turn her back to the light, will you permit her to return with me?”

      “Only if her soul is restored and she chooses to be with you.”

      “And I can be with her, here?”

      “Forever and a day–that is my promise.”

      “Thank you.” David smiled.

      “Time is not on our side, but remember, nothing is guaranteed, and the outcome may not be what you would wish it to be.”

      “I understand.” David bowed his head in deference.

      “Be safe, my child. I will be watching.” The chamber once again filled with a blinding light.

      David was alone.

      A door at the back of the chamber opened.

      David knew he had to go through it to return to Earth.

      He stepped through, finding himself at the altar of St. Jude’s Church.
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      Hilary was in the middle of brushing her teeth when the phone rang.

      She rushed from the bathroom and grabbed the landline on her bedside cabinet.

      “Hello.”

      “Hilary. It’s Andrew Hope.”

      “Oh, hi, Andrew.” She sat down on the bed. “How did it go?”

      “I just wanted to let you know I paid a visit to the lane and spoke to Juliet Oswell.”

      “Okay.”

      “She kindly allowed me to take a look around, and as I suspected, there is no sign of Sandra Miller. I know it’s not the news you wanted, but I hope this will finally help you to move on. Unless we discover anything to the contrary, we have to assume Sandra doesn’t want to be found.”

      “How can Sandra be found if she’s being held against her will?”

      “There’s no evidence to indicate that. If you recall, we searched the house from top to bottom when Nathan Miller reported his wife missing six months ago. We found nothing to suggest anything untoward had happened and nothing’s changed since.”

      “I know she’s there. I’ve seen her with my own eyes.”

      “Hilary, listen to me carefully. If I thought for one minute anything sinister had taken place, I’d be the first person to charge in. The place is shrouded in mystery and people get confused when they’re scared.”

      Hilary knew she was being fobbed off and wanted Andrew to admit he was equally perplexed as she was. “If that’s the case, explain Rachel Lang and Adam Lee to me please.”

      “Both of those cases are ongoing.”

      “And what about that Dean guy? A bit weird that he goes to the lane and ends up locked up in the loony bin.”

      “There has been no change in Mr Lewis’ condition, but please let this go. If you continue to make these wild accusations, you’re going to get yourself into trouble.”

      “With respect, Andrew, I couldn’t care less. My friend is the only thing that’s important to me, and if you won’t help her, I will.” Hilary was defiant in her firmness to help Sandra.

      “If that is what you want to do, stay within the law, but please, keep away from Juliet Oswell. That's all I'm asking here. Something tells me that woman is more formidable than any of us realise.”

      “She’s related to Samantha Whitmore. Don’t you get it?”

      “I don’t see a connection.”

      “Maisie Whitmore lived in that house over a hundred years ago and disappeared. You already know that. Her mother was murdered there, her father’s body was never found, and suddenly a long-lost relative nobody has ever heard of, sweeps in and buys the place. Samantha had a sister by the name of Juliet, it’s all documented. Doesn’t that seem peculiar to you?”

      “Well, granted it is curious, given the history of the place, but some people seek solace in the familiar and returning where they consider home is not unusual behaviour.”

      “You could at least check her out. Find out a bit more about her.”

      “And do what with the information exactly? I already looked into her, unofficially of course, and she spent many years in South America, only making the odd trip back to England. There’s nothing to check out, trust me.”

      Hilary knew she was wasting her time, but maybe his refusal to do anything else was a blessing in disguise. She didn’t want anything to happen to him, but he would look foolish once the truth came out.

      “Fine,” she lied. “I’ll stay away, but I won’t quit looking for my friend.”

      “And I’d expect nothing less from you, Hilary, but as I said, stay within the law if nothing else. I don’t want to see you hauled down to the station again. I pulled a lot of favours getting you off the hook last time.”

      “Okay, point taken. And thanks for what you did. I know it could have been a lot worse.”

      “Take care, Hilary, look after your arm, and with the greatest respect, I hope never to hear from you again.”

      The line went dead.
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      Jason hadn’t slept all night.

      He wanted to get out of the house and look for his brother, but the grimy road he lived in was surrounded by journalists wanting the latest installment in his family’s misery.

      His mum was lying on the sofa, snoring loudly, still out cold from the bottle of vodka she’d knocked back the night before. Her friend Paulina sat in the armchair watching the TV.

      “You ok, love?” Paulina asked.

      “I need to get out of here. Will you keep your eye on her?” He pointed towards his mum, disgust etched across his face.

      “Yeah, but she’ll wanna know where you are when she wakes.”

      “Tell her I’ve just gone out,” he added, sardonically. “That’s if she can stay sober long enough to give a shit.”

      Paulina didn’t argue and turned her attentions back to the television. She was engrossed in a crappy chat show. The producers of that same show had called the week before and asked the Lee family to take part, but his response had been less than polite.

      He opened the front door and the flashes and clicks from the cameras swept over him.

      “Jason, can we ask you a few questions?” one of the reporters yelled.

      “Penny from News at Eleven. Any further developments about your brother? Is it true your father has taken him?”

      Another reporter jumped in front of Jason, but he pushed him away.

      “Piss off,” he yelled, before breaking into a sprint and taking off.

      He was ready to explode. Worrying about his brother and watching his mum’s mental state deteriorate further as the days went by weighed him down.

      A car slowed alongside him.

      He wasn’t in the mood to deal with any more journalists and wanted to be left alone.

      “Jason Lee,” a female voice shouted from inside the car.

      “Fuck off, scumbag,” he roared back.

      “I need to talk to you,” she pleaded.

      “Speak to my agent,” he responded, sarcastically.

      “You knew my friend, Sandra Miller.”

      Hearing the name stopped him in his tracks. He turned and watched as the pretty woman struggled to get out of the car.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Hilary Baines, and Sandra was my best friend.”

      “Has she been found?”

      “Not exactly, but I need your help.”

      “I can’t help you. If you didn’t already know, my brother is missing.”

      “I know where your brother is.”

      The words knocked the wind out of him–feeling of relief washing over him. “Where is he?”

      “He’s at the house on Promised Land Lane.”

      “You’re lying to me.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      He eyed her suspiciously. “Who are you really?”

      “I told you. My name is Hilary Baines.”

      “You’re one of those reporters, aren’t you? Trying to trick me into talking?”

      “No, Jason. I swear I’m not. I’m telling the truth, see.” Hilary handed him her driving licence. “If you come with me right away, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      He could tell by her face, she was telling the truth, and if it meant he could find Adam, he’d go anywhere and do anything.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m going to take you back to my house, if that’s okay?”

      “No funny business or I’m out of there. I only want you to tell me what you know.”

      “Jason. I’ll tell you what I know, and we can decide what to do from there. I just want to talk, you have my word.”
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      Juliet stomped through the house.

      Whoever was hammering on her door was brave indeed.

      She pulled open the door, the grimace set across her face.

      “Miss Oswell, I trust?”

      “And you would be?” She wasn’t in the mood to deal with this man.

      “My name is Patrick Breen, and I live next door with my family.

      “How nice for you,” she replied, unconvincingly. “Well, it’s been a pleasure meeting you, but if you don’t mind, I’m a busy lady.” She tried to shut the door, but he stuck his foot inside, preventing her from closing it fully.

      “Not so fast. This isn't exactly a social visit. I have things I wish to talk over with you.”

      Juliet glared back at him. “Well move your foot and get on with it. Like I stated, I’m busy.”

      “All this business with your house is disturbing the other residents on the lane and I’ve come to put an offer to you.”

      “Do enlighten me,” she answered, yawning.

      “Am I keeping you awake, Miss Oswell?” Patrick asked, seemingly furious at her attitude.

      “No,” she snapped. “But you’re boring me, now say what you’ve come to say, then get off my property.”

      Stammering to get his words out. “Well, I-I never.”

      “Get on with it, Breen.”

      “My neighbours and I would like to purchase the property and knock it down.”

      “Really? Why would you ever think I’d agree to that?” She laughed in his face.

      “We’re tired of the constant press invasion and ghost hunters traipsing past our properties all times of the day, and night. All these random disappearances, it’s very unsettling.”

      Juliet pulled the door open fully and laughed. “I assume this is some sort of joke?”

      “No, Madam, I can assure you I am deadly serious. Now, how much? I can have a cheque drawn up and delivered to you personally, by close of business today. And if moving out is a concern, we’ll allow you a few weeks before the bulldozers come in.”

      “I wouldn’t sell this house to you, or any of the other idiots that live along this lane. Is that plain enough for you, Mr Breen?”

      “We’ll make it worth your while.”

      “No amount of money would make me consider selling this house. Now I suggest you get off my property before you disappear too.”

      “Are you threatening me?” Patrick’s face reddened, and his eyes bulged.

      “Just a friendly warning. Good day to you.” She slammed the door in his face.

      Juliet charged up the stairs and screamed.

      She would deal with Patrick Breen later.
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      Juliet was hard at work in the secret room, reading the family Grimoire.

      The dead body on the table gave off a tantalizing aroma, making her feel hungry.

      She reached for a jar on the top shelf next to her and sniffed at it, wondering what delights it held.

      Opening it carefully, the pungent smell hit her nostrils.

      She sank her fingers into the murky fluid then licked hungrily at them.

      It wasn’t enough to satisfy her cravings, so she pushed her fingers back in. There was something in there she wanted, but she didn’t know what surprise awaited her. Gripping it between her fingers, she pulled it out and stared, captivated by the dismembered penis.

      Juliet smiled, wishing she’d experienced the joy of cutting this from the victim herself. Samantha had been busy. She bit into the chewy piece of flesh, savoring the texture and flavor. Lifting the jar, she tipped the blood into her mouth and greedily gulped some of the contents.

      She felt hot and began to sway. Her eyes rolled back. She could feel the tingling down below as she began to cream in her red silk panties. It was always the same when she consumed human flesh–pleasure took over entirely and manifested itself in an immediate orgasm.

      She chewed what was left in her mouth and dropped what was left of the penis back into the bloody jar and returned it to the shelf, thinking she would preserve the rest for another day. The blood had splashed onto the floor, but she paid no mind to it and carried on reading through the Grimoire.

      Juliet closed the book and brushed her finger over the front cover. Sections of Sandra’s skin had been cut away and stretched over the book. Flanks had been looted from her body and dried before Juliet had carefully stitched the parts in place.

      She’d used the strongest of magics to bind Sandra’s spirit, before capturing her soul, stopping her from moving into the light. A spell using Sandra’s blood had strengthened the magic. Shortly, she wouldn’t be capable of resisting Juliet’s commands.

      Juliet could hear Adam moaning as he crept slowly up the steps. He walked like a marionette without strings, his head pitched to one side and his mouth grotesquely misshapen. She knew the scent of blood had called him, and he stumbled about sniffing the air until he dropped to his knees and found what he was searching for.

      He wanted to taste the blood, but without a tongue, he couldn’t manage it.

      Crouching down, she gently stroked his face. “I’ll help you my beautiful boy.” Standing up to retrieve the bloody jar from the ledge, she opened it and looked down at his gaping mouth.

      Tipping the jar slightly, she was proud as he caught the blood in his mouth. He was hungry. The glugging noises pleased her as she knew the boy was hungry. Taking the jar away, he moaned, wanting more.

      She had just the right person to satisfy his hunger.

      “I need you to help me, Adam.” She poured more of the blood into his mouth, until the jar was almost empty. The half-eaten penis was visible in the jar and she considered letting him eat it, but it was too delicious, so she decided to save that for herself.

      He groaned loudly. She knew he would do anything for her– he couldn’t resist.

      “A friendly neighbour paid me a visit today, concerned about the stories being written about our family home. He believes the best way to stop these stories is for me to pack up and allow them to pull this beautiful house down. Now, we can’t have anyone thinking like that, can we?”

      Adam groaned again.

      “You know what to do.” She tickled underneath his chin and followed as he lumbered out of the way. “Be back before the sun rises,” she warned.
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      “Come in and make yourself at home, Jason. I’ll get you a drink.”

      Hilary walked into the kitchen. Jason followed close behind.

      She opened the fridge and pulled a can of cola and offered it to him.

      He accepted the drink and snapped it open. “What happened to your arm?”

      “We can talk about that later, but first, I need to ask you. What do you know about the lane?”

      “More than I want to know, if I was honest.”

      “Look, I know you don’t want to talk about it and I feel bad asking, but I think you’re the only person that can help me now.”

      “I want to know where my brother is. I haven’t come here to help you with anything. I just want my brother home safe, that’s all.”

      “You asked what happened to my arm.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Adam did this to my arm.”

      “Don’t be fucking stupid,” he protested. “He wouldn’t harm a fly.”

      “Jason, you have to believe me. I don’t know what happened to him, but he did this to me.” She lifted her arm up. “He crawled out of that well and attacked me. Sandra couldn’t stop him.”

      “Sandra’s been missing for months. It’s been all over the papers. I’m not stupid, you know.”

      “I’m not suggesting you are, but you were there when your brother was killed. I’m sorry to bring it up, but I need to know what actually happened.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” He stood up. “I’m off.” He headed toward the door, but Hilary stood in front of him.

      “Adam’s dead, and so is Sandra.”

      “I don’t believe you. If what you’re saying is true, why haven’t you called the police?”

      “I did, and they went and looked again, but didn’t find anything. You know something isn’t right about that place. Why won’t you admit it?”

      “Because I don’t want to say it out loud.”

      “What don’t you want to say?” She looked at him and could see how broken he was.

      “That I know Adam is dead.” He dropped to his knees and sobbed like a child. She knelt beside him, pulling him close. “Let it all out.” She tried to soothe him as best she could.

      He pulled away from her, the anger spilling out of him. “It’s all my fault.”

      “What is?” She was curious.

      “My brothers are dead because of me. If I hadn’t acted like the big man and taken them to the lane, they’d be alive, and my mum wouldn’t be at home drinking and smoking herself to death.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for any of it. You didn’t know.”

      “I heard the rumours about that house and should have known better.”

      “I went there too, remember. Sandra asked me to go with her and I did. I was terrified but still went. We all do stupid things, Jason.”

      “All I want is for us all to be together again.” His voice cracked.

      “I can’t give you what you want, but we can do the right thing. Adam and Sandra need our help. There’s nobody else.”
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      Patrick and Amanda Breen had finished dinner and were ensconced in front of the TV, enjoying the latest instalment of The Apprentice.

      Four hours after, he had ranted about his meeting with Juliet Oswell.

      Now, after a few glasses of wine, he felt more relaxed.

      “I really should get up and do those dishes,” Amanda said, although she made no effort to move.

      “We’ll do them in the morning. I’ve nothing better to do now you forced me into early retirement.” Being with his wife night and day was beginning to annoy him.

      “Forced you into it. Don’t make me laugh. You couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

      “Perhaps, but I imagined my retirement to consist of daily rounds of golf, not driving you to every garden centre within a twenty-mile radius.”

      “I’ll drive myself if you’re going to moan about it.”

      “What?” He sat up in the chair. “And cost me more money buying shite we don’t need. The way house prices are falling round here, we’ll end up penniless if I don’t keep my eye on your spending.”

      She rolled her eyes dramatically.

      Patrick knew he was being unreasonable, but he’d been on edge for days now. The constant torment by the media was taking its toll on all the residents of the lane.

      He was still seething with that missing reporter. She’d promised him there would be no more harassment if he passed on the details of that website. If anything, the press intrusion was worse than ever, and to make matters worse, that damn woman from number six had the nerve to slam the door in his face.

