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Some rituals are meant to be survived. Others are meant to be kept secret.

When Holly Carter wakes in a locked basement with two strangers, her nightmare is only beginning. Her captor has a plan – one that begins with an ice bath and ends in something far worse. The other women know what’s coming. They’ve seen it before. And they know that surviving means surrendering more than just their will.

Years later, Holly has carved out a quiet life far from that remote house. The past is buried, the truth hidden. But when a journalist starts digging, cracks begin to form in the story she and the others agreed to tell. Because no-one ever found out how they escaped... or what they left behind.

As the secrets of the basement threaten to rise again, Holly is forced to confront a terrifying reality: the ritual never truly ended – and something dark still waits in the shadows, hungry to finish what it started.

American Coven is a chilling tale of survival, sisterhood, and the horrifying cost of silence. Some doors, once opened, can never be closed.
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The House on Willow Road 

Prologue 

"Excuse me, young lady. Do you happen to know where I might find Fremantle Road?" 

Looking up from my bike's broken pedal, I find that there's a man towering over me, almost blocking the sun. He's about the same age as my father, and he's wearing a long brown coat that seems kind of weird on such a hot day. There's a car parked nearby with its door open and its engine running, but what really sets me on edge is the man's face: it's as if his head has been squeezed from both sides, resulting in the thinnest-looking face I've ever seen. I can't help wondering how his brain manages to work in such a long, narrow skull. 

"That way," I say, pointing along the road. 

"Okay," he replies, smiling. There's an uncomfortable pause, as if he's trying to think of something else to say. 

"You just go that way," I add, hoping to get him moving. Maybe his thin face has slowed his brain down. 

"Thank you," he adds eventually. "You've been very helpful. I've been driving around for hours now, and I just couldn't seem to find the place. I guess I must have a blind spot or something in all this heat. What's your name, anyway?" 

"Uh... Wendy," I say, which is a lie. My name's not Wendy, but there's no way I'm telling the truth to some random guy. My name is none of his business. Hauling my bike up from the curb, I give the pedal a kick to check that it's back on properly. 

"Got a problem there?" he asks. 

"No," I say. "It's fine." 

"I used to have a bike just like that," he replies, mistaking me for someone who wants a conversation. "We were kind of poor when I was younger, so I had to make my own repairs. I think I spent more time fixing my bike than I spent riding it, but I was pretty good in the end. If you want me to take a look, I can see if I can -" 

"It's fine," I say firmly. "Really. Thanks, but it's totally fine." 

"Okay," he says, raising his hands and taking a step back. "I'm sorry, Wendy, I just figured that since you helped me, maybe I could help you, but that's absolutely not a problem if you'd rather..." His voice trails off for a moment, and then he turns and looks first one way, then the other, giving me a chance to see that his head is surprisingly long. I guess his brain has adapted to such a strange shape. "I've already bothered you enough," he continues. "Thanks for the directions, and good luck with your bike. I'm sure a smart girl like you can figure it out." 

"Sure," I say, watching as he turns and limps back over to his car. Feeling slightly edgy, I keep an eye on him until he's not only back in the vehicle, but actually driving away. Once he's out of view, I allow myself to relax a little. I don't know what it was about that man, but he gave off some seriously weird vibes. I'm probably being totally unfair, but I can't help feeling that anyone with such a long, narrow head must have some problems. I'm not saying I'm psychic or anything like that; it's just that I think I picked up on lots of little, subtle weird things about his body language. Whatever, he's gone now, so I can just forget about him. 

Getting back on my bike, I double-check the pedal and feel that it seems to be firmly stuck back on. Cycling along the street and over toward the park, I make sure to keep my speed down. The last thing I want is for the damn pedal to come flying off again when I'm racing along. When that happened a few minutes ago, I damn near fell off. Hell, I'm lucky I'm not stretched out on the sidewalk right now with a bunch of broken bones. 

Just as I think everything's going okay, however, I feel the pedal start to come loose again. Bumping along on the grass, I come to a halt in the shade of one of the oak trees that line the northern edge of the park. I climb off the bike and set it down again, and sure enough the pedal just drops to the ground. Great, I guess the bike is well and truly screwed. My amateur attempt to get it rammed back on was a failure, so I'm going to have to take it all the way over to the shop on Sycamore, and then I'm going to have to pay some jack-ass kid a bunch of money just to fix the stupid thing. I swear to God, it's like some higher power is trying to sabotage me today. All I want to do is go and ask around in town to see if anyone's hiring. 

"Fucking thing," I say, giving the bike a gentle kick before I pull it back up and start wheeling it across the bumpy grass. I should never have got out of bed today. If it wasn't for the fact that I'm mildly superstitious, I'd already be wondering if this day can get any worse. Feeling a twinge of pain in my shoulder and left arm, I pause; I feel breathless for a moment, but the sensation quickly passes. 

"Still got a problem?" asks a familiar voice nearby. 

Turning, I see that the thin-faced man from earlier is walking through a nearby gate. I bristle as soon as I see him, but I figure there's no need to be paranoid. He's just a man, coming into the park for whatever reason in the middle of the day, and it's just a coincidence that I happen to have bumped into him again. It's not a big deal. 

"It's fine," I mutter. 

"Okay," he replies with a smile. "If you say so. I'm sorry, Holly, I didn't mean to seem like a pest." 

Smiling politely, I push the bike past him and make my way along the line of trees, headed for the gate at the far end. The last thing I want right now is to get into some dumb conversation with that man again. I hate small-talk; hell, I hate eye contact most of the time; I just want to get on with my stuff. As I walk, however, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched. There's a part of me that wants to turn around and just double-check that the man isn't following me, but I figure I should just keep going. Besides, I'm sure that guy's got better things to do than follow random strangers around a park. Still, there's something bugging me, some feeling at the back of my mind that I'm missing something. 

"Oh, sorry!" the man says suddenly, brushing against my shoulder. 

"Jesus!" I say, turning to him as I feel a sharp pain in my left arm. "What the fuck are you doing?" 

"Sorry," he replies, with a slight smile on his lips. "I wasn't looking where I was going and..." 

I rub my arm. Something felt really sharp. Looking over at the man, I suddenly see something in his hand, and it takes me a moment to realize that it's a syringe. I take a deep breath, and suddenly I realize that I feel kind of light-headed. I try to ignore it, but it seems to be getting worse and worse, and my body feels heavy. 

