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   CHAPTER ONE

   

   

   

   

   October 30th. Present Day.

   

   “Tell me more about Mary Blake.”

   Casey Brown stared up at Dr Everett’s whitewashed ceiling. You’d think he’d nail a picture to the ceiling or something she thought, like at the dentists. She didn’t get the whole, lying on your back thing and itched to sit up. She sighed deeply, doing her best to resign herself to her fate for the next hour. She was paying good money for Dr Everett’s services after all.

   “What do you want to know?”

   “Whatever you want to tell me.”

   Really? And I’m paying you an hourly rate that pretty much equals my weekly shopping bill to hear that? she thought.

   “I’ve never talked about what happened, not to anybody. I don’t think I’m even capable of talking about it. I’m not sure I can even remember that night, not really. It’s like, my mind shuts down when I get too close to remembering the full details of what happened.”

   “That’s OK, there’s no rush. Just talk to me Casey. Tell me something about your time at college. What role did Mary Blake play in your life?”

   Casey cast her mind back to the events of fifteen years ago, when she was just eighteen years old and filled with so much hope for her future.

    Once she started speaking, she couldn’t stop. Words and memories flowed. She closed her eyes and it was like she was actually there, reliving the whole thing all over again.

   

   

   October 31st  1999

   

   “You still on for tonight?”

   “Sure,” Casey replied, doing her best to sound cool when inside she was deeply apprehensive. 

   The last lesson of the morning had finished and the corridor was stuffed full of high spirited college students who flowed past the stationary couple like a stream around a rock. 

   Jack grinned at her and she melted.  With trembling fingers she shoved her text books and folder into her locker.

   “Great babe, it’s gonna be a blast.”

   “Yeah. A blast.”

   “Hey, what’s up? You do want to come don’t you?”

   Bugger, she thought. She really didn’t want Jack to know she was nervous. They had only been dating a week and she so wanted to impress him with her fearless nature. It was way too soon in their relationship to reveal herself as a wimp.

   “Yes, of course I want to come. It’s just, oh, I don’t know, the thought of what Doug and Angel might have planned for Halloween night.”

   “You know what they’ve planned. The four of us are just going to meet up and swap spooky stories by candlelight.”

   “Yeah, in a derelict house that’s supposed to be haunted. Are you sure that’s all they’ve got planned? Because I’m really not into practical jokes.”

   “Relax babe, it’s just gonna be a bit of harmless fun.”

   He turned that one hundred megawatt grin on again and her stomach twisted into knots.

   Jack Durrant had a serious bad boy reputation. At eighteen he was the same age as her, but in many ways he seemed so much older. Maybe it was a combination of his impressive height, his swagger and his pumped body. 

   He was also incredibly handsome. He had the face of a blonde angel with a smile of the Devil himself. Girls loved him, he could take his pick, just like his best mate Doug.

   So what the hell is he doing with me then?

   She pushed aside the paranoid thought. It wasn’t as if she was a slouch in the looks department either. OK, so she wasn’t in Jack’s league, but she was blonde, blue eyed and slim. She wasn’t exactly one of the popular girls, her natural shyness and sweet, hesitant nature prevented her from entering the higher cliques. But neither was she unpopular, the few friends she did have she was close to and she had never been bullied.

   “Yeah, you’re right,” she said with more conviction than she felt. “It’ll be fun. Do you want me to bring anything?”

   Jack was prevented from answering when a guy even wider and taller than him came up behind and grabbed him in a headlock. 

   “Get off me you wanker,” Jack said laughing.

   Doug laughed heartily and Casey grew uncomfortable, just like she always did around Doug. Doug was just too much. Too good looking. Too loud. A person might describe him as high spirited, or a prankster. The life and soul of every party and the most popular guy in college.

   Casey just thought he was a bully.

   “You guys still on for tonight?” he asked, slapping Jack hard on the back.

   “You bet your ass we are,” Jack replied.