      “I’m going to do the dishes, then I’m heading to bed.” She kissed her grumpy husband on the forehead and walked into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      Amanda strolled into the luxury fitted kitchen with the black granite work surfaces and frowned. It was her pride and joy, when it was clean and tidy.

      She hated washing up, but the dishwasher was playing up and needed to be serviced.

      The noise from the dog flap distracted her.

      “Patrick, we need to get this dog flap soundproofed, or get rid of the damned dog.”

      “It’d be cheaper to get rid of you,” Patrick replied.

      She turned and glowered as the dog flap swayed backwards and forward, making an annoying clicking sound. The dog must have heard one of the cats in the garden and rushed out.

      The dinner dishes were on the draining board. She rinsed any remaining food from them before filling the sink with piping hot water and adding detergent. She’d make herself a cup of coffee while they soaked and have a flick through her new diet book.

      Amanda heard the dog flap again and craned her neck to get a better view. It was swinging back and forth, but there was no sign of Monty, the dog. He had free run of the garden and was in and out all day long.

      Patrick poked his head around the door. “I’m going to have a quick shower, then I’ll come down and give you a hand in here.”

      “Okay, love, take your time,” she said, not even raising her head from the page she was reading. “I was just gonna finish this chapter anyway.”

      He muttered under his breath, but after thirty years of marriage, she was used to him.

      Still, the dishes wouldn’t wash themselves and reluctantly, she put the book down and walked over to the sink.

      The water was too hot to put her hands in.

      She picked up a cloth and set to wiping the table and work surfaces. All the unused utensils were returned to their rightful place, in the drawer adjacent to the Aga. She finished wiping down and the dog flap distracted her again.

      “That dog needs to make up its mind if it’s in or out.”

      Amanda continued to wipe the counter tops. Busy and itching to get back to her diet book, a moaning sound startled her. She jumped. “Is that you, Pat?”

      The noise sounded like it was coming from the hallway.

      Following the sound, she called out to her husband again, but he didn’t answer. She wasn’t surprised as she could hear him murdering the song, Sex Bomb, in the shower.

      Shaking her head, she imagined him singing into the loofah sponge. Forgetting about the unusual noise, she walked back into the kitchen and carried on with cleaning the surfaces.

      There it was again. That same noise. It sounded closer than it had before. Far too close.

      “Hello, is anybody there?” she called out nervously. “Holly, is that you?” She hoped her daughter had snuck into the house and was playing her usual game of hide and seek. “It’s not funny now love.” Amanda walked to the closet under the stairs, nervously confident her daughter would jump out and laugh her head off. It certainly wouldn't be the first time. “I’ll strangle you if you’re hiding in there.” She pulled the closet door open, feeling stupid, staring into an empty space.

      Positive it was Holly playing tricks, she headed back into the kitchen once again. The water in the sink had cooled somewhat, so she would do the dishes herself. If she waited for Patrick, they’d never get done. The dishes would dry overnight on the rack.

      She heard the moaning again.

      Now, she was getting annoyed. She’d swing for Holly when she eventually stopped messing around.

      She could tell Patrick was out of the shower. The old floorboards in the bedroom above the kitchen began to creak as he walked across them. He was heavy footed, so she always knew where he was.

      “Pat. Is Holly up there with you?” she shouted from the kitchen.

      “No. She called before to say she was staying at Gemma’s. I forgot to tell you.”

      “Oh, okay. I’ll lock the front door then.”

      Amanda felt uneasy. Was somebody in the house?

      Reports in the papers had unsettled her and she’d finally had enough and told Patrick she wanted to move. He didn’t want to leave his childhood home behind, but he too was tired of the constant harassment and the streams of people coming to see the haunted house next door. Finally, he agreed to sell up if the owner of number six wouldn’t sell.

      After locking the door, she walked into the living room and slumped onto the sofa, but a sound like cutlery dropping to the kitchen floor startled her

      “That bleeding dog,” she cursed, leaping up and shooting back into the kitchen. “If he’s jumped onto that table…”

      She stopped dead in her tracks.

      The dog wasn’t there,

      One of the large serving spoons was lying in the centre of the floor with that night’s casserole splashed around it.

      “Pat, that bloody dog of yours,” she grumbled.

      She grabbed a cloth from the sink and dropped to her hands and knees and began to wipe the mess from the floor.

      A moan from behind made her jump.

      Quickly turning around, she was shocked to find a child standing behind her, wearing what she thought was a mask.

      “What the hell are you doing in my house?”

      He made a moaning sound, but that was the least of her worries.

      She spotted what he held in his hand.

      The scream never escaped her throat as he swung his arm and smacked her violently in the forehead with a meat tenderizer, shattering the front portion of her skull.

      Her forehead split wide open and the force of the impact caused her left eye to bulge out of its socket.

      Amanda fell face down as blood flowed from the open wound and onto the tiled floor.

      The boy moaned and sniffed the air wildly.

      The scent of her blood seemed to excite him as he brought the meat tenderizer down on the back of her head.
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        * * *

      

      “Mand! Are you coming up?” Patrick leant over the bannister and shouted again. There was no reply. “Mand, have you fallen asleep down there?”

      He returned to the bedroom and pulled his shorts on and made his way towards the open tread staircase.

      It had been his wife’s idea to have the staircase installed, but he’d never liked it.

      It reminded him of a horror film he’d seen as a kid. The killer was waiting behind the stairs to grab at the poor sod’s ankles. He’d never forgotten it, but as usual where the house was concerned, Amanda always got her own way.

      “Amanda,” he bellowed impatiently. “Have you gone deaf?” He charged down the stairs and lost his footing, tumbling to the bottom and landing in a heap. He lay at the bottom of the stairs winded and in shock, but it only took him a few seconds to realise why he’d fallen.

      Someone had grabbed his ankles, he was certain of it.

      He lay on the floor for a few seconds and felt the onset of pain in his left arm and lower jaw. He was having a heart attack–his father had the same symptoms before he’d dropped dead in front of him when he was twenty-two.

      “Help me, Mand,” Patrick croaked breathlessly. He was scared and needed his wife. but she never came.

      Despite the pain, he crawled towards the kitchen.

      “Oh, my God,” he cried, stopping at the door.

      Amanda was lying on the floor, her head caved in.

      Her blood had run into the grout channels of the tiles and was pooling by the entry to the kitchen. Chunks of brain matter clung to her once ash blonde hair. Panicking, the pain in his ankle intensified. He had to help her and forced himself across the floor, repulsed at having to crawl through his wife’s blood.

      Patrick got to her, but it was too late, she was dead. He lay sobbing against her as the patter of feet alerted him to another presence in the house.

      Rolling onto his back, he struggled to breathe as a monstrous face loomed over him.

      Was he in hell?

      Adam stood over him, brandishing a carving fork.

      The pain was almost unbearable. Patrick clutched his chest with his left hand but put his right hand up in self defence.

      The boy stabbed the fork clear through his hand. Patrick screamed and pulled his hand back, the fork sliding out.

      “Please don’t kill me,” he choked on his words.

      The boy moaned.

      Patrick tried to crawl away, the blood pouring from his hand.

      He heard the child sniff the air then pain shot up his leg. The pain in his ankle intensified and, screaming out in agony, he glanced behind him–the carving fork had been stabbed through his ankle.

      The boy yanked the fork out and chuckled.

      Screaming in pain, he attempted to kick out at the child, but it was no use. His whole body was racked with pain.

      Patrick rolled onto his back, his breathing more laboured by the second as the child stood over him once again.

      The boy raised the fork in the air and brought it down, stabbing it into Patrick’s left eye. White hot pain paralysed him, and he lost all strength to fight.

      He felt the fork being ripped out of his eye and heard the boy chuckle before bringing it down again.

      The fork pierced Patrick’s right eye. The last think he heard was the prongs hitting the tile underneath his head.
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        * * *

      

      Holly Breen returned home the following morning.

      “Mum. Are you home?”

      She walked into the kitchen, her mum’s familiar haunt, but there was no sign of her.

      “Mum,” she shouted again as she entered the living room.

      On the fireplace was a hand-written note with an envelope stuffed with twenty-pound notes.

      
        
        Holly,

        Daddy and I decided to take a holiday.

        Just one of those last-minute deals!

        See you in a few weeks.

        Be good and don’t annoy the neighbours with loud music, or parties.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary handed Jason a tissue. He’d finally stopped crying but hadn’t spoken for a few minutes.

      She hated herself for upsetting him so much, but she needed his help. “Jason. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      Even though he was considered a minor, she grabbed a beer out of the fridge, opened it, then handed it to him.

      He slugged it back. “I need a cigarette. Do you mind if I go out to the garden?”

      “I’ll get you an ashtray.” She grabbed one of Tim’s from under the kitchen sink. Another reminder of her amazing husband. “You can have it in here,” she said, passing him the ashtray. “My husband smokes so I’m used to it.”

      He lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. “What happened to him? I need to know.”

      “I don’t know, Jason. I wish I did.”

      “Call me Jase.”

      “They’re both gone, but she’s keeping them prisoner there, somehow. I just don’t understand any of it.”

      “I need to know what you’ve seen and don’t bullshit me.”

      “All right, Jase, but remember, I’m not telling you to hurt you. You need to know that.”

      Hilary told him everything. He listened and sat mulling it all over. She presumed he’d be upset but didn’t expect the level of anger from him.

      “We need to go and get my fucking brother. Now! She won’t stop me from giving him a funeral.”

      “Jase, we can’t just rush in there. You don’t know what she’s capable of.” Hilary stood up and retrieved the little wooden box from the table. “I want you to look inside the box, but I need you to prepare yourself first.”

      He opened the box and heaved, dropping it on the floor. The eyes rolled across the floor. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Jason yelled as he reeled backwards.

      Hilary panicked and grabbed the box from the floor.

      She bent over to retrieve the eyes and heaved. Closing her eyes, she picked the sticky orbs up from the floor and put them back inside the box, before closing the lid. “Juliet took Sandra’s eyes.”

      “At least you’ll get to bury your friend with hers. We never found Ashley’s.”

      “I’m sorry, Jase. You shouldn’t have to deal with this. You’re just a kid yourself.”

      “I might be a kid, but this bitch, whoever she is will pay for what she’s done to Adam… and Sandra.”

      “Before we decide what to do, you need to go home and check in with your mum and let her see you’re okay because we can’t take the chance you’ve been seen with me.”

      “Okay, I’ll go now, but I’ll be back here for eight. What’s the plan?”

      “Don’t come back here. Meet me outside St. Jude’s on the high street at ten pm. Do you know it?”

      “Yeah, I know it, but me and church don’t really mix.”

      “We’re not going there to worship. Call it whatever you want, but I had a dream last night, of an old friend, and I’m hoping to meet him there, so don’t be late.”

      “See you at ten.” He headed out the door.

      “Oh, and Jase,” she added. “Be careful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary stood dithering on the church steps–the wind cutting through her.

      It was ten o’clock and as agreed, she watched as Jason swaggered down the street towards her.

      “So, who are we meeting then?” he asked, looking better, and cleaner, than he had earlier that day.

      “I’ve got a feeling David will be waiting for us.”

      “Haven’t a clue who that is, but I’m here anyway. How we gonna get in there?”

      “This church is always open.”

      “Well, let’s go in. I’m fucking freezing.” He held the door open for her.

      “Did you say anything to your mum?”

      “No. She’s passed out in bed now. Pissed as a fart.”

      She could see he was hurting. “Don’t judge her, Jase. It’s hard enough for you, but she’s lost two kids now.” She knew her words had cut deep and instantly regretted them. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve lost them too. I didn’t think.”

      “Can we just get on with it? I don’t need all this mushy shit right now. I can’t handle it.” He walked down the aisle towards the altar. “I’ve always hated churches. They give me the fucking creeps.”

      “They bring comfort to a lot of people.”

      “Only if you’re stupid enough to believe in religion.”

      Hilary didn’t want to argue about religion, but felt smug, hoping he’d be forced to eat his words once David appeared. She didn’t know for certain David would even be there, but she had an inkling he would be.

      “So where is this dude?” he said looking around. “I can’t be out all night. My mum’s mate is looking after her and I told her I wouldn’t be gone long.”

      “I don’t know how long he’ll be, but I’m sure he’ll come.”

      “Can’t you call him and tell him to get a move on.”

      She chuckled. “I don’t think mobile phones work where he comes from.”

      Jason seemed confused, but she knew he wasn’t in the mood for playing games.

      “I’m sure he won’t be much longer. Come over here with me and we’ll light candles for Ashley, Adam and Sandra.”

      “I’m not into that hippy dippy shit. You do what you need to do but leave me out of it.”

      “This is a house of God, Jason Lee. Watch your tongue.”

      Both Hilary and Jason spun around to see David standing behind them.

      “Where did you come from?” Jason asked.

      “Oh, somewhere far away.”

      “I recognize you.” Jason squinted in the dimmed light of the church, approaching David cautiously.

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I’ve seen you before, at Promised Land Lane. You were there the night Ashley was killed.” His anger was becoming increasingly evident. “My brother’s dead because of you.”

      Jason clenched his fists and rushed at David. His face was contorted with rage.

      “Jason. No!” Hilary screamed.

      “Leave him be. He’s entitled to his anger, but he cannot harm me anymore than he could when we first met.”

      Jason rained blows on David but caused no damage to him.

      Despite the brutality of Jason’s attack, he spoke softly. “I’ve come to help Adam.”

      Jason stopped dead, tears flowing down his face. “They were only kids, why did they have to die?”

      Hilary rushed to Jason’s side. She pulled him into a tight hug.

      “What are we going to do, David?”

      “I can help, but it won’t be easy.”

      “I don’t care how hard it’ll be,” she said. “We have to help them. Both of them.”

      Jason pulled away from Hilary and wiped his eyes. “How?”

      “Juliet’s Grimoire holds all her power. We have to find a way to destroy it before she can bring Samantha back. If we can do that, she will fail as her sister did before her. Any power Juliet has over Sandra and Adam will be undone.”

      “And then what?” Hilary asked. “What will happen to them?”

      “They will come with me, into the light.”

      Her eyes suddenly widened. It wasn’t what she was expecting to hear. “No. I want Sandra to stay here with me.”

      “Hilary, you know that’s no longer possible. Sandra’s human body is dead and only her soul remains trapped. No matter what I do, I can’t restore life to the dead. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the best I can do. I’m sorry!”

      Hilary bowed her head.

      “And what about Adam?” Jason asked.

      “The same is true for your brother,” he replied, sadly. “I wish I could do more.”

      “Will he be with Ashley again?”

      “Yes. They’ll be together again, as they always should have been.”

      “Swear that to me.”

      “I don’t tell lies, Jason, but if it makes you feel better, you have my word.”

      “That’s good enough for me.” Jason seemed happier knowing his brothers would finally be reunited. “Tell us what we have to do,” he demanded. “Do you agree, Hilary?

      “Yes, of course I am.” She looked to David. “What about Sandra. Where will she go?”

      “She’ll be reunited with her sister and one day, many years from now, you will all be together again.”

      “And what will happen to you?”

      “I’ll go back. My time on Earth was over a long time ago.”

      “But you love her.”

      “I do.”

      “Are you allowed to be with her in Heaven?” Hilary didn’t know how it all worked, but if she was going to lose her best friend to Heaven, it would make it easier if she was to be reunited with the man she loved.