"Are you okay?" the man asks, as he slips a cap back onto the needle. 

I turn and open my mouth to call out for help, but no sounds come out. There are some people on the other side of the park, but I can't call out to them. Dropping the bike, I stumble forward a couple of steps, before my knees just seem to give way and I drop to the ground. I feel as if the whole world is suddenly spinning around me, and I'm the calm axis in the middle. As I try to crawl forward on my hands and knees, I find myself getting heavier and heavier until finally I drop down and my face is pressed against the cold grass. I feel a pair of arms reach around me and start dragging me toward the trees, and although I want to call for help, I don't have the energy. Closing my eyes, I let my head drop for a moment and then I realize I can't move anymore. It's as if I'm sinking deeper and deeper into a kind of gray darkness. I try to scream, but the scream just stays in my head as I lose consciousness completely. Finally, right at the end, I realize what was bugging me earlier. It was my name. I told him my name was Wendy, but a few minutes later he used my real name. He called me Holly. How did he know my name is Holly? 

Elizabeth 

15 years ago 

"There," I say, dropping the sponge back into the bucket of dirty water. "One set of stone steps, scrubbed and buffed. Don't they look better?" 

Sitting back, I stare at the steps. I've spent all morning on my hands and knees, using the coarse brush to scrub and scrub and scrub, and finally the steps look clean. Well, maybe not clean, but definitely better than they've looked in a long time. I have no idea how long it's been since they were given any attention, but they'd been starting to irritate me. 

"I really think they look much better," I continue. "All that dirt and dust from the outside world, all caked in a big mess, getting into the cracks and crevices. We should have done this a long time ago, don't you think?" 

I glance across the basement. There's no reply from the shadows at the far end, which I guess means she's in one of her moods again. Sighing, I get up and carry the bucket to the sink, where I pour the water away before wringing out the sponge. There's no rest for the wicked, even in a place like this. 

"Are you still feeling ill?" I ask. 

No reply. 

"What kind of pain is it? Is it a sharp, stabby pain, or is it like a dull ache?" 

Silence. 

"Is it intermittent, or is it -" 

"Dull ache," she says suddenly, her voice sounding distant and subdued, and also a little petulant, like a child who isn't getting her own way. I hate it when she acts like this. I mean, I understand why she feels down sometimes, but it's important to take a sensible attitude and not let it ruin your day. I've always been a big believer in the idea that you need to just pick up your troubles, tie them in a sack and push them away. Otherwise, you end up in a dark place, and that's no good for anyone. There's a slippery slope down to the bottom of life's pit. 

"Well, do you -" 

"I think I'm pregnant," she says. 

"Oh, of course you're not," I reply as I swill the bucket with some cold water. "Let's not get into all that again." 

"Elizabeth, I'm pregnant," she says firmly, clearly annoyed with me for doubting her. I don't know if something's wrong with her memory, but I swear we have the same conversation every month and she never seems to learn. "I can feel it." 

"What can you feel?" I ask, trying not to let my own frustration show. 

"In my belly. I just feel sick, like there's something there." 

"That doesn't mean you're pregnant," I say, placing the bucket back in the corner. "You probably just had too much oatmeal last night." 

"I can tell," she insists. "A mother knows these things." 

"You're not a mother," I say with a sigh. Looking up, I stare at the small window for a moment. Behind the thick layer of grimy rain-spattered Perspex, I can see the iron bars and then, finally, the grass. With a shudder, I think of all the insects and dirt that must be out there, and I remind myself how fortunate we are to be able to stay down here away from such things. Sure, our life might not be perfect, but there are certain advantages. We don't have to deal with the world. 

"I'm pregnant," she says again. 

"You thought you were pregnant last month," I remind her, "and the month before that." 

"This time I'm really pregnant. I haven't had my period." 

"Join the club," I mutter, removing my apron and staring for a moment at the grime and filth that's smeared all over the nice white fabric. Sometimes I wonder if I'll ever manage to get this place cleaned up. I just seem to be fighting a never-ending battle against dirt. "You're not pregnant, Natalie. You've just got a bad stomach. Have you been eating bugs again?" 

"What's that got to do with it?" 

"A lot, actually," I reply, looking over at the shadows. "You can't just eat the first thing you find on the floor. For one thing, it's unsanitary, and for another you have no idea what those things are. Cockroaches and beetles and larvae... If man was supposed to eat bugs, then why did God invent other animals?" I pause for a moment, as I realize that this conversation has taken a turn into the absurd. Natalie always does this; she pushes me and pushes me until I end up saying dumb things, and then she acts like she's won the argument. "You know what I mean," I mutter, stuffing the apron into the sink and starting to pour cold water onto the stains. "You eat the most bizarre things, Natalie. It's no wonder you feel unwell from time to time." 

"I'm pregnant," she says, her voice sounding vague and airy, as if she's just a voice drifting across the room from the darkness. "And it's not from time to time. It started yesterday." 

"You have no idea what you're talking about," I mutter quietly as I start soaping up the water. "You've never been pregnant in your life." 

"Oh yeah," she says, "I forgot. You're the expert." I hear the sound of her getting to her feet, and she starts shuffling across the floor. Sure enough, moments later I hear the rustle of the cereal box. 

"That's another thing," I say. "It's not just the bugs. You need to eat something other than cereal." 

"It's all he gives us," she replies. 

"It's not all he gives us. He gives us fruit and vegetables, and on Sundays we get meat and rice. And we had oatmeal last night, which was a treat. There's really no need for you to eat so much cereal. It's almost as if you're determined to make the worst of things. Then there's the smell. Do you really think it's pleasant to spend all day, every day down here with someone who eats nothing but cereal and bugs?" I wait for her to answer. "Natalie? Do you have any idea of the smell?" 

"You're angry with me," she says. 

"I'm not angry with you," I reply, trying to remain calm as I wash the apron in the sink. My God, sometimes I feel as if this girl is driving me to the brink of madness. "I'm just frustrated. How would it be if we both just sat around feeling sorry for ourselves? Nothing would ever get done. I swear to God, sometimes I think you want to accentuate the negatives rather than trying to make things seem just a little better. Or do you want to spend your whole life being miserable?" 

"I want to spend my whole life out of here." 