   Doug looked closely at her and she squirmed a little. She hated the way he looked at her. She always felt like he was sizing her up, checking her over for physical defects or any weakness he could take the piss out of. Up until a week ago he hadn’t even known of her existence, she so had not been on Douglas Gregory’s radar. Which had suited her just fine, other weaker individuals bore the brunt of his ‘humour’.

   But Doug was the price she was willing to pay to have Jack as a boyfriend.

   “Ah, here comes the better half,” Doug said, turning his attention to Angela Lee, the gorgeous girl who was fast approaching.

   Doug pulled the beautiful dark haired girl into his arms and kissed her hard on the mouth. Casey couldn’t help but admire how amazingly handsome they looked together. Everywhere they went, including now, people openly stared. Doug and Angel both possessed the same dark hair and model good looks, they looked like they had just jumped out of an airbrushed photo from some fashion magazine. 

   Angel broke off the lingering kiss to speak.

   “Hey guys, what’s happening?”

   Although the question was blatantly directed at Jack and not at her.

   “Not much, just talking about tonight,” Jack replied.

   Angel smiled, revealing perfect little white teeth. ”Oh, yeah, it’s gonna be so much fun, I am so…”

   Her voice trailed off when the commotion at the end of the corridor caught her attention and she realised no one was listening to her.

   A small crowd had gathered and they were laughing at something.

   “What the hell’s going on down there?” Jack asked.

   Not one to miss out on the latest drama, and probably hoping to become the centre of it, Doug was over like a shot.

   The group of students parted respectfully when he approached; Doug was top dog and everyone knew it.

   Jack grabbed hold of her hand and pulled her in the direction of the ruckus. Whatever it was that was happening, it smacked of bullying. The crowd jeered and Casey wanted no part of it. Despite this, she passively let Jack drag her along behind him. Angel was already ahead of them.

   Mary Blake was at the centre of it. No surprises there. That girl attracted trouble as surely as if she had ‘bully me’ tattooed on her forehead. Casey always felt sorry for her.

   But to her shame, not sorry enough to ever do anything about it. There was something odd about Mary Blake that Casey could never quite put her finger on. It wasn’t that the girl was a goth, although that certainly didn’t help. Mary just made her feel inexplicably uneasy, hence she always gave her a wide berth.

   A stunning blonde girl Casey recognised from the higher echelons of Angel’s little clique had Mary pinned to the wall by her neck. The girl whose name was Jess was screaming in Mary’s face.

   “Who the fuck do you think you are, you skank? I’ll teach you to come on to my boyfriend.”

   Mary looked defeated and utterly pathetic. Her eyes were red raw from crying and she appeared too scared to even put up a fight. Casey thought goths were supposed to be hard cases. Well, it seemed that nothing could be further from the truth in Mary’s case.

   “Teach the bitch a lesson,” came a male voice form the crowd.

   The suggestion was met by a few more heartfelt jeers as well as a smattering of uneasy laughter.

   Without warning the girl slapped Mary across the face, then viciously yanked down the black silk blouse Mary wore knotted at her slim waist.

   She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her small, milky white breasts were exposed to the pack of onlookers. Her nipples were cherry red and hard.

   Someone let out a wolf whistle and Casey’s cheeks burnt in shame on behalf of the wretched girl. For pity’s sake do something, she thought. You have to help her.

   But she couldn’t move. She didn’t want to become the next victim. 

   She looked imploringly up at Jack who was watching the spectacle with his mouth hanging open.

   And he sure as hell wasn’t looking at Mary’s face.

   Bastard, Casey thought. But the stab of jealousy was immediately replaced by total disbelief.

   She truly didn’t believe what she was seeing. Doug was actually helping Mary. The concept was ludicrous, but there it was, happening before her very eyes. Doug bodily placed himself between the two girls. Mary was quietly sobbing, one hand cupping her reddened cheek, the other holding together the edges of her torn blouse.

   Jess was scratching and clawing at Doug like a hellcat trying to get to her prey.