      “Yes, but that is a choice Sandra will need to make. If she wants me, I’ll be with her until the end of time.”

      Jason interrupted. “Enough of the lovey-dovey shit. Just tell me what I need to do to help my brother.”

      David shook his head. “It won’t be easy, Jason. For any of us.”

      “I don’t care. I just want my brother away from that bitch.”

      “I have a plan, but I must insist our conversations don’t leave the walls of this church.”

      “Who would believe any of this anyway?” Hilary had told the cop what she knew, and he thought she was barking mad.

      “Inside these walls, I’m invisible to Juliet, and anybody else that would wish to stop us. I can’t leave here and return to the lane until the time is right, but when that time does come, I’ll do all I can to stop Juliet.”

      “How will I know where to find you?” Hilary asked.

      “I’ll know when you’re here,” he stated. “Do I have your word?”

      Hilary and Jason agreed in unison.

      “Come. We must discuss the path forward.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary stopped the car around the corner from Jason’s house. Neither could afford to be seen with the other.

      “I’ll call you,” he said.

      “Remember what David asked of us. Not a word, okay?”

      “Gotcha.” He closed the door and rushed down the road.

      He could see flashing blue lights as he turned the corner of his road. Bile rose in his throat upon the realisation the emergency services were outside his home.

      Rushing along the road, he peered into the ambulance. The doors were wide open. He was expecting to see his mum lying inside, injured somehow. Relief washed over him—the ambulance was empty.

      The neighbours were out in force, wondering what was going on, but none of them would look at him. The lady from next door was crying. He caught her eye, but she turned away.

      “Mum.” He shouted as he approached the path to his house.

      A uniformed policeman stopped him.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let you in there.”

      “Where’s my mum?” He was starting to panic.

      “Could you tell me your name, please?”

      “Jason Lee, but my mum’s in there. Jeanette. Her name’s Jeanette Lee.”

      The policeman stood aside.

      Jason rushed past him and ran down the path. He pushed the front door open and yelled again. “MUM.” She didn’t answer him. He had a horrible feeling in his stomach. Flying down the hallway toward the living room a WPC stopped him.

      “Are you Jason Lee?”

      “Yes, what’s happened? Where’s my mum?”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve got some bad news for you.” She put her hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged her off.

      “Get off me.”

      “Jason, it’s important you understand what I’m going to say to you.”

      “I wanna talk to my mum, where is she?”

      “I’m sorry to inform you, but your mum was found unresponsive in bed earlier this evening. Paramedics attended the scene, but we couldn’t resuscitate her.”

      “Are you taking her to the hospital?”

      “I’m sorry, Jason, but your mum passed away thirty minutes ago.”

      “No, you’re lying,” he said, his voice almost a shriek. “She can’t be dead. I talked to her a few hours ago.”

      “We think she may have overdosed on prescription medication, but until an autopsy is completed, we can’t be certain. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      Jason froze.  He felt empty inside.

      “Is there anybody I can call? I don’t want you to be here on your own.”

      “I don’t have anyone left.”

      “An aunt, maybe, or even a friend? Anybody you can go and stay with?”

      Friend? He didn’t have any friends anymore. Numbly, he pulled his mobile phone out of his back pocket. Then, he walked out of the room and dialed Hilary’s number.

      She picked up after one ring. “Hello, what’s wrong?”

      He could feel the stinging in his eyes and knew the tears were coming, and as hard as he tried, couldn’t stop them.

      “My mum’s dead.” He broke down and sobbed.

      “I’m coming.”

      Jason dropped the phone on the floor and dropped to his knees.

      The WPC knelt beside him and put her arm around his heaving shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a week since Jeanette Lee had tragically died.

      Jason tried to mask his pain, but Hilary knew how much he struggled. In time grief would hit him, but for now, he had other things to focus on, like getting hold of the Grimoire.

      The task seemed impossible.

      A security detail had been posted once more, but this time, the guard wasn’t a doddery old man, but seemingly ex-military.

      When Juliet left the house, he stood guard.

      “What are we going to do?” Hilary asked.

      “Nothing we can do. We don’t have any chance of getting past that man-mountain. And if we did, where would we even begin?”

      “I feel useless.” She shook her head dejectedly.

      “Don’t,” he snapped. “We can’t charge in there. That bitch is too dangerous.”

      “Sandra and Adam are stilled trapped in there.”

      “Yes, but while she has a use for them, they are pretty safe, well, if safe is the right word.”

      “This isn’t right, Jase. You shouldn’t be dealing with all this at your age. You’ve just buried your mum.”

      He shrugged. “Losing both of them pushed her over the edge. I know she didn’t want to leave me, but she was hurting too much.”

      “You’re wise beyond your years.  Have you heard anything more from your dad?”

      Jason’s face flushed red. She knew it was a sore point. “No, and I don’t want to. He left it up to me, but he needn’t hold his breath.”

      “Well, you always have a home with me. I hope you know that.”

      “You won’t want a kid my age hanging around forever, no matter what you say.”

      “We’re family now.” She looked into his eyes. “You got that?”

      He gave her a weak smile. “Got it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The day Juliet had waited for was finally here.

      At last, she would be reunited with her sister, Samantha.

      Adam had done well and brought what she needed from her nosey neighbours, and along with what she’d taken from Sandra and Adam, she had what she needed to complete the ritual and free her sister from her fiery prison.

      She picked up the intricately carved silver box that contained the four hearts and opened the lid, peeking inside. Blood lust took over and she had to apply all her will not to nibble up the tasty looking organs and bite into them. Artery blood always tasted so delicious.

      Feeling ravenously hungry, she carried the box downstairs and into the kitchen, tearing open the larder fridge door. A plate of raw lamb’s liver drew her eye and tickled her taste buds.

      She hungrily grabbed a piece and shoved it into her mouth, savoring the taste. Slowly chewing the offal, the sensation of it slithering down her throat was arousing. “Mmmm.” Juices ran down her chin. She felt satisfied after her impromptu meal.

      Opening the French doors and walking into the night sky, she felt nervous.

      What if the offering wasn’t enough to return her sister to her?

      She’d done exactly as the Grimoire had instructed and offered her own blood in return for the answers she so desperately sought. She slit her wrist open, allowing the blood to flow onto the pages, watching as the blood formed into words.

      

      To free the one you love,

      An offering you must make.

      Four hearts of the innocent,

      Given unwillingly.

      

      Juliet had done what was asked and would cast the hearts into the flames, offering them to her master.

      “Mabel, come to me,” she cried.

      “Yes, mistress,” the doll whispered back as she climbed down from the doll house, her tiny feet scampering across the garden.

      Juliet smiled sweetly at her diminutive companion. “I can always rely on you, my beautiful one.”

      Mabel looked up and returned the smile.

      “I need the boy.” Juliet had built a fire, contained within a ring of stones. She stood close by, feeling the warm heat on her face.

      “Yes, mistress.” Mabel scurried across the garden, scrambling up the wall and into the darkness.

      Minutes later, Mabel returned as Adam’s groans echoed around the garden. “He’s coming.”

      “Good.” Juliet grinned as Adam lurched into view. “Stay there,” she ordered, and with a wave of her hand, the flames in the firepit shot skyward and bathed the garden in a warm orange glow.

      Adam and Mabel backed away from the roaring flames, seemingly afraid of being caught within the conflagration.

      Juliet stepped forward and opened the silver box containing the offering, holding it dangerously close to the flame.

      “Given unwillingly, take the hearts of the innocent and forgive my sister’s failure.” The flames roared higher. An eerie sound emanated from inside them. “I implore you. I am now and always will be your humble servant. Master, I beg of you, please return Samantha to me.”

      She grabbed one of the slimy organs and tossed it into the fire.

      A figure appeared momentarily within the flames, then faded away. “No, come back,” Juliet whined.

      She threw the second into the flames. The figure appeared again, more vivid than the first time, but seconds later it began to fade again.

      Throwing the third heart into the flames, they soared upwards, spitting embers across the garden.

      Juliet didn’t move and screamed. “Master. Take this offering and return my sister to me. Only then will thy will be done.”

      She threw the fourth heart into the flames. The heat was intense. “Send her back to me, I beg of you.”

      She drew a knife from inside of her boot and slashed at her wrists, digging into the veins. Blood poured from the wound, but it wasn’t enough.

      “You must burn.” The voice came from within the flames.

      “For my sister, I will burn.” Holding her hands inside the flames, she screamed in agony as her skin began to melt.

      “JULIET.”

      Somebody had screamed her name.

      “Samantha. Is that you?”

      Juliet reached further into the flames, her arms burning.

      Suddenly, she felt the grip on her hands from inside the flames.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet pulled with all her might and watched with trepidation as Samantha stepped from the flames, naked as the day she was born.

      She smiled victoriously at her sister. Seeing her again was worth every second of the pain she felt. Looking at her hands, expecting to see them hideously burned, she was stunned to note there wasn’t any sign of burns on either of them.

      “It’s good to see you sister,” Samantha said, wrapping her arms around Juliet. “I knew you’d find the book and bring me back.”

      Juliet swelled with pride as she had achieved what she thought would be impossible. Finally, she’d been rewarded for her hard work.

      “If it had taken me until Judgement Day, I’d have found a way to save you.”

      Samantha surveyed the garden and smiled. “It’s been a long time since I was last here, but it feels good to be home. Tell me, sister, how long have I been gone?”

      “One hundred and seventeen years.”

      Samantha appeared shocked at the length of time that had passed. “All this time, you’ve been alone?”

      “I’ve kept myself busy.” She grinned.

      “You found your way back here, as you said you would. The secret room lay undisturbed I trust?”

      “Yes. It was just as you left it.”

      “Good, then we can get started. Where is Maisie?”

      “Defeated and taken into the light.”

      “How?” She appeared angry, grinding her teeth together.

      “Mark discovered a way to lift the curse. Maisie is lost to us.”

      Juliet told Samantha how Maisie was finally beaten.

      “No matter. We can’t alter the past, but I trust you’ve found a worthy replacement.”

      “Oh, yes.” She was proud of her achievements. “But, let us get you suitably attired, then we can eat, and I’ll tell you what I’ve been doing since we were last together.” Juliet gripped her sister’s hand and led her towards the house. “It’s so good to see you again.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set, and the garden was pitch-black.

      Samantha walked slowly down the steps, surveying her kingdom. The years of suffering she’d suffered had been worth it, just to be standing there once again.

      She could see the cats sat around the high walls, but as before, they wouldn’t approach unless she gave them cause to.

      The doll house was still there. She was surprised to see the old thing still intact.

      Looking at it brought back a pile of memories. Her revolting daughter loved to play with it, but if she’d had her way, it would have been chopped up for firewood.

      She couldn’t help thinking of her daughter, Maisie. Turning her at the point of death was a stroke of genius. Mark didn’t realise what he was doing by placing their daughter’s eyes in the doll.

      If only she’d been around to witness her triumph.

      She knew he would have loathed his part in resurrecting Maisie, and wasn’t surprised that even in death, he would have found a way to come back and rescue the child he’d loved so much.

      She’d despised the child, but despite their obvious differences, loved her husband deeply, and despite what had transpired between them, residual feelings remained.

      It is futile to have such thoughts.

      Juliet had given them a head start, and this time, she would honour the pact, but would claim the power for herself. She was the rightful ruler, the one who had burned for over a century.

      It was only right for it was she who had laid the foundations of what was to come.

      She walked away from the doll house, lost in her thoughts until the whispering startled her.

      “Oh, yes. I’d forgotten about you.” She turned back to the doll house. Bending down, she smiled, pulling the doll from its compartment. “And who might you be?”

      “My name is Mabel.”

      “And what are we going to do with you?”

      “I’m here to watch over the garden.”

      “Yes. So I’m led to believe.” She found the doll irresistible. “Tell me, Mabel. When will your little friend show his face?”

      “He’s coming now.”

      “Good,” she replied, walking towards the well.

      Samantha quietly observed as Adam crawled out of the well.

      Mabel stared up at Samantha.

      Juliet had replaced Sandra’s eyes with Adam’s, allowing him to see where she was.

      “How beautiful.” She approached him and grabbed a handful of hair, pulling his head back, scrutinizing his monstrous, yet adorable face. “Juliet did well in finding you.”

      Adam groaned.

      “Such a shame she ripped out your tongue, but some children should be seen and not heard.” She let go of his hair and turned away. “I wish I’d cut that little bitch’s tongue out at birth.” She thought back to her daughter, the child she hated so much.

      She returned Mabel to the doll house. “Close your eyes, little one and rest,” she said, tenderly. The doll did as was ordered. Turning to Adam once again, she barked her command. “You may go back, Adam, until I have further need of you.”

      He groaned as he climbed back down the well.

      “Goodnight, sweet one. I will call for you soon.”

      “Yes, mistress.”

      Samantha walked up the garden steps and back into the house.
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      Hilary was seated at the kitchen table, trying and failing miserably to complete a crossword.

      She heard the front door open, thinking it would be Jason returning, but to her surprise, Tim walked through the door.

      “Hello.” Seeing his face, she realised how much she’d missed him.

      “Hello,” he answered, brusquely. “Don’t worry, I’m not here to stay. I just wanted to collect some more of my things.”

      “Are you still at your mum’s?”

      “For now, but if we can’t sort this mess out and soon, I’ll have to start looking for somewhere else more permanent. I’m too old to be living with my parents, and Mum is driving me up the wall with the constant questions.”

      “Do you think we’ll be able to sort this out?”

      “Hilary, I took my wedding vows seriously and when I said for better or worse, I meant it.” He paused. “I don’t understand what’s going on with you right now, but I’m giving you some space to sort your head out. That’s how much I love you.” He walked over to her and kissed the top of her head.

      “I love you too, Tim, and I swear, I’ll sort myself out and things will go back to the way they were. I just need a few more days.”

      “I’ll give you as long as you need and then when you’re ready, nothing will keep me away.”

      “You’re too good for me.”

      “Come here.” He opened his arms. She rushed into them, feeling safe for the first time in weeks.

      “I’m sorry I’ve put you through this, but I’m close to finding out what happened.”

      Tim pulled away. “I don’t wanna hear it, Hilary. Let me just enjoy spending some time with my wife without the craziness.”

      “Okay. Deal.” She snuggled against him and closed her eyes as he wrapped his big strong arms around her.

      “Are you eating?” he asked.

      “Bits and bobs. I’m not that hungry to be honest.”

      “That’s not good. You need to keep your strength up, loads of calcium to strengthen that broken arm of yours.” He tapped the plaster cast and shook his head. “Only you’d be clumsy enough to trip over your own foot.”

      “You know what I’m like.” She felt guilty lying to him, but there was no way he’d accept the truth about what had actually happened.

      “I’ll fix you something while I’m here, but I won’t stay to join you.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ve found lots of stuff already frozen I can warm up. You must have better things to do tonight.”

      “Well, if you’re certain. I was planning on taking Liam out for a drink tonight.”

      “Nathan’s brother?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “As well as can be expected considering the last six months, but he’s getting on with things. I think his kids are the only thing keeping him sane if I’m honest.”

      “That’s good. Send him my love won’t you.”

      “I will. Now what do you want me to get out of the freezer for you? What do you fancy?”

      “What I fancy isn’t in the freezer.” It seemed wrong to be flirting, but she’d missed him in more ways than one.