"Of course," I say. "We both want that. But until it happens, we might as well make the best of things." I wait for a reply, but she seems to have fallen silent again. "You're young," I say eventually. "You find it harder to adapt to life down here. I understand, but the best thing to do while we're here is to keep busy. If you don't, time passes so slowly and you'll end up losing your mind." I fumble with the soap for a moment, dropping it into the dirty water and having to carefully fish it out. "Believe me," I add, "you'll find it's better in the long run if you just accept things as they are, instead of dreaming about how things might be." 

Behind me, I can hear her shuffling back across the floor, returning to the shadows so she can sulk some more. 

"Well I'm definitely pregnant," she says eventually. 

"You are not pregnant!" I shout, turning to her. I've tried to hold my temper, but she's pushed me too far. "You are not! Why can't you get it through your thick head? You eat bugs, and cereal, and that's all you do all day! Of course you've got a bad stomach, Natalie. It'd be a God-given miracle if you didn't! But you're not pregnant, and you can't be pregnant, because you haven't had sex!" I pause, waiting for her to reply. My hands are almost shaking with rage, but I can't force myself to calm down. Not yet. "How do you think you got pregnant?" I ask eventually. "Seriously. How? He never touches you, not like that. He never touches either of us. So unless the Holy Ghost Himself has been down here, explain how you could possibly be pregnant." 

Silence. 

"You're sulking," I say with a sigh, realizing that I've gone too far. 

No reply. 

"Please don't sulk," I continue. "It creates an awful atmosphere when you sulk." 

Nothing. 

"I'm sorry," I say, feeling the anger evaporate from my body. "I didn't mean to shout. I shouldn't have said anything. I just... Please, at least cut out all the talk about being pregnant, because it really isn't true, okay? I know you're not an idiot, so you must understand that it can't possibly be true." 

Somewhere above us, there's the sound of movement. Footsteps pass directly over our heads, and it sounds like he's dragging something across the floor. 

"He's coming," Natalie says, with fear in her voice. 

"He's not coming," I reply. "It's not time." 

"He's coming," she insists. 

"He's not coming," I say again. "It's not time for him to come. It's not even -" 

Suddenly I hear the latch being opened. Turning to look over at the steps, I realize that Natalie's right. He is coming. Panicking, I rush over to the sink and let the water out. The last thing I want is for him to see that I got the apron so dirty, but I thought I had more time to get it clean. He probably doesn't care, but still, it matters to me. Hauling the heavy, soaked bundle of fabric out of the sink, I quickly stash it behind the table. It'll be filthy again, but I'll wash it later. All that matters is that he doesn't see it. I don't want him to think that things are getting dirty and out of control down here; I don't want him to have that victory. 

"He's coming," Natalie says again, her voice filled with fear. 

"Yes," I reply, taking a deep breath. "He's coming. Now look smart." 

There's a loud creaking sound as the metal door opens. I stand completely still, trying not to show that I'm panicking. After all, he never comes down in the middle of the day, so something must be wrong. This is definitely not normal. We have a routine here, and it's rare for that routine to be broken. 

"He's coming," Natalie says again, her voice hushed. She sounds absolutely petrified. 

From the doorway at the top of the steps, there's the sound of him grunting as he pulls something heavy across the floor. Moments later, a large, dark shape comes tumbling down the steps before landing with a heavy thud on the stone floor. As the door creaks shut and the latch is closed again, I stare at the shape on the ground and I realize, with mounting horror, that it's a person, tied in a cloth bag. 

I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out. Standing in silence, I just stare at the bag and wait for something to happen. There's no movement, though, and the only sound comes from his footsteps making their way directly above us as he goes back through to another room in the main part of the house. 

"What is it?" Natalie hisses from the shadows. 

I step closer to the bag. There's no sign of life, but I'm certain he'd never send a dead body down here. I mean, what would be the point? He's not that cruel. Whoever's in the bag, they must be unconscious, which isn't a surprise. After all, I was unconscious when I arrived, and so was Natalie. It's how we all come into this particular world. 

"What is it?" Natalie calls out impatiently. 

"It's a person," I say, edging closer. "It's another person." 

"No fucking way!" Natalie says, and suddenly she scurries out of the shadows and comes a little closer. It's been a few days since I got a proper look at her, and I'm shocked to see how thin and gaunt she looks, with large rings around her eyes. Her hair is bushy and unkempt, and she has the wide-open stare of someone whose mind is starting to fall apart. "Open it up," she says enthusiastically, reaching out to touch the bag. "Open it up so we can see what's inside!" 

"Wait!" I say, pushing her hand away. 

"Why?" 

"Because!" Staring down at the bag, I take a deep breath and try to organize my thoughts. Since I arrived here, this has only happened one other time, about five years ago when Natalie arrived. Whoever's in the bag this time, they're likely to be hurt, and terrified. We have to be careful, or things could go horribly wrong. After all, I made a lot of mistakes when I opened the bag containing Natalie all those years ago, and I'm certain that those mistakes have affected her ability to adjust to our life down here. This time, everything has to be perfect. 

Ben Lawler 

Today 

"Hi," I say, hoping that my warm smile will defrost the receptionist's icy stare. "I'm, uh, here to see Holly Carter. I phoned ahead and I was told that she might be around at lunchtime." 

"You did, did you?" the receptionist replies dubiously. She doesn't pick up a phone to check if Holly Carter is available, and she doesn't check any kind of files. She just stares at me, as if she's deeply suspicious of my motives for being here, as if she's picking me apart with her mind. 

"My name is Ben Lawler," I continue, fumbling with the ID badge from my jacket before holding it out for her to see. "I'm with the, um, Department for Educational Management down in Baltimore and..." I hold the ID badge a little higher up, and then to the side, but the receptionist hasn't even bothered to look at it. She's just staring at me with cold, unwelcoming eyes. "Well, the thing is, I asked Ms. Carter if she'd be available to discuss some matters relating to the department's current research programs," I add, trying not to sound nervous, "and she told me to come by today at lunchtime and she'd be free." 

I wait for a reply. 

"So I'm here." 

Another pause. 

"She told me I could come and see her." 

"She did, did she?" the receptionist says, frowning. 

"Yes. She did." 

"You know you're on camera, right?" 

"I'm sorry?" 