   Then came the second big surprise; Angel was helping Mary, too. She grabbed hold of Jess and between them Doug and Angel restrained the girl, each holding an arm.

   “OK, OK,” Jess proclaimed, completely relaxing in their grip. “I give, let me go.”

   “You sure?” Angel pressed.

   “Yes! Jesus, the skanky slag isn’t worth it.”

   They let her go.

   “Don’t talk about her like that, it’s not nice. Are you alright, Mary?”

   Casey simply could not believe what she was hearing. She watched flabbergasted as Angel placed a gentle hand on Mary’s shoulder. Mary didn’t look like she believed what was happening either. She eyed Angel warily, looking every inch the scared animal backed into the corner.

   “Hey, what are you fuckers gawping at?” Doug barked at the crowd. “Vamoosh!”

   The students slunk away, the morning’s entertainment obviously over.

   “Don’t think I’m done with you, Jess,” Angel said to the girl’s departing back. “I’ll deal with you later.”

   Casey and Jack stayed where they were.

   “Why are you being nice?” Mary asked.

   Good question, Casey thought.

   Angel shrugged and smiled sweetly. “Can’t I do something good for a change? Let’s just say I’ve seen the error of my ways.”

   “Yeah,” Doug added. “We’ve decided to use our power for good instead of evil.”

   “Your shirt is ruined, I’ve got a spare top in my bag you can borrow. It’s not black I’m afraid, but it’s better than nothing.”

   Angel put her arm around Mary’s thin shoulders and led her in the direction of the ladies.

   The whole scene was preposterous.

   “We’ll be in the canteen when you’re done,” Doug called after them.

   Doug and Jack exchanged a fleeting look, but just as quickly it was gone again. Casey didn’t know what the hell was going on but suddenly she felt angry at Jack. 

   “I’ve got somewhere I need to be,” she said.

   “Where?” Jack called after her. “Come back.”

   She ignored him and walked away.

   

   

   “If only I had stayed away from him. If only I hadn’t let Jack sweet talk me round, then I sure as hell wouldn’t be lying on a shrink’s couch now.”

   She fell silent. She hadn’t let herself think about that day for fifteen years and she was surprised by how vivid the memories were. Reliving it all was the mental equivalent of a punch in the guts.

   “But you are here Casey, lying on my couch,” Dr Everett said, sensing she had run out of steam. “You are here because of that very regret festering away inside of you. You need to come to terms with what happened that night, and then you will be able to forgive yourself. Do you consider yourself to be bad person Casey?”

   “No.”

   “Of course you don’t. When our actions are incongruous with the perception we have of ourselves, that’s when we, to use a layman’s term, beat ourselves up. This is where I come in, I will help you find peace.”

   “I hope so.”

   “And I know so. Do you feel able to continue with your story?”

   Casey let out a shaky breath. “I guess.”

   “Good. It needs to be told. In your own time, Casey.”

   “Well, Jack found me a few hours later after I had stropped off. We made up. He said all the right stuff, you know? He said he knew Doug and Angel could be jerks but he really believed they were trying to be nice, atoning for past sins and all that. He told me that Doug wasn’t all bad, deep down. Jack and Doug had been friends since they were seven years old and he claimed Doug had a sweet side he kept hidden. Very hidden, I said.”

   She fell silent once more.

   “You see, you weren’t to know what the three of them had planned. This wasn’t your fault, Casey.”

   “I only heard what I wanted to hear, saw what I wanted to see. A while after me and Jack had kissed and made up and I was on my way home, I saw Angel and Jess huddled together by the school gates. They didn’t see me. They were laughing and were the best of friends. I ignored my suspicions. I later found out that Jess was in on it too. They had paid her to pick on Mary so Angel and Doug could swoop in and ‘save’ her. It was all part of their master plan.”

   “I want you to tell me what happened the night Mary disappeared.”

   Disappeared. That’s what she had told him in their initial phone consultation. He had asked, what specifically did she want to talk about. And she had replied, ‘ the night Mary disappeared’. She took a deep breath, unsure of where the truth might take her.