      “Filth.” He laughed, but she knew she had him–his cock was straining against his trousers. “Now?”

      “No, next week soft arse. Of course, now,” she giggled. It felt good to laugh with him once more.

      “But I haven’t shaved, you’ll come out in a rash.”

      “Sod the rash.” She lunged for him. “Just shut up and kiss me will you.”

      “I haven’t brushed my teeth either and I’ve had a fag.”

      “Jesus, Tim, you’re going to the dogs without me around,” she joked. “I hope you’ve washed your willy, at least.”

      He pulled her close and kissed her passionately. She loved the feel of his tongue in her mouth. He kissed her like nobody else ever had and knew her body intimately. Pushing his hand inside her bra, he pulled on her nipples, her breathing intensified, pleasure taking over.

      “Screw me, Tim.”

      He didn’t need further invitation and ripped her blouse open. Her bra was off in seconds. She still didn’t know how he did it so quickly. Sliding gracefully out of her pants, she gasped as his mouth clamped round her nipple, sucking hard.

      It was a fine line between pleasure and pain, but she loved it and could feel her body opening for him. “Please, I can’t wait any longer. Fuck me.”

      He bent her over the kitchen table and released his hard, throbbing cock, pulling her G-string to one side. It had been so long since they’d made love, there was no time for love and tenderness. He slapped his cock against her bare backside then wasted no time sliding it inside her.

      Hilary moaned as he rammed it hard into her.

      Tim pulled out and turned her around, forcing her backward onto the table. She wrapped her legs around his neck and cried out as he drove his cock deep into her.

      She felt her whole body convulse and knew she was going to squirt. Looking up at him, she could see he was close too.

      His head rolled back. Moaning in ecstasy, he filled her up.

      He collapsed on top of her and kissed her gently. “I love you, Mrs Baines.”

      “I love you too, stud.”

      He lifted her off the table and together, they lay on the sofa talking and remembering when their life used to be perfect.

      She hadn’t felt this happy in months and was sad when he told her he had to go.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow. Sorry I have to rush off, but I’m late meeting Liam, and after that I need a stiff drink.”

      “Armadillo for two, is it?” She enjoyed the banter with him.

      “Piss off you.” He smiled and winked. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” He kissed her goodbye and headed out the door.

      As soon as she heard the door close, she burst into tears.
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      Samantha walked through the house, taking in the familiar, yet alien surroundings. It felt good to be back home, but the walls felt like they were closing in on her. The memories too much to bear at times.

      Late at night, she would get out of bed and walk around the grounds, leaving the property and venturing as far as the stables at the end of the lane.

      She took comfort from the wide-open spaces, the grass blowing gently in the breeze and remembered what life used to be.

      Once upon a time, she had a family, a husband and a son who loved her. She’d loved them both in return but allowed what she had to slip away.

      She’d never admit it to another living person, but it was only now she questioned if it had all been worth it, just for the sake of having a child of her own. Yes, she got the child she wanted, but he was cruelly taken from her.

      The pain of watching her beloved child die was like nothing she had ever experienced, and no matter how long she walked the Earth, she doubted anything ever would match the pain of losing him.

      

      Samantha cast her thoughts back to that terrible night, shutting her eyes as Mark swung the spade, ending her life there and then.

      Within seconds, she was falling, the feeling of helplessness washing over her.

      She hit the ground with a thump and opened her eyes, taking in her surroundings.

      It was indescribable.

      The vast landscape before her a barren wasteland. She’d imagined hell to be a place of dark beauty, but nothing could be further from the truth.

      Flames roared from the ground and rivers of lava flowed past her.

      She stepped away, terrified her dress would catch fire.

      Moloch appeared before her.

      With a nod of his grotesquely shaped head, a stake cracked through the ground.

      Another nod and she was bound to it.

      Channels formed in the dirt beneath her feet.

      The lava was now dangerously close.

      “No, please, Master, anything, but this. Send me back. I won’t fail this time.”

      Moloch walked toward her and pushed his face to hers. She could smell his breath.

      He pushed his black, scabbed tongue into her mouth, and believing she could seduce him, responded and pushed her own tongue into his mouth.

      It appeared she’d played right into his hands as he latched onto her tongue with his razor-sharp teeth and bit clean through it.

      He drew back, laughing mercilessly as he spat the detached portion of her tongue into his scaly hands.

      “Do you really think by seducing me I’d forget?”

      Samantha writhed in agony. Blood pumped out of her mouth.

      She tried to speak but couldn’t form the words.

      Terrified as he approached again, he waved her tongue in front of her face. “Open your mouth, and eat it,” he ordered.

      She shook her head.

      “Open your mouth.”

      She groaned her response.

      “Do not make me ask again, or your cherished child will suffer alongside you.”

      Believing Luke was now in Hell, she did as he asked, unable to stand the sight of him suffering any more than he had already.

      She opened her mouth.

      He popped the fleshy part of her tongue back into her mouth.

      “Now, swallow it.”

      Samantha had no choice and swallowed.

      “And now, onto business.” He clicked his fingers and the page from her Grimoire magically appeared. “I believe we made a pact, of which you failed to deliver on. Am I right?”

      She nodded her head again.

      “The price for your failure was quite clear, and it’s signed in your blood, is it not?”

      Samantha nodded her head.

      “Then, no more need be said.”

      She looked down, the lava perilously close. Kicking the dirt under her feet to try and stop the flow, he laughed, the noise echoing around the vast emptiness.

      It happened in seconds. The hem of her long skirt caught fire. She groaned, unable to scream, but it was too late. The flames travelled quickly, burning her as they rose higher and higher. Seconds later, she was consumed, her hair burning away and her skin melting. Opening her mouth to scream, no sound escaped her cracked and burning lips.

      She melted like a wax candle. Blood poured from her wounds and in her madness, she banged her head against the stake, eager to end her own suffering.

      Moloch would ensure she suffered for her failure.

      Time and again her body would be burned beyond recognition.

      The flames would finally die down and her broken and charred body would begin to heal itself.

      A moment’s reprise was all she lived for before the flames engulfed her once more, the whole process on a loop.

      “Was having a child of your own really worth this, Samantha?” Moloch teased her daily.

      She couldn’t answer him, but even through the pain, the precious moments spent with her darling son made everything worthwhile.

      “All this pain and suffering you’ve endured, just for the chance to live as a human would.”

      She detested him and welcomed the day Juliet would find a way to free her from his torment.

      

      She could still remember the unbearable pain of the flames, as they licked her body. The memories spurred her on. If she could survive that, anything was possible.

      If Juliet could rescue her from the fires of hell, she’d find a way to bring her son back from the dead–it was all that consumed her thoughts and was the last thing she thought of as she returned to her bedroom and slipped under the silk sheets.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha dragged herself out of bed the following morning, still tired after her late-night wanderings.

      Time was precious.

      She glided down the grand staircase, spying the crate in the corner of the hallway.

      The dolls always knew when she was around, as the whispering would intensify before her foot hit the bottom stair.

      Juliet strolled out of the kitchen. “Good morning, Samantha,” she said almost joyously. “Did you sleep well?”

      “My morning would be a lot better if those infernal dolls would stop their whispering.” She wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries today. “Why don’t you tell them to keep quiet?” she complained.

      “My, my, somebody got out of bed on the wrong side this morning.”

      “Their constant whispering disturbs me, Juliet.” She snarled her words. “Do something about them, or I will.”

      “I’ve been rather busy of late, sister.” Samantha knew Juliet didn’t like to be criticized and watched as her eyes narrowed. “But, if it makes you happy, I’ll do it now.”

      “Thank you.” She felt ungrateful. “Please don’t think I’m not grateful for everything, but I’m anxious to get started. If you’re right and there are children’s spirits bound to these dolls, it’ll make everything else so much easier.”

      “I bound the spirits to the dolls myself. Trust me, it'll work out just fine. Where do you think Maisie’s doll came from? You don’t think Luke and I went toy shopping for that little bitch, do you? I didn’t bring you back to lose you again.”

      “What did you do to that doll, Juliet?”

      “I cast a spell on it. For as long as the doll was in this house I could see what was happening. Luckily for me, when Mark put Maisie’s eyes inside of it, it was much easier. A stroke of genius on his part, unintentional as it was.”

      “Don’t talk of him in my presence,” Samantha hissed.

      “You still love him, don’t you?” Juliet guessed. “After everything he did, you still love him.”

      “I can’t forget what he did for me.” Samantha couldn’t lie to her sister.

      “Your emotions are wasted on him. Too quickly you forget what part he played in your suffering.”

      “I warned you he would sacrifice himself to protect her, and he did. I knew he loved me but being a father to her was the most important role in his life.”

      “Yes, and I should have foreseen that myself, but I admit, I believed you were in control of the situation.”

      Samantha glared at her sister angrily. “Choose your words wisely, Sister.”

      Juliet looked warily at her sister.

      Samantha knew Juliet was the stronger of the two, but she was always in charge, her rage was more potent than any power Juliet wielded. Their own father had been scared when she lost her temper and the only way he could control her was with blood.

      “It is not my intention to anger you, but I must speak as I find. You failed our master, and it is now up to us both to ensure we do as he wishes. To fail again would be the end for the both of us.”

      “I let my feelings get in the way of what I had to do once before, but it won’t happen again. I assure you of that.”

      “Come on, help me unwrap these,” Juliet ordered. “I need to get them into the garden.”

      “What do you intend to do with them once we get them in the garden?” Samantha was still unsure what part they would play in the coming days.

      “Adam is going to procure our own little army.” Juliet rubbed her hands together.

      “What does that mean?” Samantha looked unsure.

      “To cross realms, Moloch requires thirteen innocent souls. We have one already, so twelve more are needed.”

      “I will not stalk this town stealing children,” Samantha declared. “What if we’re caught?”

      “We have Adam to do that for us.”

      “And if he succeeds.”

      “Then I will do as I have done to Adam and Sandra, binding them to this house until they are needed.”

      “Twelve missing children from one town will raise eyebrows, Juliet.”

      “Yes, but what other choice do we have, Samantha? We have to do it, or we will burn for eternity.”

      “I know we don’t have a choice, but I wish there was another way.”

      “Are you getting sentimental in your old age?”

      “Never,” Samantha barked.

      “Then the well is about to become rather busy. When the time comes to bring Moloch forth into this world, the sacrifices are ready for him to feast upon.

      Samantha giggled and clapped her hands, excited by what was to come.

      “Where do we start?”

      Juliet’s eyes glazed over. “We’ll begin with the snooping fat pig I told you about. I’m sure Sandra will appreciate his company.”

      “I forgot how truly wicked you were, Juliet.” She reached for her sister’s hand. “Truly wicked.”

      “I learned from the best,” Juliet replied.

      “Now, come. It’s important we finish by nightfall. Tomorrow morning we’ll have a little piggy come to visit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew Hope was sat at his desk, daydreaming about early retirement. The sudden ringing of his desk phone startled him.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve got a lady on the phone for you.” His colleague advised. “She says it’s about Promised Land Lane.”

      He rolled his eyes. In the last few days, he’d received several phone calls saying Sandra had been spotted in various places around town, and all the sightings turned out to be false.

      “Oh, here we go again. Put her through.” There was a pause on the line as the caller was transferred to him. “Detective Chief Inspector Hope speaking.”

      “Good morning, Detective. My name is Debbie Jones.”

      “What can I do for you, Debbie?”

      “That lady reported missing, you know the one that was on the news.”

      “Sandra Miller.”

      “Yes, that’s the one.” She paused. “Well, I might be wrong, but I was driving down Promised Land Lane earlier. I swear I saw her.”

      “Really? What time was this?” He didn’t know what to think any longer. This case had turned out to be the bane of his miserable existence.

      “About forty minutes ago. I was heading to the stables and she was walking down the middle of the road. I almost ran her over.”

      “And you’re sure the person fitted Sandra Miller’s description?”

      “I’m positive, although she seemed a little worse for wear.”

      “If you don’t mind, could I get some contact details from you. I’ll head over there to have a look around and call in to see you later, if that’s okay?”

      Andrew took her contact details and typed them into his mobile telephone.

      “No trouble at all. But, so you know, I was close to that haunted house when I spotted her–she was heading that way.”

      “Thank you for your call, Debbie. I’ll be in touch sometime this afternoon.”

      “My pleasure, Detective. I hope you find her.”

      “Me too. Bye for now.”

      Andrew hung up the phone and jumped out of his seat. The office was empty, so he’d have to go alone. Suited him if he was honest, especially if it was only going to turn into another wild goose chase. He grabbed his coat from the backrest of his chair and hurried out the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think he fell for it?” Samantha asked.

      “Hook, line and sinker.” Juliet smiled, pleased with her performance. “This little piggy is ours.”

      “And so, it begins.”

      “Yes. He’s all ours, but soon enough, we’ll add more to our small collection. Summon Sandra from the well. We may need her.”

      “What help can she be?”

      “He’s coming all this way to find her, so it’s only fair he should find what he’s been searching for all this time.”

      Samantha headed for the garden and called from the doors.

      “Mabel, we have need of Sandra.”

      She heard the little doll jump down and scurry across the garden.

      Juliet waited patiently. “Is it done?”

      “Yes, she’s coming.”

      Seconds later, they heard footsteps from the back of the house.

      Sandra walked through the doorway and stood in front of them. She looked deliciously macabre. Samantha had performed a spell, halting any further decomposition.

      “What do you want?”

      “You’re going to help us, and if you don’t, your friend Hilary will pay the price.”

      “I won’t do it,” Sandra replied, defiantly.

      “Oh, you will, or I’ll bring your friend here and make you watch as I burn her alive,” Juliet warned. “The quicker you learn to obey us, the easier it will become for you.”

      Tears rolled down Sandra's cheeks.

      “Crying won’t help you either. Now, when the doorbell rings, you’re to answer it, but do not speak to the man until I give you permission.”

      “You summoned me to answer the door?”

      “Of course. Bring him inside and do nothing else.”

      “Who would be foolish enough to come here?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “I won’t harm anybody, no matter what you threaten me with.”

      “You won’t need to.” Samantha smiled knowingly at Juliet. “Sister, go to the kitchen and sharpen the pruning shears.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew drove slowly down Promised Land Lane, keeping one eye out, just in case.

      Sick to the back teeth of the lane and its residents, he wouldn’t care if the cursed place was wiped from existence. More time had been wasted here than any case he’d ever worked on.

      Positive this latest trip was another waste of time, he hadn’t even bothered to call it in. He’d been the butt of too many jokes in the station of late.

      This case had taken over his life and he desperately needed a break.

      It would be too easy finding Sandra Miller here after all this time, but if he was honest, nothing would surprise him anymore.

      He slowed down as he approached number six. He wasn’t in the mood to deal with Juliet Oswell today and felt a headache forming behind his eyes. Despite this, he was eager to get what he guessed would be a difficult conversation out of the way.

      Perhaps he’d go and see his boss and request a much-needed holiday. Surely long service leave was well overdue, and the way he was feeling right now, he doubted he’d ever return.

      Andrew pulled up outside the large gates and sluggishly climbed out of the car, throwing his mobile phone onto the front passenger seat. It’ll all be over in a few minutes.

      The snotty cow that lived there would huff and puff, threaten to complain to his boss, then ask him to leave, until the next time he was forced to go there and tolerate her insufferable superior attitude.