She points at a small surveillance camera up in the corner of the room. "The school board installed it last year," she explains. "Every visitor is filmed. It's high-definition, it's full color, and it's recording all the time. The footage is recorded onto a set of hard drives with instant back-up, and all the images are retained for a minimum of five years." 

"Sounds efficient," I say, swallowing hard. 

Still fixing her eyes on me, the receptionist picks up her phone and hits a button, and I can hear the ring-tone. I don't know if I did something to this woman in a past life, but she seems to loathe me with every fiber in her body. Then again, I guess she's probably learned to be suspicious and cautious since Holly Carter came to teach here. There must be a lot of creeps who want to get in touch. Weirdos and gawkers probably flock to this place, hoping to catch sight of the Holly Carter, and to vicariously share in her ordeal. 

"Hi Holly," the receptionist says suddenly, as I hear a voice coming from the phone's tinny speaker. "I've got a guy named Ben Lawler here in reception. He says he's from some department for something and he's here to see you. He says he's arranged it with you in advance, but I -" She pauses. "You sure?" Another pause. "Okay, I'll send him through to your office." She puts the phone down, before silently resuming her long, cold stare. 

"Should I go through?" I ask. 

"I don't know," she says. "Should you?" 

I pause, not quite knowing how to reply. 

"Do you know what I hate more than anything in the world?" she asks after a moment. 

"No," I say blankly. 

"Liars," she continues. "I fucking hate liars. So if it turns out that you've lied to me since you walked through that door, I will string you up by your balls from the nearest lamppost, do you understand?" She pauses for a moment. "And before you ask, I consider so-called little white lies to be just as bad as any other, if not worse. So for your sake, your name had better really be Ben Lawler and you'd better really be here to discuss some kind of educational management bullshit and you'd better not be some swivel-eyed pervert. Or else." 

"You're protective of Holly," I say. "That's good. I -" 

"Go through," she replies firmly. "Third door on the left. It's the only office that doesn't have a name on the door. For obvious reasons." 

Smiling nervously, I hurry away from the desk and along the nearby hallway. To be honest, that receptionist gave me the chills. It's as if, as soon as I walked in the door, I was marked as an enemy. I guess it pays to be suspicious, but I still think she could have been a little nicer. I mean, she's the receptionist at a high school, not a security guard at the White House, so maybe she could unclench a little. Then again, I guess she's just very good at telling when someone is lying. 

And, boy, am I lying my ass off today. 

When I reach the only unmarked door in the hallway, I stop for a moment before knocking. It's taken six months of careful planning to reach this moment, and I really can't afford to fuck it up. In those six months, there have been two more confirmed deaths at the site, and I know there'll be more before long. I've tried everything else I can think of, every approach and every possible way of dealing with the problem, but everything kept coming back down to this one, final necessity. I have no choice but to come here today. I have no choice but to knock on this door. And, frankly, I have no back-up plan if this doesn't work. 

"Come in!" calls out a voice from the other side of the door. 

Looking up, I see a surveillance camera watching my every move. 

Pushing the door open, I step into the room and find myself in a small, cluttered office lined with bookshelves. There's a desk over by the window, and sitting at the desk there's a woman. As soon as I see her, I recognize her from the files. Sure, all the photos I've seen are from fifteen years ago, but she hasn't changed much. It's the eyes, more than anything. She's wearing thick glasses, and she's cut her hair short, but it's definitely, definitely her. It's so strange, though, to see her in the flesh, after seeing her image in photos for so many years. It's like watching a bunch of newspaper images suddenly come to life and take human form. 

"I'm sorry I, uh..." she says, not looking up from the papers she's reading. "Sorry, I'm right in the middle of something, would you mind taking a seat for a few minutes? I'll be with you shortly." 

"Sure," I say, walking over to the sofa and sitting down. This isn't exactly the welcome I was expecting, but I guess Holly Carter has a right to be eccentric. After everything she went through, it's a miracle that she's not gibbering in the corner of a padded cell somewhere. To her credit, she seems to have recovered remarkably well. She's a respected figure in her field, and her educational research programs are some of the most highly-regarded of recent years. She has a doctorate in educational psychology, and she appears in public two or three times a year to give lectures on a variety of topics. Despite everything that happened to her all those years ago, she's come out strong. The one thing she doesn't do, though, is talk about her past. Unfortunately, her past is precisely the reason that I'm sat here today. 

"Okay," she says eventually, closing her papers before looking over at me and smiling a faint, unenthusiastic smile. She grabs a small bottle and takes out a pill, which she swallows with a glass of water. "Sorry, headache. So, Mr. Lawler, what did you say you wanted to talk about again?" 

"I'm from the Department for Educational Management in Baltimore," I say, sitting forward. "I'm undertaking some research into cognitive behavioral techniques and their application to students who've suffered significant emotional trauma." I pause for a moment, trying to remember the rest of the spiel I memorized last night in the motel bar. "I'm working with dissonance factors in an attempt to provoke strong reactions in students who might otherwise be cut off from their own emotional landscape." 

"Uh-huh," she replies. 

We sit in silence for a moment. 

"I came to you because you're an expert in your field," I continue, aware that I might not be sounding very convincing. "I read your book and I was interested in some of your..." I take a deep breath, realizing that she's narrowing her eyes as she stares at me. "Well, I read your book, and I was particularly interested in chapter ten... no, nine... the part where you talk about methods of validating denial in teenagers who've undergone significant emotional disruption that has caused them to be pulled out of their home life. You wrote that the return to a home life can be just as traumatic as the initial rupture, and..." 

"Bullshit," she says suddenly. 

"I'm sorry?" 

"Bullshit. Everything you just said is a lie. You're not from the Department for Educational Management in Baltimore. I can see it in your eyes, Mr. Lawler. You're not here because of my research. You're just here to pick at my past. Who sent you? Let me guess, you're writing a book about what happened and you thought you'd sneak in and grab a few minutes with me." 

"No," I say, "that's not why I'm here -" 

"Yes it is. You lot are incredible. You just keep coming, don't you? Always trying to weasel your way into my office so you can get a few words from me." She reaches out to grab her phone. "I swear to God, I thought you people would give up eventually. How many times, and how many different ways, do I have to make it clear that I'm not some kind of fucking celebrity. What's wrong? Is it a slow news day?" 