   Like perhaps a prison cell.

   “What if I were to tell you that she didn’t disappear?”

   “You may tell me whatever you wish. So long as it is the truth.”

   “No, you don’t understand. What if I were to tell you that something happened to her. Something bad.”

   “You mean like murder?” he asked calmly, as if she had said nothing more outrageous than it was raining today.

   “What if that was really the case?” she whispered, her heart hammering.

   “If you murder someone, and then tell me about it, I believe that I cannot break your confidentiality. You need to understand that. I would have a lot of questions for you. We would talk about what you did, and how you want to move forward in making the right choices. I would not be able to turn you in to the authorities. If, however, you are planning on committing a murder, or I consider you to be a danger to yourself or to others, then I would act. But that is the only time.”

   Casey wasn’t sure she believed him. And she found she no longer cared. Fifteen years was a long time to carry this burden alone. If he saw fit to take it to the police, then so be it. At least then it would finally be over. 

   “I’ve never spoken about it before, I never even think about it. But I have nightmares. And lately they’ve been getting worse. It’s like it gets harder to deal with the more time has passed. I thought things were supposed to get with easier with time.”

   “That all depends. Buried trauma gets worse in time, not better, it will eat away at you like a sickness. Nightmares are the mind’s way of dealing with past trauma. Only when you confront that trauma will your nightmares cease and you will be on the path to freedom.  You have to trust me on this. Talk to me Casey. Tell me about your nightmares.”

   Casey squirmed in discomfort on the couch. Oh come on, she thought. This is why you’re here isn’t it? To talk about it? So get on with it.

   “It always starts off the same,” she said in a small voice. “I’m dreaming but I don’t know I’m dreaming. It’s the dead of night and I get up to go to the bathroom. The bathroom light is on and the door is shut, the light is seeping out around the closed door. But I’m sure I turned it off before I went to bed. The air feels cold, much colder than when I first went to bed. Everything looks the same, but at the same time, it’s different. I can’t explain it, but I feel scared, threatened, and I don’t know why. I enter the bathroom, urinate, wash my hands, and stare at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. I look tired and pale, there are bags under my eyes. A movement in the mirror behind me catches my eye and I spin round, but there is nothing there. Now I’m really scared, I feel like I’m being watched.”

   I tell myself I’m being stupid, that I’m letting my imagination and flights of fancy take over. But at the same time I’m thinking this, I began to chant those words…”

   “Go on.”

   Casey steeled herself to continue. “I don’t want to say them, but it’s like I have no control over what is coming out my mouth. So just like that famous urban legend goes, I say ‘Bloody Mary’ five times into the mirror, all the while staring at the crazy eyes of my reflection. I look mad, I barely recognise myself. My pupils have dilated so much my eyes are black and the blood has drained from my face. I look like a ghost.”

   “What happens next?” the psychiatrist prompted when she fell silent.

   “She appears behind my right shoulder. She looks young, the same age as when she died. She’s wearing the same black clothes too. Her skin is pure white, her eyes are rimmed black and purple, like a mix of bruising and smudged makeup. She smiles at me and black blood spills out of her mouth. That’s when my paralysis breaks and I scream. But I don’t scream for long; she’s holding a knife and she reaches round and slits my throat. At the moment the knife slices through my jugular and my blood sprays the mirror in a hard jet, I wake up and sit bolt upright in bed. Except I haven’t really woken up. I go to the bathroom and the entire thing happens all over again. I lose count of the amount of times the dream repeats itself in one night. The only way I know I’m awake is when I sit up in bed and I’m completely bloody terrified. Because when I’m in the nightmare I have this horrible sense of foreboding, like really strong déjà vu. I know something terrible is going to happen but I don’t know what.”

   “False awakening dreams are quite common in persons suffering from PTSD, or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. It is just your subconscious sorting through problems you haven’t solved yet. Like I say, solve the problem and they will stop. Do you see Mary Blake in your waking life?”