      He walked up the path and stood at the front door, preparing himself from the onslaught of sarcasm due any minute and pressed the doorbell once.

      “Get that, will you.” He squirmed as he heard her plummy voice issuing an order. Don’t tell me she’s hired a maid. Poor bitch.

      Footsteps approached the door and as it swung open, he felt his mouth gape with shock. “Mrs Miller. What the…?”

      “Come in, Detective,” Juliet shouted from inside. “Sandra. Be a dear and bring him into the living room.”

      Andrew couldn't quite believe what he was seeing. Yes, she looked like she’d been to hell and back, but it was definitely Sandra Miller. He’d stake his reputation on it. “Mrs Miller, are you okay?”

      As instructed, she didn’t answer him but led him into the house and through to the living room.

      “Miss Oswell, what the hell is going on here? If Mrs Miller had turned up, why didn’t you ring me to let me know? Impeding the progress of an active investigation is a criminal offence.”

      “But I did call you, Detective.”

      “When?”

      “Earlier on.”

      “I can assure you, Miss Oswell, there have been no calls into my office from you, or anyone here.”

      “Well, I must be mistaken, but as you can see, Sandra has turned up safe and well.”

      “I wouldn’t concur with that analysis, Miss Oswell. What happened to her?” He positioned himself to look at Sandra, unable to catch her eyes through her matted hair. “Do you need me to call an ambulance?”

      She didn’t respond to his question.

      “Cat got your tongue, Sandra?” Juliet teased, as Andrew remained unaware of why she wouldn’t answer him.

      He put his hand in his pocket to retrieve his phone and remembered he’d left it in his car. “Do you mind if I use your phone?”

      “Not at all, it’s out in the hallway. Help yourself.” She snorted like a pig. “Sorry, you’ll have to excuse my manners. Something I ate earlier isn’t agreeing with me.”

      “I won’t be long.” He eyed her suspiciously.

      “Take your time, Detective. Nobody is going anywhere.” Something about the way she spoke set off alarm bells in his mind.

      He walked out of the room and into the hallway. Juliet put her hand down the side of the chair cushion and followed him out of the room. He picked up the receiver and put it to his ear, but there was no dialing tone.

      “This phone seems to be out of order. Do you have another?”

      “Oh, really? How tiresome.” She took the receiver from him and listened herself. “Try the one in the kitchen–this way.” She guided him to the kitchen. “Over there.” She pointed at the phone hanging on the wall by the table.

      “Thank you. Most kind.” He sat on the chair and picked up the phone. “This one is broken…”

      Andrew didn’t have a chance to finish the sentence before the hammer Juliet had hidden behind her back, hithim at the base of his skull. He slid out of the chair and fell hard onto the floor, blood streaming from the exposed wound.
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        * * *

      

      Andrew felt as though he was emerging from a long tunnel.

      He didn’t remember what happened, but his head hurt like hell.

      It wasn’t long before he realised he couldn’t move his hands. They were strapped either side of him. He looked down and saw that he was naked.

      Juliet loomed over him and sniggered. “This little piggy went to market,” she sang chillingly.

      “What the fuck is going on? Untie me right now,” he ordered.

      “This little piggy stayed home,” she continued to sing.

      “Look, I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it’ll go easier for you if you release me.”

      She totally ignored him. “This little piggy had roast beef.”

      He panicked and shouted for help. “Sandra. Help me please.”

      Another woman entered the room. “Sandra won’t help you–we used her to lure you here.”

      “What did you do to her?” He looked at Juliet, then to the other woman. “And who the hell are you?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Who are you? Answer me now, dammit.”

      “My name is Samantha Whitmore, and you’re a guest in my house, so watch your filthy mouth and show me the respect I deserve.”

      “Juliet Oswell is the owner of this house so please dispense with the lies.”

      “My sister is telling you the truth,” Juliet confirmed. “She owned this house long before I returned.”

      “You’re all mad.” He struggled against his restraints. “Let me out of here.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t be going anywhere. Not until we’ve finished with you, that is.” The sisters laughed out loud, infuriating him.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “It’ll be a surprise, but it won’t hurt for long,”

      Andrew was terrified of what they had planned.

      The sisters hovered around him.

      His heart pounded.

      “Untie me, right now.” His eyes were drawn to Juliet as she picked up a pair of pruning shears from the work surface.

      He tried to kick out, but they’d tied him too tight. He realised he was losing the feeling in his hands.

      Samantha joined her sister at the bottom end of the table.

      “And...” she paused, a maniacal grin plastered across her face. “… this little piggy had…” She continued with the nursery rhyme as she grabbed his little toe and snipped it clean off with the pruning shears. “…none.”

      He screamed at the top of his lungs. The searing pain was like nothing he’d ever felt.

      Samantha jumped up and down on the spot, silently clapping.

      Juliet grabbed the next toe.

      “No, please,” he screamed, but she ignored him and snipped the next toe off. The sisters cackled at his blood-curdling scream as they watched the blood spurt from where his toes used to be.

      “Take the big one.” Samantha urged, clapping her hands together. She sounded like an excited child. “Go on, do it, do it,” she urged.

      Andrew screamed in agony, trying and failing to kick out.

      A horrible smell wafted up to his nostrils, then humiliation piled on top of the excruciating pain he was in.

      “Seems the little piggy has soiled himself,” Juliet teased, as she took hold of his big toe. It was too fat to get off in one go and he shrieked as she crunched through the bone, pulling and tugging, before finally tearing it off. “And this little piggy cried wee, wee, wee, all the way home.” She sang at the top of her voice as Andrew continued to scream and thrash about.

      “You won’t get away, so I’d save your energy. Only seven more toes to take, and then we’ll start on other… parts.” Samantha grinned from ear to ear and ran her fingers up his leg. She stopped at his testicles. “I’d forgotten how much fun this was.”

      Andrew’s eyes darted from corner to corner. He spotted Sandra hiding by the back door.

      “I’m so sorry,” she mouthed.

      The sisters took another toe.

      He screamed and cursed as they took the rest of his toes and watched as Juliet collected them in a bowl.

      “Adam will be hungry later,” she said, picking up one of the big toes, playing with it. “He’ll enjoy these immensely.”

      “Shall we give him time to rest, or carry on? What do you think sister?” Samantha asked.

      “I think we should carry on. What do you think, Detective?”

      “You’ll rot in prison for this, you fucking bitches.” Pain racked his entire body. “I’ll make sure you’re never released.”

      “Brave words considering nobody will find any trace of you even if they do come looking,” Juliet said, dismissively.

      “My colleagues will find me,” he choked. “and I’ll be in court to watch you both get life for this.”

      “Silence now, you’re boring me,” Juliet ordered, imperiously. “You’re losing blood by the minute, and won’t last much longer, so we need to get a move on if we want you to actually feel what we’re doing to you.” A grin spread across her perfectly made up face.

      Andrew was in a state of extreme terror. Thankfully, he no longer had any feeling left in his feet, but he’d never forget the pain of losing his toes. “I’m not frightened of dying,” he stated. “And when the time comes, I’ll haunt you until your dying day.”

      “We know when someone is lying to us,” Samantha taunted. “Save what breath you have left because this is really going to hurt.”

      “Eat shit and die, the pair of you.”

      Juliet looked at Andrew and smiled. “I like him,” she stated. “Such a shame we can’t keep him like this. It’s so much fun.”

      “We have to finish this now. There’s no more time for silly games,” Samantha insisted. She picked up a knife and hovered over Andrew.

      He was getting colder by the minute and could feel his body trembling.

      “Do you want to do this, or shall I?” Samantha asked.

      “I’ve had my fun,” Juliet replied. “It’s your turn now.”

      Samantha walked around the table, muttering under her breath. Juliet joined in, but he couldn’t quite understand what they were saying. “What are you mumbling?”

      They ignored him and continued what they were doing.

      Samantha stood to the side of Andrew. She grabbed hold of his testicles as he thrashed. With a smile, she stabbed the blade under his ball sack, and with one swift motion, tried to slice his testicles off.

      Andrew squealed in agony.

      Juliet seemed mesmerised by the flowing blood and licked her lips. “He even squeals like a pig.”

      Samantha cackled as she cut through the last piece of skin and muscle connecting the testicles to his body.

      Looking down at her blood-soaked hands, she grinned as she popped them out of the surrounding skin.

      One of the testicles landed on his stomach and made him gag. Juliet picked it up and showed it to him.

      Andrew turned his head away, trying to fight through the immense pain. Juliet gawked at the testicle in her hand before popping it into her mouth and swallowing it whole.

      “Yummy,” she whispered.

      Andrew gagged again.

      “My turn,” Samantha added, as she picked up the other testicle and clamped her teeth down on it, biting it in half and savoring the taste of the juices. She greedily chomped on the first chunk. “A bit chewy,” she declared, then continued to gnaw it a few times before swallowing. “Not bad though.” The second chunk was dropped whole into her mouth and with one gulp, it was gone.

      Blood poured from the table, dripping onto the kitchen floor, and in the distance, moans could be heard.

      “Time to say goodbye, Detective.” Juliet hovered with the hammer, smirking.

      The last thing Andrew saw was Juliet bringing the hammer down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason’s mother’s funeral had been delayed due to a mix-up with the toxicology results. The first batch had come back as inconclusive, but the paramedics had found a stash of empty pill bottles as well as empty bottles of gin and vodka, thus they were pretty certain it wasn’t death by natural causes.

      He sat in the living room with his head buried in his hands. “I’ve got nobody left, but I won’t go into foster care. No fucking way.”

      “What did the social worker say about your father?” Hilary asked, sliding next to Jason and pulling him close to her.

      “He wants me to go and live with him, but I’d rather live on the streets.” Jason clenched his fists. “I want nothing to do with him. He just wants me ‘cos he feels guilty.” The anger spilled out. “Why should I do anything to ease that fucker’s guilty conscience?”

      “It won’t come to that, Jase. You can come and live here with me and Tim, you know that.”

      “I’m sure your husband won’t take kindly to a strange kid moving into the house. Thanks, Hils, but I’ll make other arrangements.”

      “It’s not up for debate. End of.” She was resolute. “I’ll call your social worker in the morning and tell her you’re coming to live here. If Tim has a problem with it, he can deal with me.”

      “Listen, I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but I won’t be the root of any more trouble.”

      “Tim’s a great guy and yes, he’ll be suspicious at first, especially when he realises our connection to the lane, but he’s got a heart of gold. Trust me, he’ll be fine with it. Anyway, having you here will give my ear drums a break from his constant talking.”

      Jason smiled for the first time in days. “Now I know why Sandra loved you.” He put his head on her shoulder and closed his eyes but jumped slightly as something popped through the letter-box.

      “Don’t worry, love, it’s only the paperboy.” She got up and grabbed the paper. She gasped when she read the front page.

      CHIEF INSPECTOR CHUCKY MISSING.

      “Jase, you need to see this.” She rushed into the room and thrust the paper toward him. “It’s Andrew. He’s missing.”

      “He’s the copper you told me about, right?”

      “Yes. I can’t believe it, they’ve got him too.”

      “They wouldn’t be stupid enough to take out a copper.”

      “It says here they found his car burnt out and abandoned on Millfied Industrial Estate last night, and there’s no sign of him.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “We need to get to St. Jude’s and speak to David, but we’ll have to wait until nightfall, or he won’t show himself.”

      “I’m worried we’ll be spotted coming and going from there so often. Surely Juliet and Samantha will be watching what you’re doing.”

      “Juliet wouldn’t expect any more trouble from me, especially after the little gift she left for me.” She shuddered when she thought of what was inside the little box.
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        * * *

      

      Hilary parked the car.

      “All clear,” Jason said. “Let’s go.”

      They rushed inside the beautiful church and locked the door behind them.

      “David. Are you here?” Hilary called out.

      “Yes, Hilary, I’m here.” David stepped out from the shadows, making Jason jump. “What can I do for you?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that, dude. It gets me every time. My mum had a saying for somebody like you – creeping Jesus.”

      “Well, as much as I appreciate the comparison, it isn’t justified,” David said, missing the sarcasm.

      “Forget about that for now, you two,” Hilary interrupted. “Have you seen the paper today?”

      David chuckled. “I’m sorry for laughing, but Heaven isn’t on the paperboy’s route.”

      At that moment, Hilary could see why Sandra had fallen for him. He really was beautiful, and that dimpled chin was to die for.

      Jason choked, trying not to laugh. Hilary was poker faced.

      “Oh, very funny.” She looked annoyed.

      “Sorry.” David replied. “Now, what do you have to tell me.”

      “Andrew Hope is missing.”

      David appeared confused. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know who he is.”

      “He’s the Chief Inspector on Sandra’s case. I think they’ve taken him.”

      “Oh, I see,” David answered. “Wait here for me. I’m going to see what I can find out.”

      He closed his eyes and disappeared into orbs of light.

      Hilary and Jason watched them rise towards the ceiling before vanishing.

      “No matter how many times I see that, it never stops being cool.” Jason looked in total awe.

      “It is impressive, I’ll grant you that much.”

      “I wonder how long it takes to get there?” Jason asked.

      “Ask him when he comes back and see what he says.”

      “He isn’t really one for small talk, Hils. Probably be better if I wait until I get there myself.”

      “That won’t be for a long time yet.”

      “At the rate Juliet and Samantha are knocking people off, I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      “Don’t even joke about that, Jase.” She shuddered. “Although if I’m honest, we’ll both be lucky to come out of this alive.”

      They looked at one another, neither losing sight of the severity of the situation they were in.

      A heavenly glow filled the church and they watched as the orbs reappeared, and David stepped out of the light.

      The look on his face spoke volumes.

      “As you suspected, Andrew is dead, but they couldn’t capture his soul in time.”

      “Oh, my…” Hilary said, choked with sadness.

      “He’s safe in the light.”

      “Thank God for that.” She made the sign of the cross.

      “What happened to him?” Jason inquired.

      “That isn’t my story to tell, but right now he’s dealing with his own death and is surrounded by loved ones.”

      “Wow,” Jason exclaimed. “Is that what happens when you die?” His face was a picture of wonder and excitement. “Your family come to meet you, then help you settle in.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that, but essentially, yes,” David replied.

      “Wicked!” Jason stated.

      “Enough of the what, why’s and how’s. We need to know what to do next,” Hilary interrupted.

      “Nothing has changed, Hilary. We do nothing until the time is right. They can’t know I’m here, or we’ll lose the element of surprise.”

      “But nothing’s changed,” Jason interjected. “We were supposed to get that book, but we’re no closer to that.”

      “They’ve cloaked the book well. I can’t sense it, but I have no way of getting to it. They can’t harm me, physically, or any other way, but losing the element of surprise will hurt our chances of success greatly.”

      “I don’t know what the three of us are going to achieve anyway,” Jason added.

      “I can’t help but agree, David,” Hilary said.

      “Have faith. We will find a way.”

      Jason exhaled noisily. “Why don’t we just go there and burn the house to the ground with them inside it?”

      “Jason, it’s strictly forbidden for any of us to take a life, no matter how wretched the person is. To do so would mean you’d never be welcomed into the light.”

      “With respect, I don’t give a shit about what happens to me when I die, but I do give a shit about my brother being held against his will and used to do fuck knows what.”

      “Adam no longer has free will and won’t know any difference. His soul has been forced out and bound to Juliet. What’s left of him is a shell, a vessel without a conscience attached.”