"Joseph Kukil sent me," I say. 

She pauses, keeping her hand hovering over the phone. "Joseph Kukil?" she asks, and it's clear from the look on her face that she recognizes the name. 

"The sheriff of Montgomery Town. Well, former sheriff. He retired a few years ago, but he still has contacts. He likes to keep his ear to the ground, so to speak, and he told me I should come and see you. He told me you'd listen to me as long as you thought I was being honest with you." 

"I don't think you're being honest with me." 

"I know," I say, "and I wasn't, at least not at first, but I wasn't sure how to get through the front door unless I made up some story about..." I take a deep breath. This is it. Six months of work, down the drain if I get the next part wrong. "I guess you probably know what I'm here for. I mean, you probably figured that I want something specific, something to do with the house on Willow Road -" 

"That's enough," she says firmly. "Joe Kukil was a good guy, and he should've known better than to encourage you to come and find me. I'm not digging up the past, Mr. Lawler, not for -" 

"It's happening again," I say. 

She stares at me. 

"It's happening again," I repeat, to make sure she understands the seriousness of what I'm telling her. 

She closes her eyes. 

"Not in exactly the same way," I continue, "but still centered on that house. It's unmistakable. Things are happening out there that can't be ignored." 

She sits in complete silence. It's almost as if she's shut down. 

"I know you don't want to talk about it. I know you don't even want to think about it, and believe me, I've tried every other possible avenue, but it all leads back to your door. You're the only person I can ask. Think about it. Do you think I'd be here if I thought there was any other way to deal with this problem?" 

She still doesn't reply. 

"I understand that this must be hard for you," I continue, desperately trying to find a way to get her on my side, "and I hope you understand that I'm not an asshole, and I'm not a reporter or a writer or anything like that. I'm a friend of Joe Kukil's, and I'm a teacher. That's all. Like you, actually. I teach at a high school back in Baltimore. This really isn't my area of specialty, but I've seen enough to know that someone's gotta do something and if everyone else is too scared, then..." I pause, hoping that somehow she might still be listening to me. "Two people are dead. One of them was some homeless girl from out of state who was sleeping rough in the area, and the other was a kid from my school. They both died after going to the house." 

"It should have been knocked down," Holly says, keeping her eyes closed. 

"I agree. And it would have been, but it's right on the border between two counties. They each want the other to take care of it, and the result is that the buck's been passed for more than a decade. That, and the local Mayor is dragging his feet for some reason. People keep talking and arguing, and the house has stayed standing, and whatever's..." I pause again, worried that I might be upsetting her. "This isn't exactly how I planned to explain it all. I'm sorry, I guess I ended up just blurting it all out. The truth is, I tried everything else. I've spoken to the others, and they've agreed to help. Coming here was my last resort, but you have to understand the situation. Two people, two young people, are dead, and I think there'll be more." 

"He's dead," she says finally. 

"The house is still there." 

"But the man is dead." She opens her eyes and stares at me. "The house is just bricks and wood. The house didn't do anything to anyone. It's an inanimate object, Mr. Lawler." 

"People are still dying." 

"Well that's their own damn fault," she replies, "because he's dead. It's over." 

"Of course he's dead. No-one's disputing that. But these things are happening." 

"Then there's a copycat on the loose." She shrugs. "It's not that much of a surprise. The vast majority of people on this planet are fucked up. It was inevitable that one of them would end up being drawn to that place." 

"It's not a copycat," I reply, realizing that I'm not explaining things very well. "It's not like someone's doing the same things that he did. It's more like people are just dying in other ways when they spend time in the house. It's like there's something there that's -" 

"Don't," she says firmly. 

"I'm sorry?" 

"Don't spread your superstitious bullshit in my office. If someone has died at that place, all these years later, then it's a coincidence. It's just bad luck." 

"Two people," I point out. 

"Then it's more of a coincidence, but it's still a coincidence. The only thing that caused those events to happen was a man, one man, and that man is dead. This isn't a ghost story, Mr. Lawler. It was a horror story, but it's over. I'm sorry you've had a wasted trip, but you should have known better than to come in the first place. If you see Joe Kukil again, tell him to leave me the fuck alone." 

I take a deep breath, aware that I've done a spectacularly bad job of persuading her to help me. 

"In case you're not good at reading subtleties," she continues, taking another pill from the bottle on her desk, "that was your cue to leave." 

"If you just -" 

"Leave!" she shouts. "Leave right now, or I swear to God I'll have you arrested!" 

Shocked by the ferocity of her outburst, I get up and start slowly over to the door. Is this it? Has my whole journey been a complete waste of time? I knew that it was a long shot coming here today, but I thought I'd be able to get through to her somehow. I guess she still thinks I'm another fan boy trying to get a slice of her story. I need to show her that the situation is much more serious. 

"You haven't asked me how they died," I say, looking back at her as I reach the door. 

She stares at me, and for the first time I can see genuine fear in her eyes. 

"The homeless girl and the kid from my school," I continue, realizing that this is my last chance to appeal to her better nature. "They went to the house. They were alone. If you really don't believe in superstition, and if you really think it's over, then prove it. Ask me the one question you've been avoiding since I got here. Ask me how they died." 

Elizabeth 

15 years ago 

"Careful," Natalie says, watching as I slip the blade of the scissors through the bag's coarse fabric. 

"I know what I'm doing," I reply quietly, trying not to let my hands tremble. "I did the same thing when you arrived down here, remember?" 

"No," she says. "I don't remember." 

Cutting along the fabric, I start to see a figure inside the bag. She's curled up on her side, in the fetal position, and the first thing I notice is that she's young. Maybe eighteen or nineteen, with her brown hair tied back in two pigtails. She's wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, but her clothes are badly ripped and there are some traces of blood where she's been cut on the face and arms. Just like Natalie, when she arrived. 

"Is she breathing?" Natalie asks. 

I reach through the slit in the side of the bag and press two fingers against the side of the girl's neck. Sure enough, her skin is warm and I can feel a faint heartbeat. 

"Open the rest," Natalie urges me. "I want to see her properly." 

I open the girl's eyelids, but her pupils are dilated and she's clearly unconscious. It's probably for the best that she rests. When she wakes up, she's going to be terrified, and she'll probably feel the effects of whatever drug he used to subdue her. I don't want to be the one to wake her into the nightmare. Not yet, at least. 