   ”What? No! Christ, I’m not crazy.”

   “I didn’t say you were. False awakening dreams of severity such as yours are sometimes accompanied by something called micro-sleeps, whereby the primary delusionary experience intrudes into waking consciousness. In other words, hallucinations occur. The subject is in a state of hyper-arousal and dreams and reality can become blurred. But I can certainly help you before things might progress to that stage.”

   “How?”

   “The only true fix is to help you completely come to terms with Mary’s untimely demise. But there are still a few cheap tricks we can perform to help control the nightmares in the meantime. For example, I can teach you relaxation techniques and imagery exercises. A common but effective method is to run through the events of the nightmare in your mind before you go to sleep, but to alter a small aspect of the dream. Like you simply do not get out of bed and you roll over and go back to sleep. Or instead of going to the bathroom you go downstairs and pour yourself a glass of juice. This should have the effect of acting as a pre-rehearsal cue in order to remind you that you are dreaming and you should remember to carry out your new task when you are actually in the nightmare.”

   “And that really works?”

   “I’ve had patients report success with this method. Try it tonight, just before you go to sleep.”

   “I’ll try,” she said doubtfully.

   “I think we’re pretty much nearing the end of our session today Casey. We have already opened up a lot of old hurts and I’ve pushed you plenty hard enough so early on in our professional relationship. But there is one thing that I strongly suggest you do. As painful as it may be for you, I advise that you should seek out the others from that night.”

   Casey’s blood ran cold. “You can’t be serious.”

   “Oh, but I am. Deadly so. You need closure, and that is the only way you’re going to get it. Confront and conquer Casey.”

   “But I haven’t told you what they did yet. They’re not people. They’re monsters.”

   “In our next session we’ll talk about that night. And then you can think about contacting them. Face the monsters and slay the monsters.” He smiled. “Metaphorically speaking, of course.”

   And so ended Casey’s first session with Dr Everett.

   






   

   

   

   

   CHAPTER TWO

   

   

   

   

   

   

   That evening Casey was curled up on her sofa in her dressing gown with her laptop balanced on her knees. 

   Find the others, Dr Everett’s voice echoed in her mind. Face the monsters and slay the monsters. Just the thought of speaking to them again was sickening. She couldn’t do it, she just couldn’t. With a shaking hand she reached out for the glass of red on the coffee table.

   Yet she so wanted the nightmares to stop, she would surely go insane from sleep deprivation if they didn’t.

   She stared at the search bar on facebook, her fingers hovering over the keys. Facebook seemed as good a place as any to start, the world and his oyster was usually on it. Who first, she wondered. Angel, Doug or Jack? Her heart fluttered a little when she thought of Jack, a hangover from her schoolgirl crush. He was surely the most human of the three. Not that that was saying much. And they had been close, once upon a time, no matter how fleetingly.

   She was trembling so much she was barely able to tap in ‘Jack Durrant’ into the search engine.

   It threw up fifteen exact matches. She scrolled down them with a wildly beating heart. 

   Her Jack was third from the bottom and she let out an involuntary little gasp. The thumbnail picture showed a clear headshot of a smiling blonde man. The hairline had receded and laughter lines fanned out from those pale blue eyes, but there was no mistaking him. Bloody facebook, she thought. It was too easy to find people, she had half hoped he wouldn’t be on it, then at least she could have told Dr Everett she had tried. 

   She slammed down the lid. She couldn’t do it.

   

   It was lonely in Casey’s bed. The space her husband used to occupy next to her was a yawning chasm she still dare not cross, even though it had been empty for over a year now. She didn’t miss him as such, but a warm, comforting body with her in bed right about now would be good.

   She thought back to Dr Everett’s advice on controlling her nightmares. What had he called it? Imagery exercises. She got comfortable in the bed, leaving the bedside light on and closed her eyes.