      Jason looked stricken for a minute.

      Hilary rubbed his arm. “Come on, Jase, don’t focus on that. We’ll get them both out.”

      David approached Jason and put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Jason. It wasn’t my intention to upset you, but I need you to remain aware of what we’re dealing with here. There’s more at stake than either of you realise. Even my friends…” He looked up to the ceiling. “… are worried.”

      Jason rolled his eyes. “If Cloud City can’t help, what hope do we have?”

      “Cloud City–how apt,” David said. Seeming to ponder his comment. “There’s always hope, and help will come when we need it most, of that you have my word.”

      “What do you mean?” Hilary quizzed.

      “I can say nothing further right now, but when the time comes, there’ll be others waiting to fight at our side. Now, I must go. Take care of each other and don’t put yourselves in harm’s way if you can help it.”

      Hilary and Jason nodded in agreement.

      “Until we meet again,” David said. He shut his eyes and once again the orbs enveloped him and returned him home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Over a two-week period, twelve children had vanished in mysterious circumstances and the town’s parents were in a panic.

      Abducted from their own homes under cover of darkness, there hadn’t been sight nor sound of them since.

      Demonstrators stood outside the Town Hall.

      Sobbing parents of the missing children begged the attending police officers to find their loved ones.

      But, there were no answers to give to the baying crowd

      The Chief of Police was trying but failing to ease the tension in the crowd as they surged forward, shouting and screaming, as the crowds pushed forward shouting.

      The world’s media had descended on the town like vultures, seemingly reveling in the misery of the parents.

      Juliet and Samantha surveyed the circus before them, pleased the connection between the missing children and Promised Land Lane seemed to have been overlooked.

      Umbrellas shielded the sisters from the warm midday sun.

      “This is perfectly delightful,” Juliet chuckled.

      “They don’t have a clue what’s coming,” Samantha replied. “Ignorant humans. I despise them all, but soon they’ll be gone, and our kind will roam this Earth. We’re so close to achieving our dreams, and it’s all thanks to you.” She looked proudly at her sister.

      “We’ll be rewarded beyond our imaginations. This time tomorrow, the piggies will cease to exist. Our master will finally be free to walk the Earth and lay waste to everything he designed.” Juliet raised her eyes to the skies and grinned.

      “Don’t be too hasty. There's still more work to do. Neither of us have worked a spell as powerful as this before. It could still go wrong.”

      “Hold your tongue,” Juliet insisted. “It will work, I’m certain of it. We’ve planned everything down to the finest detail and have the element of surprise on our side.”

      “What if he knows what we’ve been doing all this time?” Samantha asked, looking fearful. “He created this,” she said, gesturing at what was around them. “We shouldn’t underestimate him, or his Army of Angels.”

      “If he does know, why hasn’t he tried to stop us? Do not let it trouble your mind. We’ve hidden ourselves well, and nobody will interfere with, or stop what is destined to come to pass.”

      “I hope you’re right, Juliet. Our Master won’t take kindly to failure.”

      “I won’t let you down, now let’s savor the moment a little more. Tomorrow, we’ll feast on the remains of humanity.” She looked around at the gathering and smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      The huge golden doors flew open as the Council of Elders took their respective places.

      Seconds later, the chamber filled with a blinding light as He occupied his golden throne.

      “This is most irregular,” Gabriel lectured, as the remaining council members shuffled nervously in their seats. “What is the meaning of this? They aren’t permitted to pass through the doors…”

      “Unless I expressly wish it.” He cut Gabriel off. “You forget it was I that wrote our sacred laws and I will bend them accordingly, if I so desire.”

      “Forgive me, it wasn’t my intention to…”

      “This isn’t the time for apologies, my friend.” He interrupted. “Time is regrettably against us and we must work swiftly.”

      “What has happened?” Michael demanded. “Surely it doesn’t warrant this.”

      “The time has come. Samantha and Juliet will act tonight, and we must do all we can to stop them. David is waiting on my word.”

      “You sent David back?” Gabriel asked, looking shocked.

      “Yes, I sent him back to prepare him for the battle ahead.”

      “If Moloch is freed, he will lay waste to the world. How has it come to this?” Michael interjected.

      “The cosmic balance must always be protected. Since ages past, good and evil has existed and neither one must be allowed to tip the balance in their own favor. I’m afraid we stand on a precipice and the outcome of this battle will be felt across future generations, unless we do something to stop it. Summon the children, Gabriel.”

      “They’re just children,” Gabriel protested. “What good can they do?”

      “Summon the children,” He ordered, his voice booming around the chamber.

      The children led by the pretty blonde-haired girl in the white dress walked up the long corridor towards the chamber.

      “Hello,” the little girl said, as the group assembled in front of the golden throne.

      “My children. Thank you for coming. I’m sorry to ask this of you, but the time has come, and we need your help.”

      “We’ll do all we can,” Maisie answered. “Luke will be with me, won’t you?” She turned to look up at her beloved brother. He nodded his head in agreement. His hand locked into hers.

      “It will not be easy, my precious ones.”

      “We have to stop them,” Luke added.

      “There is a chance you won’t be able to return to us.”

      “It’s a price we’re willing to pay,” Luke declared.

      “They won’t be alone.” A voice called out from beyond the corridor that led to the chamber.

      The council watched as a group of adults approached.

      “What is this blasphemy?” Michael roared. He swooped down from his seat and hovered, blocking the entrance to the chamber. His wings were wide open and pulsating with light. “Do not enter this chamber.”

      “They shall be allowed to enter,” He ordered.

      Michael bowed his head and glided away from the doors.

      “It’s not our intention to offend anyone within this sacred chamber. We are all aware it’s forbidden to enter, but we know what’s happening and the children cannot do it alone. We want to help them.”

      “Thank you, Mark,” He said.

      “Impossible,” Gabriel protested.

      “Luke and Maisie are my children,” Mark responded, turning to face Gabriel. “It’s not right they should have to face their Mother and Aunt alone. I won’t allow it. I failed before and won’t do so again.”

      “We know what is at stake.” A beautiful red-haired lady stepped forward through the crowd.

      “Thank you, Dianne,” He said, acknowledging her presence.

      Dianne placed her arm around a child, drawing him nearer to her. “Don’t be scared, Ashley. Together, we’re stronger than they’ll ever be.”

      “I’m not scared,” Ashley replied. “I only want to be with my brother again.”

      “And I want to be with my sister.” Sarah Brown pushed her way forward. “We all desire the same thing.”

      He looked at them all, knowing it was wrong to stand in their way. After all, in one way or another, their lives had been ruined or lost because of Samantha and Juliet. “Then, I must make you all aware of the dangers you face.”

      “Don’t you understand? We don’t care what dangers we face. If we don’t stop them, we’ll all suffer regardless, just like those we love that we had to leave behind.” Nathan pushed through the crowd. “My love for Sandra didn’t die they day I did, and even if it means the end of me, I’ll do everything within my power to free her.” Sarah walked towards her brother in law and hugged him.

      “Send us back, please.” Rachel stepped forward and took hold of Maisie’s hand. “This has to end, now.”

      “Such arrogance,” Michael hissed. “How dare you come into this sacred place and make demands? He is your creator.”

      “Michael. I say this with the utmost respect, but every one of you in this chamber allowed their evil to fester, and now, because of your inaction the entire world is at stake.” Dianne glared at Michael, then looked at the golden throne. “Let us help put it to an end.”

      “Dianne. My child, I know your words come from a place of love, but you must understand, not everything is as black and white as it seems. When I created the universe, peace and harmony reigned until my children fell. I gave them autonomy to make their own decisions. Was I wrong to do so? I don’t know, but I vowed there and then, I would never again lift a finger to affect the balance between good and evil. It was a battle that should have been allowed to play out without interference. I stood by my promises. Now, evil has tipped the scales in its favor and I cannot stand by and do nothing. I must find a way to restore that balance, even if it means I am condemning you all to oblivion.”

      “Then send us back and let us help or send your Angels to finish them. They sit on their perches casting their judgement on all of us,” Mark said bitterly. “What use is that?”

      The council roared back in anger at his speech.

      “Silence,” He bellowed, as the chamber shook once again. “We will not turn on one another. I have made my decision, and you will all go back and fight.”

      “You cannot allow them to return,” Gabriel objected. “We cannot intervene. Whatever will be must come to pass.”

      “I will listen to no more objections from you,” He declared, finally tired of being questioned. “Hold your tongue, my friend. This is the final warning I will extend you.”

      Gabriel stood defiantly, arms crossed. “I cannot be part of this.” He looked around the chamber at his brothers. “We all swore never to interfere.”

      “Sit down, Gabriel.” Michael instructed. “Do not try His patience any more than you already have.”

      “I don’t take orders from you,” Gabriel yelled.

      “Enough,” He roared as the chamber shook to its foundations, finally silencing Gabriel. “You think you know better than I do? Pride comes before every fall, my friend.”

      Stunned silence filled the chamber.

      “My objections have nothing to do with…”

      An unseen force pulled Gabriel from his seat.

      The council erupted in protest as he landed clumsily in front of the golden throne, falling to his knees.

      “Silence,” He ordered, as the room quietened.

      The others present within the chamber stood and observed, stunned to witness such a show of rebellion amongst the higher rank of Angels.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Gabriel demanded, trying to scramble to his feet.

      “It pains me to do this, but no longer will you question my judgement.” He raised his hand and Gabriel rose from the floor. “You will always remember the pain and humiliation,” He said, as Gabriel hovered in front of the throne, his wings extended.

      Without warning, he began to scream in pain.

      The Angels roared their disapproval, but with one wave of His hand, they were silenced.

      The children and adults present didn’t interfere.

      Gabriel’s once beautiful, glowing, ivory coloured feathers began to turn black and burn, dropping lifelessly onto the shining floor.

      Horror was etched on the faces of the council, although none of them dared to protest further.

      The children hid their faces as the adults stood and watched Gabriel’s sentence come to pass.

      “Please. No!” Gabriel screamed in pain. What remained of his once glorious plumage dropped to the floor and turned to ash. “Please, Father. Anything but this.”

      “You would not listen, and now, a further lesson I must teach you.” He waved his hand again and a slight wind lifted the ashen remains into the air. With another wave of his hand, He absorbed what was once Gabriel’s wings.

      The once heavenly being was now reduced to human form, a shivering wreck and a shell of his former self.

      “Please, I implore you,” Gabriel cried, crawling toward his creator. “Show mercy. I’ve been faithful since time began.”

      “I cast you out, Gabriel,” He said, with finality. “For one thousand years, you will roam the Earth and live as a mortal.” Gasps rang out from around the chamber. “In your arrogance, you have forgotten how valuable human life is, and why I allowed it to flourish after your brothers and sisters fell. If you live as humans do, maybe you will see why we must do all we can to protect them.”

      “Have mercy,” Gabriel begged. “Please.”

      “My judgement is final, but one day…” He seemed to consider his next words. “…when I believe you have earned the right to return, I will allow you to take your place amongst us again.” He waved his hand and the door at the back of the chamber flew open. Another wave of his hand, Gabriel was pulled screaming through the door to begin life as a human. The door slammed shut, silencing his screams. He turned to face the children. “Now that is over and done with, are you ready to return and fight?”

      They nodded in unison.

      Waving his hand, the council of Elders disappeared.

      He stood up and the door to the back of the chamber once again swung open. Embracing them individually, they passed through the door.

      It was time for his Army of Angels to fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      David was seated in the front pew, praying.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about Sandra and wondered how much longer he would be expected to wait and do nothing to help her?

      Suddenly, the church was filled with a heavenly brightness.

      Looking toward the altar, he could see the golden throne blazing within the blinding light.

      He stepped out of the light, but through the brightness, David still couldn’t see his face.

      “The time has come.”

      David got to his feet and walked towards Him. “Thank you.”

      “You will not be alone,” He said. “I have sent others back to help in your hour of need.”

      “Who?”

      “Patience.” He smiled. “I believe you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

      “How do I get to where I need to be?” David asked.

      “Simply wish it, and you’ll be there.”

      “Will we win?”

      “I can’t answer that, but you must do all you can to restore the balance, and only then will your beloved Sandra be welcomed into the light.”

      “I’ll do everything within my power to stop them.”

      “Then go now, and with my blessings.” He reached forward and clasped David’s face with his hand, then leaned in and kissed his forehead. “I’ll be waiting for you all to return.” The room pulsated with a blinding light as He took his seat on the throne and both returned to the heavens.

      David closed his eyes. “I wish to be with Sandra.” He felt an instant pull and opened his eyes, stood in the familiar garden at Promised Land Lane.

      He peered from behind the bushes as Samantha and Juliet stood around the roaring fire.

      What was left of Sandra was tied to a makeshift table. He wanted to rush forward and free her, but an inner voice told him to hold back and wait. He looked upwards into the dark sky.

      “Help me, please.” He touched the spot where the creator had kissed his forehead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready to go?” Hilary asked.

      “Not really,” Jason replied, “but we have to get Adam and Sandra away from those psycho bitches.”

      “I’ll understand if you want to back out.”

      “It’s too late for that. I’ve got nothing left, no Mum and no brothers and they’re not getting away with it. I’ve made up my mind. It ends today.”

      Hilary pulled him into a hug. She hadn’t known Jason for long, but she worried for him. After this was over, she was determined to give him a home and look after him.

      Tim would be wary at first, but he’d grow to love him, just like she did. “You’ve still got a life to live. It’s what your family would want.”

      “I doubt that very much. I haven’t even finished school yet and have a world of responsibility on my shoulders. I can’t even afford to feed myself.”

      “I’ll look after you, Jase. You won’t be on your own.”

      He pulled away from her. “You’ve got your own life to lead and don’t need me hanging around, reminding you of this mess.”

      “Stop it! You’re a part of my life now and don’t forget it.” She flashed him a smile. “There’s plenty of room here for you when you’re ready.”

      “Thanks, Hils. I don’t deserve you, but we’ll see what happens.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it right now, but one day you’ll be happy again. I kind of love you, Jase, just like you were my own child, and before we go, I need you to know that.”

      He grinned uncomfortably at her. “Enough of the lovey-dovey crap for now, yeah,” he said. “If we come through this, then who knows, I might just feel the same way.” His grin turned into a brief smile.

      “Gotcha.” She knew how he felt. “Come on then, let’s get the torches and get going before I chicken out.”
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        * * *

      

      Juliet paced the length and breadth of the garden, unable to settle.

      “Calm down, Juliet.” Samantha shook her head. “We will begin soon.”

      “After all these years, the time has come, and this world…” She surveyed the garden. “…will be ours.” Juliet closed her eyes, a menacing look crossing her beautiful face.

      “We must be careful. Nothing can go wrong.” Samantha looked scared for the first time. “I won’t be forgiven a second time.”

      “Nothing will happen to you, dear sister. I didn’t spend the last century gathering enough power to bring you back, only to fail at the last hurdle.” Juliet embraced her sister. She’d missed Samantha dreadfully over the years, regretting the day she allowed Mark Whitmore to walk away with her. She should have chased after them and slit his throat, then started a new life together.

      “Did you bring the Grimoire down from the attic with you? We’ll need it to be close by. It holds the last of my power,” said Samantha.

      “Yes, it’s in the kitchen.”

      “Good. Sandra can remain here until we are ready for her.”

      “She knows tonight is the night.” Samantha rubbed her hands together. “At last. All of the hard work will pay off, thanks to you.”