"Elizabeth!" Natalie says, raising her voice a little. "Come on! Let me see!" 

"Have a little patience," I reply, my mind racing as I try to decide what to do. When this happened five years ago with Natalie, I cut the bag open and dragged her clear. I panicked back then, desperately trying to wake her up and hoping against hope that somehow she might help me get out of here. So much has changed in the intervening years, however. For one thing, I'm older and wiser; for another, I've learned from my mistakes with Natalie. I'm starting to think that, given how things turned out last time, maybe I'd be better off trying a different approach with the new girl. I guess there's no harm in letting her stay in the bag until she wakes up, and then she can climb out when she's ready. It's a small difference, but it might have a big psychological impact. 

"What are you waiting for?" Natalie asks, almost breathless with enthusiasm. "Get her out. I want to see her face. What does she look like? Is she pretty? Does she look strong?" 

"All in good time," I say, setting the scissors down on the ground. 

"Why are you waiting?" Natalie hisses, rocking back and forth on her hands and knees. She's like an over-excited child on Christmas morning, being told she can't open her gifts just yet. I guess she's desperate to have someone else to talk to, someone else to help relieve the boredom down here. After five years with just me, plus occasional visits upstairs, she must be desperate for some company. 

"I want to let her get out when she's ready," I say calmly. 

"What?" Natalie hisses. "Why the hell would you do that?" 

"It just seems..." I pause, trying to think of the right word. "It seems nicer," I say eventually. "More welcoming." 

Muttering something unintelligible, Natalie gets to her feet and starts pacing around the basement. Full of nervous energy, she seems totally overwhelmed by the arrival of this new girl, as if the foundations of her world have been rocked. It's been just the two of us down here for so long, and now the balance of our life together has been thrown into disarray. Still, I'm quite sure that things will settle after a while. We just need to get to know the new girl and absorb her into our little family. She'll undoubtedly be upset and scared at first, but I'm sure she'll come around eventually. After all, there's no point fighting. It's best just to go with the flow. 

"Is she awake yet?" Natalie asks. 

"Calm down," I say, watching as the new girl sleeps in her bag. 

"Why's he done this?" Natalie continues. "Why's he got another one? Is this some kind of message? Is he telling us we're not good enough? Does he hate us? Is he gonna replace one of us? Does he want us to have a new friend? Does he -" 

"I don't know," I say firmly, forcing myself to remain civil despite Natalie's constant stream of questions. "I guess we'll have to wait and see what happens next, won't we?" 

"I don't want to wait!" she shouts. "I want to know! If we've done something to upset him, why can't he just tell us?" 

Suddenly there's a loud banging sound on the ceiling. Natalie scuttles back into the shadows like a frightened spider, and I look up and wait for the sound to stop. A fine shower of plaster rains down for a moment. Once the banging is over, I take a deep breath. 

"He doesn't like it when you're too loud," I say, turning to look over at the shadows. "Remember to keep your voice down, Natalie." 

"Open the bag," she whimpers from the darkness. "I want to talk to her. Maybe she knows what I should do now that I'm pregnant." 

Sighing, I look back down into the bag. The new girl seems to be fast asleep, and I doubt she'll be awake for hours. I don't know what he uses when he grabs someone, but whatever it is, it seems to knock people out for a few hours. When she wakes up, the girl will likely have a terrible headache, and she might be groggy for a few days. There could be other complications, too; when she arrived five years ago, Natalie suffered a series of nosebleeds that were very difficult to stop, and her first menstrual cycle down here was extremely bloody and painful. It probably took a good two or three weeks before the drugs, whatever they were, left her system entirely. Even now, I sometimes wonder whether permanent damage was done to her body, or perhaps to her mind. 

"Is she awake now?" Natalie asks tentatively. 

"No," I say, carefully reaching through the slit and examining a small red spot on the girl's left elbow. Smiling sadly, I realize that it's the same spot I found on Natalie's arm all those years ago. Some things never change. 

"Is she pretty?" Natalie calls out to me. 

Closing the slit, I stand up and walk over to the sink, where I carefully wash my hands. I can hear Natalie shuffling around in the darkness, full of nervous energy and determined to speak to the new arrival. I know, though, that she's far too timid to actually go and poke the bag herself. She prefers to hold back and goad me, to beg me to do the things that scare her. The truth is, Natalie's years down here have left her in a state of constant hyper-vigilance, and she can barely stay calm at the best of times. Right now, curiosity about the new arrival must be burning her soul. 

"You mustn't hurt her," Natalie says after a moment. 

"Of course I'm not going to hurt her," I reply, glancing back over at the shadows. I can just about make out Natalie's frightened face in the gloom. "Why would you even suggest such a thing?" 

"You hurt me," she says. 

"When?" 

"When you pulled me out of my bag, back when I came. You were rough with me." 

"I didn't mean to be," I reply, a little shocked that Natalie has such bad memories of our first encounter. "I was just trying to help you. Anyway, I have no intention of pulling this girl out of her bag. We'll let her wake up and come out when she's ready. Be prepared for it to take quite some time, though. If she's been drugged, she might not be up and about for a day or two." 

"That's too long," Natalie says. 

"I'm afraid it's beyond our control," I tell her. "Sometimes things just have to run their course. Besides, are you really in such a hurry? Be patient, Natalie. There's no virtue in rushing all the time. She'll wake up when she wakes up, and not a moment sooner." 

"But what if he comes for me tonight?" she asks. "What if he comes for me before I get a chance to meet the new girl?" 

"He won't," I say firmly, wishing that she'd leave the subject alone. "Besides, you know that if he comes for anyone, it'll be me. It's my turn. It was you last time, and the time before that." 

"Yeah, but you're getting old," she replies. "Maybe he's getting tired of you. Maybe he looks at you and he realizes he wants someone younger." 

"That's simply not true," I say, walking over to the table and pulling the damp, dirty apron up from where I hid it earlier. I'll need to wash it again, and this time there'll hopefully be no interruptions. Still, as I make my way back over to the sink, I can't help but glance at the bag on the floor. Is it true? Am I getting too old? If that's the case, what will he do with me? Will he just leave me down here and never call for me, or will he decide that I'm more trouble than I'm worth? As I fill the sink with water, I can't help but look back over at the bag and wonder if the new girl is an addition to our little group, or perhaps my replacement. 

