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      A grand recital is coming. But will the instrument once again become the player’s demise?

      

      Raven Brown is ready to embrace the peace of Paradise. But when a fog floods the land and a witch cries for help, he discovers that cryptic notes delivered on a boarded-up music shop’s door tease long-held secrets. And now he believes the key to revealing a murky past lies in the forgotten truths of the last night a chosen person played.

      

      As Raven hunts for the meaning of the trapped spirit’s pleas, grim reckonings from history surface in startling fashion. And one final performance to perfect the refrain could spell the end of everything he holds dear.

      

      Can this weary traveler stop the song before the last doomed note?

      

      Hallow Halls is the chilling fifth book in The Keeper YA dark fantasy series. If you like edge-of-your-seat suspense, intricate musicality, and witchy wonders, then you’ll love C.M Neary’s twisted tale.

      

      Buy Hallow Halls to strum for eternity today!

      
        
        Click here for Hallow Halls

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      As I return to Black Path Valley, I wonder what is making my grandfather clock tick again? What is making that smell of copper from within its wooden structure? I have done nothing but listen to its ticking since being back here. It’s subtle; a gentle tick tock. I listen as I  stare at the Brown family portraits. A line of framed faces, gazing at me. Some familiar; some strangers. Some are too familiar.

      I returned from the Meadows a couple of days ago. Already I miss it. As I do JoJo, Baba, and more so Eli. I think about them in their new hiding place – Boreen Gardens. Are they still safe there? Are the Henrys still tormenting them? I am sure they will be. It seems like a safe street. One where no one cares for traitors of the king. So Sebastian has told us. I know Eli will head back to Halley Dickory’s home. Looking through her clippings, books, hoping to find more about the mother that gave up her time, to save the daughter she never saw grow up. The Selkie sea did not take Eli as they wanted. I’m glad my time worked for her. I know she will use it wisely.

      But even if she doesn’t, it won’t matter.

      

      Nothing has changed in me. If it has, I don’t feel it, not yet. How will my own time work for me now? I do not know. How much have I given away to save Eli?

      I will return soon to Paradise to feed the possessed clock in the Henrys’ home. Those enticing golden apples filled to the core with poison from the Selkie sea; keeping those creatures satisfied only for a while. They are bound to me like I am to them. I don’t mind. They may come in handy, and at least Jester Knight can no longer command anyone. The puppet master can no longer control time, like he wanted it to.

      Going on that journey with Eli has made me wonder more about my own family. I keep my mother’s diary inside my pocket, as I do her mirror. I know more about her even though I never meet her. Her diary gives me an insight to who she was when she walked the Meadows path. I feel close to her each time my mirror calls. Our instant connection is always there. The connection I have with my father is different. I realise, staring at his own possessions, there is little I know about him. He never spoke to me about anything, not even about his past. To me, my father didn’t have friends, just rich clients. Everything he had and worked for was to keep me alive until I needed to find my way back to the Meadows. I know he did it all for me. He is a piece of me I know little about. I want to go find out more, and with the patient next to me, I can.

      I sit on the broken chair by her side. The patient who has lived next door to me in room 669 since I’ve been stuck at White Strokes. I never thought much of the screaming patient. Neither did the nurses who snuck into her room at night. When she first called out to me, I had wondered if I should answer? I remained quiet for a time. But then something told me that even if she told someone that there was a supposedly dead boy stuck in the room beside her, would anyone believe her anyway? The insane woman who screams in the night because she’s seeing things?

      

      I’m glad I answered back. It surprised me to know who it was who lived next to me. She is a girl I had once known as a child. My father employed Mary Ann May a long time ago. As a sick child, she was kind to me. She read stories to me . Talked to me when no one else would on lonely days and nights. She gave me many happy memories as a boy. Even if she wasn’t employed by us for long.

      “It is good to see you, Mary Ann. It has been a while.”