      “You’re my sister. I’d have crawled through the fires of hell to save you.”

      “I love you, Juliet.”

      “And I you,” she replied, smiling. “Now, come on, let’s go inside until we’re ready to begin.”
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        * * *

      

      Darkness reigned over Promised Land Lane.

      Samantha and Juliet strode down the garden stairs.

      Juliet carried Mabel and then sat her down on the floor, while Samantha carried their precious Grimoire.

      “Stay away from the fire, Mabel.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” her faithful friend replied.

      “It’s time,” Samantha declared.

      Juliet looked to the well.

      The twelve missing children climbed out–their eyeless sockets red and angry looking. The dolls scurried across the garden and stood by their respective hosts. “Come, my little friends. It is nearly time.” In perfect sync, the children bent down and picked the dolls up, cradling them in their arms.

      “Are they ready?” Samantha asked.

      “Yes.” She put up her hands as the fire soared skyward. “It’s time to send them into the flames.”

      “Will they feel any pain?” Samantha appeared concerned.

      “I believe they will, but they’ll be reborn stronger than before, and any pain will soon be forgotten.”

      Samantha turned and called the children to her.

      One by one, she took the doll from each child before casting their tiny bodies into the fire. She flinched as their screams echoed from the flames, sailing into the wind before dissolving into nothingness. The children followed the dolls, their bodies flailing silently.

      Juliet walked towards Mabel as she looked up. “I’m scared, Mistress.”

      “I don’t want to do it, but I must send you into the flames, so you can return to me stronger than before.”

      Mabel lifted her tiny arms as Juliet bent down and scooped her up, setting a tender kiss onto her face. She walked toward the fire and hesitated. “I love you, Mabel,” she choked, unable to cast her into the fire.

      “Juliet, you must hurry,” Samantha urged.

      “No,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do it.”

      “Then I will,” Samantha snarled, pulling Mabel from her sister’s arms and throwing her unmercifully into the fire.

      Juliet covered her ears as Mabel’s high-pitched screams emanated from inside the flames. “Mabel,” she cried out, rushing closer to the fire. Another of the children followed behind Mabel.

      Samantha pulled Juliet back. “Pull yourself together. Anybody would think you loved that thing.” She glowered at her sister, surprised by the emotional burst. Then, she softened toward her. “Fear not, she will come back to you, fully restored.”

      Juliet wiped her tears away but continued to stare into the flames. “Come back to me,” she whispered.

      “We did what we had to do,” Samantha reminded her. “Our rewards will be great.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Juliet added, sounding unsure for the first time.”

      “I must confess. I never expected your maternal side to be so strong.”

      “Then why did you send your son to me all those years ago?” Juliet snapped back.

      “To keep him safe.”

      “And you didn’t think I would grow to love him like he was my own child? That I would take the boy in and not learn to care for him? You’re not that naïve, Samantha. You knew I would protect him like he was my own.”

      “I’m sorry, Juliet. My words were not meant to hurt you. Of course, I knew you’d grow to love him, just like you do Mabel. Your capacity to love is stronger than mine it seems.”

      “A trait inherited from our dear sweet mother.”

      Samantha flinched at the mention of their mother. “Silence.”

      “One I never wanted, but one I have to suffer nonetheless.”

      “Don’t talk of her, Juliet. I’ve warned you before.”

      “She loved us, Samantha, but he took her away from us and made us what we are today.”

      “You’re wrong, Juliet. This was always our destiny.”

      “Destiny or not, the people we love have always been taken from us,” Juliet said, bitterly. “But no more.”

      “Come now, enough of this talk.” Samantha seemed worried about where the conversation was heading. “We have much work to do.”

      The remainder of the dolls were cast into the flames, followed by the children.

      “She’s next,” Juliet said, pointing to Sandra, still lying on the table. “But first we must eat. It will take a lot of our strength to perform the resurrection spell.” She held out her hand for Samantha as both walked back toward the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Hilary and Jason watched as Samantha and Juliet walked past the windows in the front room.

      Thankfully, the security guard wasn’t in attendance.

      They crawled under the window, before rushing down the side of the house. “They can’t catch us,” Hilary whispered to Jason.

      “Shush, and keep going,” Jason replied. “We don’t know how long they’ll be in there for.”

      They reached the end of the passageway and were surprised to see a huge fire burning in the back garden.

      Jason grabbed hold of Hilary and pulled her. “Run, now, towards the bushes,” he ordered.

      “Okay, but don’t pull me or I’ll fa…” She stopped mid-sentence. Her eyes were drawn to the table on the grass close to the fire. “What the hell?” The sight of Sandra tied to the table stopped them both in their tracks.

      “We can’t, we’ll be seen.”

      Hilary approached the table. She clasped her hand across her mouth. “What have they done to you?”

      Jason was stunned by what he was seeing but knew they couldn’t stay there in case the sisters returned. “Hilary, I’m sorry, but we have to hide.” He dragged her towards the bushes and pulled her into his arms once they were safely out of sight.

      “I’ll kill them with my bare hands,” Hilary sobbed. “She didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

      “Quiet, or they’ll hear us. We must bide our time until David arrives.”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha and Juliet glided down the garden steps, picking up the scent of their enemies in the breeze.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Juliet sing-songed. “We know you’re there.”

      Hilary and Jason were frozen to the spot, hidden behind the bushes. It wasn’t possible.

      “We can smell your fear,” Samantha called out. “It’ll be a lot easier if we don’t have to come and fetch you.”

      Jason moved first and appeared from behind the bushes. “I’ll kill you both.”

      Juliet laughed hysterically. “You’re very brave, boy, but foolish. Now, quickly, Mrs Baines, come out. I know you’re there too.”

      Hilary walked from out of her hiding place. “What have you done to my friend?”

      “She’s right here,” Juliet said. “You can see for yourself.”

      “You’ll pay for what you’ve done,” Hilary screamed.

      “It was nothing she didn’t deserve,” Samantha answered. “And soon, she will serve our Master, alongside us.”

      “Sandra will never help either of you,” Hilary argued.

      “She’ll think differently once she knows you’re both here. Sandra watched what we did to your good friend, Andrew…” Samantha paused, allowing the words to take effect. “What we’ll do with the two of you will be much worse if she doesn’t bend to our will.”

      “What did you do to Andrew?” Hilary asked, knowing she had been right all along.

      “We started with his toes and worked our way up…” Juliet added, trying to stifle a giggle. “Some parts of him tasted better than others, wouldn’t you say so, Samantha?”

      “You’re evil,” Hilary cried, before bending over and heaving the contents of her stomach onto the grass.

      “Thank you,” Juliet replied. “Now, little boy.” She pointed at Jason. “Has the cat got your tongue?”

      “I’m not a little boy,” he replied.

      “Mmmm,” Juliet said, licking her lips. “Maybe I could find some other use for you… besides dinner.”

      “Fuck you,” Jason roared.

      “Such brave words.” Juliet raised her hand. “Come to me,” she hollered as Jason was pulled across the garden by an unseen force. She opened her hand and grabbed him by his throat, squeezing the life out of him as Hilary rushed forward brandishing a knife. She threw Jason to the ground as if he were weightless. He collapsed to the floor as Hilary charged.

      Samantha stepped in front of her.

      Hilary anticipated the move and side stepped her, heading towards Juliet as she was yanked backward.

      Samantha had grabbed the back of her hair, pulling a chunk from the root.

      “Let me go, you bitch,” Hilary howled.

      “If you insist,” Samantha replied as she shoved her forward and flat onto her face.

      “You didn’t really believe you could defeat us, did you?” Juliet asked, as she crouched down and grabbed Hilary’s face, her nails digging into her flesh.

      “If only you knew what was coming,” Hilary replied.

      With her interest piqued, Samantha asked, “And what does that mean?” She kicked Hilary in the ribs and laughed as she heard a crack, before walking away.

      “Do what you like to me, but I’ll never tell you.”

      “Is that so, Mrs Baines?” Juliet asked. “What if I send our little friend to bring your delicious husband back here? Will you tell your secrets then, or watch as we roast him on the fire?”

      “Hilary, for fucks sake, tell them what they want to know – they’re too strong for us.”

      “Tim’s safe,” she bluffed. “You don’t know where he is.”

      “Is that so? At this second, he’s sitting in his cosey armchair wondering where you are.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Do you really want me to prove you wrong? I could send our friend to bring him here,” Juliet said. “I’d have great pleasure in ripping him limb from limb, right in front of you. Is that what you want, Mrs Baines?”

      “No,” Hilary squeaked.

      “Sorry, I didn’t quite hear what you said,” Juliet teased.

      “I said, no,” Hilary yelled.

      “I thought we’d see eye to eye eventually,” Juliet said triumphantly. “Now, tell me what you meant earlier and don’t lie to us. Witches always know when they’re being lied to.”

      Hilary looked at Jason. He nodded his head, giving permission for her to tell.

      “David Price is here,” she said, softly.

      Samantha walked back to Hilary and knelt on the grass in front of her. “She isn’t lying, Juliet.”

      “No. I’m not lying and when he gets here, you’re both finished.”

      Samantha slapped Hilary across the face and grabbed hold of her hair, pulling her across the grass toward Sandra’s broken body. She lifted Hilary onto her feet and smiled as she screamed, clutching her broken ribs.

      “Look at your friend.” Samantha pushed Hilary’s head in the direction of the table. “Do you really think that poor excuse for a man is any match for me, let alone the two of us?”

      “Yes, I do,” she said, pulling away from Samantha.

      “Then you’re as foolish as he was.” She pushed Hilary down onto the floor and kicked her in the bottom of her back. “Stay down, or you’ll regret it.”

      Juliet took a step forward. “Samantha. Enough of these childish games. We have work to do.”

      “They’re here.” Hilary pointed to the sky and watched as pearl coloured orbs fell from the heavens.
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      As the orbs continued to fall, every corner of the dark garden illuminated brilliantly, yet serenely.

      The cats watched from the walls, as from within the orbs, figures slowly stepped forward and came into view.

      Samantha and Juliet stared open mouthed as faces from their respective pasts slowly appeared.

      One by one they appeared and surrounded the sisters until hundreds of faces stared back at them. Sadness and condemnation filled their eyes.

      Samantha looked around, furious to see David Price walk amongst them. “You,” she hissed, accusingly. “I hoped I’d never see you again.” David merely smiled at her.

      Jeanette and Ashley Lee, Sarah Brown, Nathan Miller, Frank and Amanda Breen, Rachel Lang, Dianne Gallagher, Don Juan Julián Santana and Father O’Brien stood in amongst the hundreds.

      “There’s nothing any of you can do to stop us,” Samantha spat. “You’re too late.”

      Juliet cackled as the flames from the fire roared skyward. Samantha walked towards Sandra’s body and stabbed at it, laughing hysterically as it was further desecrated.

      David rushed forward, but a blinding light stopped him in his tracks. A figure stepped out of the light.

      “Mother, you must stop.” Samantha froze, the sound of his voice made her heart flutter. She turned around as Luke walked toward her. “I beg of you.” Her beautiful, perfect child stood before her. She smiled warmly at him, but happiness was short lived as she realised he wasn’t alone as from out of the light, Maisie and Mark also appeared.

      “No, it can’t be,” Samantha shrieked. “You’re not up there, with them. It’s not possible.” She shook her head, “I can bring you back and we can be together again.”

      “It’s too late, Mother. I’ve served my penance and belong to the light now.”

      Juliet charged forward and smacked him across the face. “So, you turn on the woman who sacrificed everything to keep you safe. Spineless brat.”

      Luke smiled and looked lovingly at her. “I’ve missed you, Aunt Juliet.”

      “Don’t speak to me, revolting child,” Juliet screamed.

      “He would forgive both of you,” Luke said, staring at his mother and aunt. “In time.”

      “I ask nothing from your God.” Juliet was incandescent with rage.

      Maisie observed their exchange and let go of her father’s hand. She approached Samantha. “Mother, I forgive you.”

      Samantha screamed and ran at her daughter. She grabbed Maisie and violently shook her but cried out, quickly releasing her from her grasp. The palms of her hands were badly burned. “You burnt me, you bitch,” she hissed.

      “You can’t hurt me, or any of us,” Maisie said, quietly. “You’re powerless against us.”

      “She’s right, Samantha,” Mark stepped forth.

      “I should have known you wouldn’t be far behind,” Juliet interrupted. “I wish I’d fed you to the wolves a hundred years ago.”

      “I wish I could say I’m pleased to see you, Juliet. I often wondered what had happened to you.” He looked at her with compassion. “I’m impressed you were able to hide yourself from me.”

      “I’m more powerful than even you realised, powerful enough to pull my sister from the fires of hell and powerful enough to stop all of you.”

      “You needn’t have bothered. You’ll be in hell soon enough, together,” Mark said, with finality.

      Juliet laughed. “Your God has assembled this–this pathetic gathering to stop…” She hesitated. “…two of the most powerful witches this world has ever seen.”

      “Pride comes before the fall, Juliet.”

      “Your Army of Angels won’t stop me.”

      “Such arrogance.” Mark shook his head.

      “I brought my sister back from the dead, and together we’ll finish what she started, before your interference ruined everything.”

      “It’s too late for that, Juliet. You’ve failed and once we put you where you both belong, the spirits you’ve bound to this place will be free once more.”

      “Never.” Samantha interrupted. “We’ll never let them go.”

      Juliet looked at Sandra’s body and sneered. “Once we’ve burnt her body, she too will belong to us.”

      “No,” Hilary shouted. “Let her go, I’ll take her place.”

      “Adam will deal with you, once and for all.” Juliet whispered to her sister, and both smiled cunningly. Seconds later, the familiar moaning sound could be heard echoing around the garden.

      Hilary and Jason stared at one another. They knew what was coming. Adam was climbing up the well and would come straight for them.

      Maisie moved away from her father and brother as Adam appeared. She stood protectively in front of Hilary and Jason. He lifted his head, sniffing the air. They jumped back, shocked by his hideous features.

      Ashley Lee rushed from within the crowd, waving his arms, cutting off his twin brother. “Adam. I know you can hear me.” Ashley grabbed hold of his brother’s hand, his touch causing him pain. Adam pulled away. “It’s me, Ash. This isn’t you, stop this.” He reached out and seized his brother’s hand again, but Adam pulled back once more. “It’s time for us to be together again.”

      Adam turned to face his brother. He appeared to recognize the voice.

      “Kill them,” Samantha screamed. “I command you.”

      “Adam.” Jeanette came forward and walked toward her children. Jason stared wide eyed. “You need to listen to me. We’ve come to take you with us, to a place nobody can hurt you again.”

      Jason charged forward. “Listen to them, mate.”

      Adam turned to face Jason and let out an unearthly cry. Nobody present needed words to know what he was trying to say. He wanted to be with his family once more. Their love for him was more powerful than any spell the sisters could conjure. He looked back at Samantha and Juliet and walked towards the roaring fire.

      “STOP!” Juliet and Samantha screamed in unison, but he didn’t respond and walked directly into the fire.

      He squealed in pain as the flames engulfed and eventually devoured him, his skin melting like candle wax. Jeanette and Ashley looked on in tears, unable to do anything further to help him.

      Jason screamed and covered his ears. “Adam.” He stood and watched as his brother’s body was consumed within the inferno.