Ben Lawler 

Today 

"We get about two trespassers a month," the security guard says as he escorts me down the steps and away from the building. "People who want to talk to Ms. Carter. Fans who want her to sign autographs. Some of them even propose to her. It's a real mixed bag of freaks and weirdos."

He leads me across the parking lot and finally we come to a halt next to my car.

"You look pretty normal, Mr. Lawler, and in my experience it's the normal-looking ones who are the most dangerous. I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt this time, but if I see you within one hundred meters of this school ever again, I will restrain you and call the police. Is that clear?" 

"Look -" I start to say. 

"Is that clear?" 

I nod. 

"Is this your vehicle?" he asks, using his phone to take a photo of my license plate. 

"Yes, but -" 

"Then I suggest you get inside, start the engine and drive away," he continues, taking a photo of my face. 

Sighing, I look back at the school. I expected today to be difficult, but I didn't expect Holly Carter to literally have me removed from the premises. I thought she'd be willing to talk to me. Instead, she called security and had me unceremoniously marched away. I tried every possible angle, hoping to grab her interest, but it was as if she put up an invisible barrier to prevent me from getting any traction. She wouldn't listen to a word I said. 

I failed. 

After all this effort, I failed. Damn it, I should have tried another angle. I should have been smarter. 

"Sir," the guard continues. "I can't help but notice that you're still here. Leave!" 

"Fine," I say, fishing around in my pockets for my keys. "Can you just do me one favor?" 

"No." 

"Can you just give her a message for me?" 

"No." 

"Just - " 

"No," he says firmly, and I can see from the look in his eyes that this discussion is over. The guard is a few inches taller than me, and he's built like some kind of maniac wrestler. I have no doubt that he could pound me into the sidewalk without even breaking a sweat. 

"Okay," I say, unlocking my car door and getting inside. "Look. See? I'm leaving." 

"And tell your friends to keep away too," the guard adds, leaning down to stare at me through the window. "We don't want any more journalists hanging around. Ms. Carter isn't a fucking side-show attraction. Now get the fuck out of here." 

Starting the engine, I drive away while the guard stays rooted to the spot, watching to make sure I'm gone. Once I'm around the corner, I continue for a few hundred meters before pulling over and switching the engine off. Today was a bust. A total and absolute bust. In fact, I don't see how it could have gone worse. I traveled hundreds of miles to see a woman who spoke to me for five minutes and then had me thrown out. For the past couple of months, I've had it in the back of my mind that as a last resort, I could come and persuade Holly Carter to help me. I believed in my ability to persuade her. I was wrong. Now I'm back to square one. 

Grabbing my phone, I bring up a number and hit the Dial button. As it rings, I rub my tired eyes and contemplate the long drive home tomorrow morning. There's also the matter of the house on Willow Road. Regardless of my lack of success with Holly Carter, that house is still standing, and it's still a problem. Getting Holly to help was a long shot, but dealing with the situation without Holly's help is more than a long shot. It's a suicide mission. I don't know what to do next. I have no ideas, no plans. Nothing. 

"Did you get her?" asks a familiar voice suddenly, answering the call. 

"No," I say, unable to hide the frustration and tiredness in my voice. "Of course I didn't get her. You were right." 

"What happened?" 

"She had me thrown out." 

"Seriously?" There's a brief giggle on the other end of the line. "What did you say to her?" 

"Not much," I reply. "I told her who I am, and why I'm here, and then she just seemed to clam up. She barely let me explain, and then she called for security. Some asshole dragged me out of the building and told me he'd break my legs if I ever went back. I believe him. Short of camping outside her house, I don't think I can get to her." 

"I thought you were the diplomatic one," she says. 

"Thomas Jefferson himself couldn't have changed her mind," I reply bitterly. "Trust me, she's made of granite these days. There's no way she's gonna listen to us. I could just tell from the way she looked at me. It's time to come up with another plan." 

"No other plan. We either get her help, or the whole thing's off." 

"Don't be hasty," I reply. "Let's just think about this for a moment." 

"She'll change her mind." 

"You didn't see the look in her eyes just now," I say. 

"And you didn't see the look in her eyes fifteen years ago. Trust me, she'll change her mind. The more she kicks and screams right now, the more she'll swing the other way later, when she's realized what she needs to do." 

"I admire your optimism," I tell her. 

"You'll admire a lot more than that before this is over. Trust me, she'll come. She'll complain all the way, but she'll come." 

"And if she doesn't?" 

"She will. Simple as that. Remember, I know her better than you do. I know her better than anyone. Right now, she'll be sitting in her office, trying to ignore everything you told her, but it'll be slowly eating into her. She'll spend the whole afternoon wishing she could forget it, and then finally she'll decide that there's only one thing to do. She'll come and find you. She won't be able to leave it alone." 

"Well, I did my best," I reply. "I tried to explain it to her." 

"Don't worry about it. She was always going to be the hardest one to crack. Just come and meet us for a drink. I promise, she'll come and find you eventually." 

"Sure," I say with a sigh. "I guess even a failed mission needs a debrief, right?" 

Once the call is over, I pause to sit and take stock. It was probably extremely cruel of me to just go barging in and asking Holly Carter all those questions; after all, she's probably spent the past decade trying to forget what happened to her and piece together some kind of normal life. I'm certain that if I'd been in her position, I'd have tried to insulate myself from the real world and forget all about the house on Willow Road. Still, desperate times call for desperate measures, and contacting her was the only option left open to me. Without her, we might never be able to deal with the evil that still lives in that house. 

Elizabeth 

15 years ago 

"He's having dinner," Natalie says, sitting cross-legged on the floor and staring up at the ceiling. "Right on schedule." 

Above us, there are a few telltale creaks and groans from the floorboards, and occasionally there's the sound of him walking from one side of the kitchen to the other. I'm not certain, but I think I can even hear him groaning occasionally. I could be wrong, but sometimes I wonder if maybe his joints are getting stiff as he gets older. He seems to be putting more weight on his left leg. Not a lot, but enough for me to notice. I notice so many things about him. In some strange way, I feel I've come to know him rather well. 

"What do you think he's having?" Natalie asks. 

"Instead of listening to him prepare his food," I say, sliding a bowl of oatmeal over to her, "why don't you eat your own?" 