   She pictured the events of the nightmare in her head. Waking up. Needing to urinate. But no, she would not leave the sleepy warmth of her bed, she would cross her legs until morning. She would simply roll over and go back to sleep …

   

   Casey sat bolt upright with a start. The bedside light was on. I don’t remember falling asleep, she thought. Then, Christ, I really need a piss.

   She was gripped by a strong sense of déjà vu. Her head was groggy with sleep and without really understanding why, she didn’t get up for the bathroom.

   I can hold it ‘til morning.

   She left the bedside light on; it was strangely comforting, and rolled over so she was facing the side of the bed her husband used to fill.

   Was still filling.

   But my husband left me.

   The figure rose stiffly until it was sitting upright in the bed.

   Mary Blake stared down at her with her black smudged eyes; eyes that spoke of untold terror and hatred. The nightmare figure opened her mouth and congealed black blood oozed out.

   In one deft movement Mary Blake straddled Casey’s ribcage. 

   “I’m getting stronger, Casey.”

   Mary’s voice was cracked and distorted, like it was coming from very far away.

   Before Casey had a chance to even so much as struggle, the knife came flashing down, slicing through her jugular and that unspeakable face dimmed to black.

   Casey sat bolt upright in the bed, deeply uneasy but not knowing why. 

   I really need to piss, she thought. Oh well, it can wait ‘til morning…

   She fluffed up her pillow and turned over…

   

   Casey sat bolt upright in bed, clutching her neck in terror. 

   She was drenched in sweat and shivering violently as if the throes of a temperature. 

   The digital alarm clock blinked 5:13. It was still dark outside. 

   “Fuck it,” Casey muttered, swinging her legs out of the bed.

   There was no way she could sleep now. 

   Once in the kitchen she turned on the boiler and switched on the kettle. So much for Dr Everett’s stupid imagery exercises. Now that she was no longer in the grip of the nightmares, she could remember each and every one as clear as day.

   She sighed deeply. In three hours’ time she would be at work and she wondered how the hell she was going to get through the day. She thought about phoning in sick, then decided against it. Because she wasn’t sick, and she’d be damned if she was going to act like she was. Besides, she had an appointment with Dr Everett after work. Maybe he would be able to shed some more light onto her troubled psyche. 

   And this time she was prepared to go all the way with Dr Everett. She planned to tell him everything.

   Two and a half troubled hours later Casey shut the front door behind her. It was an unseasonably cold morning and she drew her grey duffel coat more tightly around herself. Her sensible court shoes click clacked on the pavement and she buried her chin in her coat and ploughed forward, lost in her own little world. 

   She always walked the mile and a half to work, come rain or shine. It helped to keep her figure in check and clear her head of a morning. It also beat being stuck in the London traffic and walking was invariably quicker. 

   It had begun to rain. She swore under her breath and edged closer to the shops lining Whitechapel’s broad pavement to avoid the back spray from the thick traffic.

   She fumbled in her shoulder bag for her umbrella, her steps slowing. 

   A female figure stepped out of the alleyway sandwiched between a newsagents and a launderette.

   Casey paid her little heed. 

   That was until the woman blocked her path. She was attractive and slim with long black hair. There was also something horribly familiar about her.

   Casey’s blood froze in her veins.

   She looks like Mary Blake.

   “Am I beautiful?”

   Casey heard the words well enough, but they didn’t really sink in. The woman was wearing a long black coat with a bright red scarf wrapped around the lower half of her face, obscuring her chin and mouth.

   “Excuse me?” Casey asked.

   “Am I beautiful?”

   Confusion gave way to fear and a slow chill seeped through her body. Somehow, this all seemed horribly familiar.

   The woman pulled down the scarf, revealing her mouth. 

   Casey gasped and swayed on her feet, the world having taken on a grainy black and white quality that threatened to send her swooning to the pavement.

   Both corners of the woman’s mouth had been slit from ear to ear. The wounds had since healed into lumpy and raised jagged red scars but her face gaped open.

   “Am I beautiful?” she asked once more.

   Casey watched in mute horror as the woman reached inside her long coat and pulled out what looked like a hefty pair of garden shears.