      Adam cried out as the flames burned through him, cleansing his damaged soul. It was over within minutes, then a calm, eerie silence descended on the garden as a pearl coloured orb rose from the flames and floated towards Jeanette. She wiped away her tears and stood to face Samantha. “You’ve lost, we’re too strong for you.”

      “No,” Samantha screamed, as she rushed towards the flames, trying to pull his remains out of the fire. “What have you done?”

      “He’s where he is meant to be, and you’ll never be able to hurt him again,” David said. “It’s nearly time my friends,” he announced to the army gathered before him.

      Samantha beckoned her sister, her face flushed red with anger. There was defiance in her eyes. “I’ll take you all to hell with me,” she screamed. “Juliet, now.”

      They linked hands and began to chant–attempting to summon Moloch from the flames.

      The wind picked up sending branches and leaves flying in all directions.

      “Come to us, Master. Strike our enemies down. We give ourselves to you in our hour of need.” Both sisters screamed over the howling wind.

      The flames rose high in the air as a shadow emerged from within.

      “Come to us, Moloch,” they cried excitedly. “Strike our enemies down. We give ourselves to you in our hour of need,” they repeated.

      Samantha picked up the blade and slashed at her wrists, offering her blood as a sacrifice. “Come to me,” she screamed. “I’m your loyal servant.” She slashed her wrists again, the blood spraying into the fire.

      The shadow grew larger as Juliet snatched the knife from her sister’s hand. “Come to us now and send your enemies to hell.” She too slashed at her wrist, offering her blood to Moloch. “Come to me. I order you.”

      Hilary and Jason covered their ears as the wind began to howl around the garden.

      The Army of Angels looked on.

      “Come to me. I order you,” Juliet screamed again, as the howling wind intensified. Leaves and branches fell from the trees. The wind continued to howl, then without warning, Juliet began to scream in agony.

      Samantha looked on in horror as her sister was snatched off the ground and lifted into the air.

      “Please, Master, have mercy,” Samantha begged. “She only lives to serve you.” She looked up as her sister screamed and writhed in agony. She could hear Juliet’s bones breaking. Samantha turned to the Army and begged. “Help her.” They did nothing to interfere and stood silently observing the unfolding events.

      As quickly as it started, the wind died down and a loud crack echoed around the garden as Juliet hit the floor with a loud thud, her back broken. She lay on the ground, her face frozen in pain and fear. Twisted out of shape, her eyes were wide open and staring up to the heavens.

      Samantha rushed over, screaming. She cradled her sister’s slain body, kissing her gently on top of her head. “Wake up, Juliet,” she begged, desperately, shaking her. “I need you.”

      “She’s gone, Samantha.” Mark walked towards his wife. “It’s over.”

      Samantha began to chant, but knew it was hopeless. She had failed her master again and looked up at the army of light surrounding her, fearful of what was to come.

      “Our Lord is merciful, Mother,” Maisie said, stepping forward. “Ask him to forgive you.”

      “I’d rather burn,” she cried. “And never call me Mother,” she spat. The look of disgust on her face was plain for all to see. “I rue the day I gave birth to you.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, Samantha.” Mark grabbed his wife. “For God’s sake, repent and in time, he will forgive you for everything that has taken place here.”

      “I’ll burn before I ask for your God’s forgiveness.”

      “If that is your wish, Mother,” Maisie said, sadly. “So be it.”

      Samantha charged toward the daughter she hated so much but wasn’t fast enough.

      Maisie held out her hand, palm facing her mother, releasing a blinding light. It struck Samantha above her right breast, forcing her backwards and towards the fire.

      She shrieked as the light burned her skin. Refusing to give in, she pushed forward again, staggering a little–the pain she was in obvious to all surrounding her.

      Maisie was too powerful, holding her own. “Please, Mother. Don’t make me do this.”

      “I hate you.” Samantha fell to her knees, unable to get to her feet. She screamed in defiance. Not wanting to be defeated so easily, she forced herself back to her feet, but Maisie was too strong.

      David stepped forward quickly. “Now, my friends.”

      His army held out their hands and their combined heavenly light forced her back down to the ground.

      Samantha continued to fight them with what power remained but didn’t have enough strength. Blisters appeared all over her body as the light burned her skin.

      Staggering backwards toward the fire, she collapsed onto her knees again. She was beaten and knew it.

      Then, the heavenly light faded.

      She looked round at the faces before her, her eyes settling on Luke.

      “My son.” Her burned and blistered face came to life as her eyes settled on Luke.

      He walked toward her, and she found the strength to stand and greet her beloved son. “It’s time for this to end, Mother.” Luke held out his hand as she gazed adoringly at him. She couldn’t fight anymore and nodded her agreement.

      She reached out and took his hand.

      Luke led them both into the flames.

      Samantha screamed as the fire consumed her.

      Seconds later, both were gone.

      With a wave of David’s hand, the Grimoire flew from the ground and followed Samantha into the flames.

      The cries of those souls bound to the book echoed around the garden, and one by one, the chained souls were freed, racing toward the light. David nodded his head, wishing them farewell and sending them on their final journey.
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      Darkness fell across the garden once more, as one by one, the Army of Angels returned to the heavens.

      Hilary looked up as they ascended and smiled. “Thank you, all,” she whispered, blowing a kiss skyward.

      She turned to speak to Jason but couldn’t see him. “Jason,” she called out. “Where are you?”

      David walked toward her. “He’s gone, but he’ll find you again, one day.”

      “Gone where?” She began to cry. “I’ll take care of him now, he doesn’t have to be alone.”

      “He will never be alone. I’ll make certain of it.”

      Hilary smiled, but inside she was desperately sad. She’d grown to love him like he was her own son and would miss him. However, she knew Jason would eventually find his way back to her when he was ready.

      “What now?” Hilary asked.

      “It’s over and you can live your life again,” David said.

      “My life will never be the same.”

      “You’ll learn to smile once more, you have to believe that.”

      Hilary walked toward the table, wondering where Sandra’s body had gone. “Where is she?”

      “I’m here, Hils,” Sandra replied.

      Hilary turned and watched as her friend walked toward her. She looked beautiful once more, her skin flawless, her hair once again shiny and lustrous.

      “Oh, Sand.” Hilary’s voice cracked. “You’re okay?”

      “Thanks to you, yes.”

      “You can come back now, can’t you?” She sobbed.

      “The dead can’t come back to life,” Sandra replied. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “But I need you, Sand.”

      “You don’t need me, you just want me,” she replied. “But I’ll always watch over you.”

      “Please don’t leave me,” Hilary begged.

      “I've got to move on now,” Sandra replied, crying. “This was always my destiny.”

      “No, your destiny is to stay here with me,” Hilary choked. “I don’t want you to go.”

      Sandra pulled Hilary into a hug and kissed her gently on the cheek. “I’ll never forget you, my beautiful and kind friend.”

      Hilary buried her head into Sandra’s neck and sobbed. “You better not, because in fifty years or so, I’ll be up there banging on the pearly gates demanding a first-class room right next door to you and Mr Handsome over there.” She gestured to David.

      They both laughed through their tears.

      “What am I going to do without you?”

      “You’ll live your life until we can be together again. You, me…” she hesitated. “… and Sarah.” Sandra looked past Hilary as Sarah waved at her. “See, she’s waiting for me. It’s been so long since I’ve seen her.”

      Hilary twisted around and smiled. Her heart was breaking, but she was happy Sandra and Sarah were reunited. “Sisters together,” she sobbed.

      “The three of us, forever.” Sandra whispered, stroking her friend's face. “I’ve got to go now, Hils.” She looked at David and held out her hand.

      “I’ll be happier if I know you’re together.”

      “He got away from me once.” Sandra turned to David and smiled. “But not this time.”

      “I love you, Sand,” Hils said.

      “And I love you too, your Ladyship. Be happy and look after the little ones for me.”

      “The little ones,” Hilary asked, curious to know what she meant.

      “You’ll meet them soon enough,” she said, patting her friend's stomach. “Don’t forget to tell them both about their Aunty Sandra,” she winked. “But leave out the juicy parts.”

      “It’s not possible, Sand,” she replied, disbelieving. “You know I can’t have kids.” Hilary was stunned, but even as she tried to deny it to herself, somehow, she could feel the tiny miracles growing inside of her. She cradled her stomach protectively. “But how am I going to manage two kids, and Tim, without you?”

      “You have a husband who loves you more than life itself. Remember!”

      Hilary dissolved into tears. She was losing her best friend and shouldn’t feel as happy as she did right then.

      “I have to go, but I’ll always be with you.”

      “Promise me.” Hilary threw her arms around Sandra and didn’t want to let go.

      “Cross my heart,” Sandra replied.

      Bravely she pulled away. “Goodbye, Sand. I’ll miss you.”

      “Best friends forever.” Sandra bowed her head and walked away.

      “Goodbye, Hilary. And thank you.” David leaned in to kiss Hilary’s cheek.

      Sandra patiently waited, a look of serenity had settled across her beautiful face.

      “So long, David. I’ll miss you, more than you know. But before you go, I need you to promise to look after her for me. You know how much trouble she can get herself into.”

      He nodded in agreement and patted her stomach too, before holding out his hand for Sandra and walking away.

      Sarah was standing at the bottom of the garden waiting for them both.

      Hilary watched as Sandra embraced her sister.

      She knew how much Sarah’s disappearance had affected Sandra and tears of happiness rolled down her cheeks.

      “Go,” she called out, “before I change my mind and make you all stay.”

      Sandra and Sarah turned and waved. They were smiling.

      Hilary waved back as a blinding light illuminated the garden once again. She rubbed her eyes, convinced what she was seeing was a trick of the light.

      David had risen high into the air, and from his back an enormous pair of white wings had appeared.

      It was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.

      She stood in awe as David’s wings opened to their full majesty.

      Both Sandra and Sarah watched as his feet gracefully touched the ground.

      He held out both hands, an invitation to Sandra and Sarah.

      They accepted his offer, and seconds later they rose into the air.

      She looked up and waved as they glided into the light and returned home to Heaven.
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      “Twin girls,” he said as they approached the doors of the Town Hall. “What am I going to do if they grow up as badly behaved as you and Sandra were?”

      “You’ll love them regardless,” Hilary replied, staring adoringly at her two precious daughters.

      “I never knew I could ever feel this happy. I love you so much, Mrs Baines.”

      “They’re our very own miracles.” She was mesmerised by how precious they were. “A gift from God.”

      The clerk, a beautiful looking pale skinned, androgynous, blond-haired gentleman, introducing himself as Mr. Gabrielson, beckoned them into his office and gestured for them to sit. “What adorable little girls,” he said, gazing down at them.

      “We’re crazily in love with them,” Hilary admitted.

      “What names have you given the little darlings?” he asked.

      “Sandra Baines and Maisie Baines.”

      “Oh, such lovely names. What date were the little darlings born?”

      “Thank you,” Hilary replied as she looked across at her little bundles of joy, happily sleeping in their pushchair. “Both were born on the sixth of June.”

      “Wonderful. And their times of birth please? We’ll start with baby Sandra if you’d be so kind.”

      “Sandra was born at six am precisely and Sarah came fifty seconds later.”

      “Twins born within one minute of each other–how rare that is,” he stated, smiling.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” Tim added.

      “So.” Mr Gabrielson was gazing curiously at the piece of paper in front of him. “We have both young ladies born on the sixth of June at six am. That’s a strange coincidence.”

      “What is?” Hilary asked.

      “Born at six am on the sixth day of the sixth month,” Mr. Gabrielson clarified.

      Hilary’s heart sank to her stomach when she realised the significance of what the clerk was telling them, and although she was never superstitious before, after the events of the last year and a half, she had good cause to be worried. “Oh, my God,” she whispered. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “Don’t worry about stupid stuff like that,” Tim said, obviously trying to make her feel better.

      Hilary could see how irritated he was by the clerk’s insensitive comments.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset either one of you,” Mr Gabrielson said, doing his best to backtrack. “Only a ridiculous superstition, that’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      After their daughters’ births were registered, they idled along the high street.

      Hilary looked down at her daughters. She had to resist the temptation to sweep them into her arms and cover them with kisses, but they were settled in a routine she couldn’t mess up.

      They were approaching St. Jude’s Church and suddenly she felt guilty. It had been months since she last went inside to say a prayer.

      Despite that, she still said her prayers every night, but it didn’t seem enough, especially after the precious gifts she’d been given.

      She owed a debt she knew she could never repay to whoever was in charge up there.

      “Do you mind if we pop in and light a candle?” Hilary asked.

      “Of course, I don’t.” He put his hand on the back of her neck and pulled her gently towards him for a brief kiss. “Should we all go in? I’d like to say a prayer for their namesakes.”

      “That’d be nice.” Hilary smiled, adoring her husband that little bit more than she had five minutes earlier. He knew everything that had happened, and surprisingly, had taken it all in his stride. “I’m sure Sandra will be watching… wherever she is.”

      The babies stirred and began to cry as they entered the beautiful church.

      Hilary bent over to try and comfort them. “Listen to me, you two,” she said softly. “Daddy will be walking you both down this aisle in about thirty years, or so,” she cooed, “so the quicker you familiarize yourself with this wonderful place, the better.”

      “Try about forty-five years,” he joshed. “They won’t be allowed to date until they’re at least forty.”

      “Take no notice of Daddy, my little angels, he doesn’t mean it.” She winked at him.

      The twins screamed at the top of their lungs, becoming more distressed. Parishioners sat in the pews near to the altar glared unforgivingly at the unwanted disruption to their prayers.

      “Sorry,” Hilary whispered, as she picked baby Sandra out of the pram and handed her to Tim. She picked up baby Maisie and held her close to her breast. “Now, now, what’s all this fuss about?” She gently rocked her daughter, but nothing she did seemed to console her. Tim was having the same problem.

      “Come on, we’ll light the candles and head home,” Tim instructed. “Perhaps they’re hungry.”

      “It’s not time for their feed yet, but you’re right, let’s light the candles and head off before they scream the place down.”

      They placed the screaming babies back in their pram.

      “Tell you what, I’ll walk them down towards the doors and try settling them – give you a few minutes on your own, love,” Tim said, thoughtfully. “Light a candle for me please. I owe Sandra a lot.”

      She looked at him, her eyes filled with love. “All right, Daddy. I won’t be long.” He kissed her quickly on the lips and rushed away with the babies still causing a fuss.

      Hilary turned to face the altar.

      “I miss you, Sand,” Hilary whispered, as her words travelled into the ether. She knew her best friend would always be with her and that was good enough, well until the day they were reunited again anyway.

      Tears filled her eyes as happy memories enveloped her, bringing comfort when she needed it most.

      She looked up towards the heavens. “If you’re listening to me David Price, make sure you’re looking after my friend, or else.”

      She leaned in to light more candles–one for every person that had suffered because of Samantha Whitmore and Juliet Oswell. “I hope you’re all at peace now,” she whispered.

      A loud cracking noise momentarily distracted her, quickly followed by a strangled scream from the elderly lady sat in the front pew.

      Hilary twisted, wondering what all the fuss was about.

      Tim looked on, his mouth wide open. He left the pram where it stood and flew down the aisle. “Move,” he screamed.

      Hilary watched Tim, as if in slow motion, running from the back of the church, toward her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Hilary, move,” he yelled.

      “I can’t.” Her feet were rooted to the spot. She looked up and screamed as the large cross depicting the crucifixion of Christ suddenly fell from above the altar and hurtled towards her.
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