      “Please, can me Ann? I don’t like been called Mary.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ve heard the nurses speak about the Browns before. They said Dr Brown was dead. So was his son?” she says, surprised.

      “I am,” I say with a smile. “Supposedly.”

      I know she is only in her early years of life. She was my first crush. Maybe even my first love as a young boy of ten. But she has aged more than she should have. Her grey hair, the bags under her eyes. She is not the fun-loving girl I once remembered. Her long golden hair with that hint of red in its strands is gone. The cute freckles on her nose and the dimples faded. She has become a fragile girl. Broken and missing pieces of herself.

      “Mary Ann, what are you doing here?”

      “Please, it’s Ann,” she says quickly as if afraid someone will hear. “The other patient here is called by that name.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “I’m insane, Raven. Haven’t you noticed what this place is?”

      “Yes. How long have you been here?”

      Mary Ann doesn’t answer. She is trembling; her fingers fidgeting on her lilac cardigan. She is pulling at the strings that have come loose around one of her buttons. She stares at the door, then turns away.

      “Sorry, Ann.”

      “It is alright, Raven, not your fault,” she says. “I’m not sure how long.”

      “Your turnip carvings, Ann?” I ask, changing the subject as quickly as I can. “What are they?”

      “They are for the Souling Night. You hang them in your room to help light the way for the dead that will walk among us for one night only. Didn’t you ever do it as a boy?”

      “No, I didn’t,” I say as I pick up a carved turnip. “My father never allowed it. He hated Souling Night.”

      I look at Ann’s carved turnip; the knife imprints still visible. The edges are not in line. Most have been cut badly. Yet, it is clearly a face. A strange-looking face with a candle inside it. Her entire room’s decorated with them. They line the walls, the floors, even the tables with the dolls beside them. I pick one up. I remember them at school. The Corn Husk dolls we made to pass the time. This one’s been given a frightening face.

      “Hanging them keeps the evil spirits away.”

      “What evil spirts are you trying to keep away?”

      “All of them,” says Ann.

      We can hear the footsteps of the nurses walking up the hallway. It startles her.

      “Yes, you better go, Raven. Someone is coming.”

      

      I crawl back into the vent. Ann closes it behind me as two nurses enter her room. I can no longer hear anything. Only my grandfather clock and the rattling heater.

      My father's chair is where I sit. I listen to the clock. The Corn Husk doll is still in my hand. It feels the way I remember them to feel. The only pastime my father and I had together. Making the dolls for Souling Night. With them hanging around our home, the evil spirits could never enter.

      “Hello, Annabel,” I say, watching her as she sits on the clock. My own cursed doll that has been by my side since she came to me in the Hanging Doll mirror. My comfort, my ally.

      

      There is a noise. A creaking noise, then a shudder. It’s the clock. The door to the grandfather clock has fallen open; something has fallen out. There is a metal box on the ground. I get up from my chair. My Annabel has found her way beside it. I pick her up. The beaming red from the sky outside shines down upon us. The Makers are close by.

      “What are you showing me?” I say to Annabel.

      I’m cautious, feeling warmer than I usually feel in this room. A heat is coming from the clock that always feels cold. I reach down to pick up the box. As I open it, I see a homemade mask inside. A frightening thing. The material feels gritty and warm as another Corn Husk doll lies beside it.

      “Strange,” I say as I place it back and pick up the letters that have also spilled out.

      All bungled together, tied in a rope, are letters addressed to my father. They are letters from the same person, and the same address:

      

      
        
        Cooke R

        White Stokes Asylum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Cooke

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Jonathon,

      I was glad to have received your letter. I thought no one would want to speak with me. Not when I entered this place. To have you still as my friend, is a great comfort to me in here, Jonathon. To know that I’m not as alone as I feel here.

      White Strokes had always been a place that scared us as children. I’m sure you remember the stories told to us as we sat by the fire. It was a way to keep us from getting into too much trouble together. We were always up to mischief. It worked for a while; us hiding under our bed covers, hoping they wouldn’t take us away in the dead of night for being bold. Now here I am. Still hiding under the bedcovers.