"I'm not hungry," she replies, still staring at the ceiling. 

"It'll go cold," I point out, "and then you'll complain." 

"I bet it's something amazing, like roast chicken with vegetables and sauce, and maybe a bottle of wine on the side." 

"Yes," I say ruefully, as I eat a spoonful of oatmeal. "Let's hope he's drinking. What could possibly go wrong?" 

"Is he on the phone?" she asks suddenly. 

Looking up, I realize there's a distant murmur. With the floorboards having been insulated with foam, it's impossible for us to make out the detail of any conversation that takes place up there, but it definitely sounds like he's talking to someone. I can't imagine why he'd call someone so late. He's always struck me as such a solitary, private man, and it's hard to believe that he might have friends. 

"Wait!" Natalie says excitedly, scurrying over to the wall and pressing her ear to the water pipes. 

"Natalie -" I start to say. 

"Quiet!" she hisses. "Sometimes the phone signal gets trapped in the metal and you can hear it." 

"What are you talking about?" 

"It does!" 

Sighing, I decide to focus on my oatmeal. Natalie's flights of fancy can take hours to work through her system, and she's able to work herself up into fits of incredible enthusiasm. Usually, these are followed by troughs of despair that can stretch out for days on end. Whatever happens, I'm guaranteed a tiring time as I try to deal with her mood swings. Sometimes I wonder if I'm having any luck at all with the girl's mind, or whether I'm merely delaying the inevitable mental collapse. I'm lucky that I've got the mental strength to deal with this situation, but Natalie seems much more fragile. I don't know if I can keep her safe forever. 

"Nothing so far," she says, with her ear still pressed against the pipes. "Must be atmospheric conditions." 

"Must be," I say, licking my bowl clean. I'm still hungry, but there won't be any more food for twenty-four hours. He likes to keep us lean down here. Over the years, I've worked hard to slow my metabolism, to the extent that I'm not nearly as thin as Natalie. Still, the pangs of hunger are hard to resist, and the only respite on the horizon is the meat that he usually throws down for us on Sundays. Even uncooked, it tastes like the greatest meal anyone could ever eat. Unfortunately, today is Monday, which means it's nothing but oatmeal and water for six solid days. We didn't get meat yesterday. I guess he forgot. 

"I suppose I should eat," Natalie says, hurrying back over to her bowl. "After all, I'm eating for two now." 

I don't bother arguing with her. Instead, I take my bowl over to the sink and start giving it a quick rinse. When Natalie gets an idea into her head, it's useless to try dissuading her. She thinks she's pregnant, and she won't admit she's not for a few more weeks, not until her next period is due, and then the whole cycle will begin again. There's something strange and creepy about her desire to be with child, as if she thinks the condition would confer some special status on her. The truth is, he rarely demands sex these days, and it's been a long time since anything happened that could get any of us pregnant. Sometimes, I wonder why he still keeps us down here at all. At least Natalie gets to go upstairs occasionally. It's been weeks since he showed any interest in me, and I can't help worrying that he just sees me as a kind of nanny to keep the younger ones in check. If that's the case, I'm not sure why he even bothers keeping me alive. 

"She moved!" Natalie shouts suddenly. 

Turning, I see that her eyes are fixed on the bag over by the steps, where the new girl is still in a heap. 

"I doubt it," I say after a moment. "She's so drugged up, she won't move for a while yet." 

"I'm telling you, she moved," Natalie says, shuffling closer to the bag and then, as if slightly scared, edging away again. "I saw movement. Just, like, her arm or something, but she definitely moved. I swear, keep watching, she'll do it again!" 

Sighing, I set my bowl on the drying rack before wandering over to the bag and looking down at the slit. I highly doubt that the girl moved, but I suppose anything's possible. Reaching down, I pull the edges of the slit open and look inside. As far as I can tell, the girl is still unconscious and hasn't moved an inch. Checking her pulse, I feel that her heartbeat is still strong, although it seems a little slow, as if she's still very much down for the count. I peer at her face, but she looks as peaceful and contented as ever, drifting through a drug-induced sleep. 

"She's not going to wake up for hours," I say, turning to Natalie and seeing the look of wide-eyed anticipation on her face. "Probably not until morning, although we should maybe keep a watch on her overnight." Pausing, I realize that there's no way I can leave Natalie up to keep a vigil. She'd spend the whole night imagining that the girl has moved, which means that I'm the one who's going to have to keep an eye on the girl, which in turn means that Natalie will probably stay up and ramble on and on. "We'll work that out later," I say after a moment. "Natalie, the best thing is just to let her sleep. She's got drugs in her system and she'll feel wretched enough when she wakes up, without us disturbing her early." 

"But -" 

"She's sleeping for a reason," I continue. "A very good reason. It's her body's reaction to the drugs he -" I pause, as I think back all those years to the night when I felt a needle slide into my arm. "Never mind," I say, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand, "but if we want to be nice to her, we should let her sleep. You want to be nice to her, don't you?" 

"Yes," Natalie says begrudgingly. 

"Then wait for her to wake up naturally. She'll be grateful, I promise." Closing the slit, I stare down at the crumpled heap on the floor. "Don't worry," I continue after a moment. "She's not going anywhere. Once she's awake, you'll have all the time in the world to talk to her and find out who she is. I'm sure you'll be very good friends. After a few years, you'll be as sick of her as you are of me." 

"You think?" Natalie asks, looking a little sad. 

"I do," I reply, smiling as I head back over to the sink. Natalie's not very tactful, and she tends to just say what she's thinking without having any kind of filter. I was raised a very different way, of course, but I've learned not to be offended by the things Natalie says. I'm quite certain that she'd miss me if I was suddenly taken away and killed. 

"I suppose he'll want her upstairs a lot," she continues. "Isn't that what happened with me? You said that he took me up there a lot at first, until he got bored of me." 

"That's right," I say, looking up at the little Perspex window at the top of the opposite wall. It's getting dark outside, and I can see a jet-liner high up in the sky. I can't help thinking of all those people, packing into their metal tube, unaware that they're flying over a place like this. "The first two weeks you were here," I continue, lost in thought for a moment, "you were upstairs almost every day. You just came down here to sleep, really, and you were always so tired. You were very different back then. I'm surprised you don't remember." 
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