      I’ve been here in White Strokes for over a month now. The place isn’t as bad as the stories told us it was. There are no ghoulish creatures stalking the halls at night as the  patients scream in terror. No masked creatures waiting for our souls to feed its own on. The only monsters here are the doctors and nurses who prowl the halls, wanting their next patients. They can be cruel in their treatments that supposedly help us be cured. I’m not sure if I ever can be. No one talks to me, or comes as I scream in the night from the terrors I see. I’m here only to be no longer visible on Black Path Valley’s streets.

      It's true that I should be here. That what I saw wasn’t real. That all of it was just a figment of my imagination as a young boy. But then I think back about that night. I remember you saw it too and then I wonder about it again. My memory of it, and what others believe happened? What I know happened?

      I came to terms with being alone here. To have no one to talk to but my shadow on the wall as the candles burn. I’m glad you haven’t forgotten about me, or my birthday. I guess us sharing the same day has helped you remember. But I don’t think they know how to help me in here, Jonathon. They are confused by what I see in the mirrors. I know they don’t believe me when I tell them what stares back at me. Why would they? No one sees a masked creature in their reflections. They don’t see burning eyes staring back at them, wanting to be fed by my fear. Do they?

      Cooke

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Albert

          

        

      

    

    
      The townspeople didn’t believe me when I told them about the night my dead nephew came knocking on my door.

      “Impossible, he is dead,” laughed the punters at the Cove pub.

      “How could a boy be capable of such a thing?” said another.

      Yet they couldn’t explain the dog scratches on my face. The paw prints that were on my stairs leading up to the attic. They laughed and said I was crazy. I must have drunk too much of the good stuff. The fright of seeing my dead wife distorted my vision. But I remember clearly what I saw that night. I know who stood in my kitchen as my dead wife laid in our marital bed. I know it was not my wife who did that to me in our house. Leaving me with scars and terrible memories. She would never do such a thing. Not to her beloved husband, who she adored. It was him who tore my face apart. My nephew, the devil of a creature, taking her form to torment me.

      

      Raven Brown was always a strange Brown. If I could call him that. He was never good for anything, that boy. His father was the same. A joke of a Brown. Always giving to the greedy poor who offered nothing in return. He had more money than sense that cousin of mine. All he did was spend it on that child of his. What a waste. I resented it every month paying rent for my shop and home, in order to keep that boy alive. I wasn’t sad to hear about their disappearance. In fact, I was excited to declare them both dead. Even without their bodies, I gave them their ultimate resting place in the Brown patch graveyard. I did them a service. Yet, here I sit in Mr Haas’s office listening to him speak words I wasn’t expecting him to say.

      “I gave all proceeds and possessions to White Strokes Asylum.”

      Mr Haas doesn’t look at me. He has a stutter. My cousin, Jonathan Brown, and his Last Will and Testament are not what I expected. The Brown inheritance will not return to me, the rightful owner of the fortune.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I snap.

      “Albert Brown, I’m afraid that everything Dr Jonathan Brown owned is being given to White Strokes Asylum.”

      “I get nothing?”

      “Nothing,” says Mr Haas, lifting his glasses higher onto his pointy nose.

      “Then who gets the house, the insurance?”

      “Like I said, he left everything to White Strokes Asylum.”

      “That mental home?”

      Mr Haas nods. I’m more than angry. Hearing those words makes me want to whack Haas in the face. But I hold firm. Even if my fists don’t. I’m standing. My fists on the table, holding me up and close to Mr Haas himself. My breath fogs his glasses. I’m furious. More than furious, I feel a certain type of rage that I haven’t felt in a long while.

      “But if what you’re saying is right and the Brown Boy, your nephew, is still alive, then of course it all goes back to him.”

      “At least my home and shop are mine, ain’t they?”

      “Well, no.”

      I stare at Mr Haas. He looks frightened. So he should be. He scratches his head; where his hair flops to one side; and looks down at two pieces of paper with the signature of Jonathan Brown at the bottom. I wasn’t expecting to hear that I’ve received nothing. Not even the place I have called home for over thirty years. The place that Dr Brown senior bought for me, and should rightfully be mine.

      “Dr Brown left everything to White Strokes Asylum. Even the shop, and your house.”

      “My house? My butcher shop?”

      “Yes, well, Dr Brown did own them. You paid rent, little rent, but the new owner will gets that rent payment now, and since you haven’t paid rent since Dr Brown’s passing you will owe them backpay.”

      I’m no longer furious, I’m shocked. That asylum with those mad folks owning everything? How dare they? After all I’ve done for them. It is me who gives them half off the price for unsold meat in the barrel. I could easily throw it in the bin, give it to my pigs or feed it to my wife, God rest her soul. No, my generosity means nothing to them.

      As I leave the office, I slap the door hard. I walk the path, thumping the shoulders of the townspeople that get in my way. There are too many of them lingering on these streets. Pinning up their carved turnips on their front door. Burning their sage, cleansing the air for what is coming in the next few days. Fools. Thinking their little Corn dolls will protect them. There should be no celebrations in this town. Not when I have suffered such injustice.

      

      I don’t care about no Will of Jonathan Brown. Nothing will stop me walking back to my house, because that is what it is, my house. But first I need a drink. A large one for my injustice. I’ve spent years with that Dr Brown, listening to his rubbish. All he had to do was give what they owed to me. My shop and home were mine and have been mine since his father gave them to me. If he was still here. His son's behaviour would appal him. It isn’t fair. Why shouldn’t I have it? It all should be mine. It will be mine soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Raven

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never known of my father even having a friend. I’ve never heard him mention the name Cooke. He is someone who only exists in the many letters he wrote to my father, that are now in my possession. I’m curious about him. The boy who shared the same birthday as my father. What sent Cooke here to White Strokes? Where is he now and what did he see in his reflection?

      

      I listen to Ann in her room. She screamed all night last night again. Not saying any words, just loud screeches of terror. From my bed, I felt her fear, her anguish. A sort of terror that she cannot escape from. I feel pity for her. I hope that whatever tortures her mind will go away. Annabel and I are close to one another. It seems she doesn’t want to leave my side and hasn’t done since she appeared at the clock. No matter where I move her, she always returns to the same spot. Sitting on the clock, facing the portrait of the Browns. My father looks young. A boy of barely sixteen. His hair is long, his shoulders broad. A tall man standing by the grandfather that I never knew. On the other of them is an empty window. A picture of a field and a blank wall.

      “Raven?” she calls me from her room.

      I hear her get out of her bed. The clinking and clunking of the vent finally stops as it comes apart; the light of her room shines in. I squeeze myself inside. Ann is pacing in her room. She fidgets with her cardigan again, pulling at the string upon the sleeve that has gotten smaller. She is whispering to herself.

      “Ann, are you okay?”

      “I’m not mad.”

      “I know.”

      Ann fake smiles at me. She wants to believe me. So do I.

      “Take it away?”

      “Take what away?”

      She points at a mirror in the corner. It is beside a sponge and bowl of hot water the nurses have placed there.

      “I hate mirrors, I hate my reflection.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that is when I see it.”

      “See what?”

      I watch Ann pace around her room again. She doesn’t turn to me. She doesn’t want to. If she does, she would face me, and the mirror. Maybe she is mad. Or maybe she can see what I see in my reflections.

      “What do you see?”

      “I see a frightening creature.”

      “What creature? What does it look like?”

      Ann stands away from me. I take my steps towards the mirror and look inside it. I see nothing but me and Ann in the room.

      “I cannot see anything, Ann.”
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