   Her paralysis broke and she cried out, half stumbling, half running from the nightmare figure. 

   She turned around and the woman had gone. Casey hunched over her knees, trying to catch her breath as she surveyed the street but the woman was nowhere to be seen. 

   On shaking legs she continued her walk to work. Half of her wanted to run for home, but right then she was too scared to be alone. What if she was losing her mind? The last thing she wanted was to ponder on that terrifying thought in her own company. A busy day at work might just prevent her from dwelling on such terrors. She would save them all for Dr Everett later.

   

   The lessons of the morning passed without incident. Casey taught GCSE English at an all girls’ grammar school in Aldgate, aptly named, ‘Aldgate Grammar School  For Girls’.

   By the time the lunch bell rang, Casey was feeling almost normal again. It had helped immersing herself in Orwell’s classic, ‘1984’ and she was pleased with the progress in understanding the girls in her class had made. 

   “Single file!” Casey yelled at the hungry surge of adolescents making for the door. 

   They largely ignored her but Casey didn’t mind, she welcomed the normality of it.

   Casey was left alone in the classroom and she sat at her desk with her head in her hands, tears pricking the back of her eyes. 

   Maybe she was going mad. There was no way on God’s earth that woman had been flesh and blood; she was a manifestation of her fevered imagination. Didn’t Dr Everett say that hallucinations were a common side effect of her false awakening dreams? But if she told him about the woman, would he think she was crazy? And more importantly, did he have the power to commit her to a loony bin if he deemed her mentally unfit?

   Casey knew exactly what that woman was. She was nothing more than an urban legend conjured up from the darkest depths of her troubled psyche, just one of many such legends they had touched on that fateful night fifteen years ago. The woman in question was the Slit-Mouth Woman, the one who would accost you in the street and ask; ‘am I beautiful?’ If you answered no, she stabbed you with the scissors, if you answered yes, she cut open your face to match hers. The correct answer should be a noncommittal one, after which you would run like hell.

   She sighed deeply. These dark musings were getting her nowhere. Her friend Polly Matthews, the gym teacher, would be waiting for her in the staffroom. They always ate together at lunchtime and weather permitting they escaped the sombre grey school building whenever they could.

   Casey stood up and gathered together her notes. She froze, an odd sound drifting her way. It was faint at first, so faint she thought she had imagined it. But no, it was getting louder. Whatever it was, it was getting closer. It sounded like a rat trapped beneath the floorboards, or a cat scratching at a window to get out.

   Casey was instantly on edge. She had a bad, bad feeling. 

   Sod this, she thought, I am so outta here.

   She hurried out of the classroom and into the long, deserted hallway.  The strange scratching sound grew louder still. And it was coming from the direction in which she wanted to go. 

   You seriously have to get a grip, she told herself. Even so, she turned in the opposite direction to the funny noise. She would just have to walk the long way round. 

   She picked up her pace when the noise grew more intense. It sounded different now, less like an animal scratching at a surface and more like fingernails being scraped down a blackboard. She whimpered, fear slowly shrouding her like a damp cloak. The end of the corridor seemed so far away and she picked up her pace, refusing to break into a run and let panic win.

   What the hell is that noise, she thought.

   Although on some level, she knew. That unmistakable click clack sound invaded her very soul with the truth of what it was.

   She knew she shouldn’t look over her shoulder. She knew that doing so would be tantamount to confronting her own madness.

   Casey looked.

   And screamed. She broke into a run, blind panic and adrenalin driving her forwards.

   Even above her own wildling beating heart and ragged breathing she could hear the thing gaining ground on her.

   Click clack, click clack, CLICK CLACK…

    The woman dragged her legless torso along the corridor at a speed that defied its grotesque physicality. Her insanely long, curved finger nails sent sparks shooting outwards, such was the speed she was travelling.

   Fingernails that were now just inches from her ankles.

   She felt a sharp prick at her ankle bone.

   The double doors loomed ahead of her and she threw herself at them, hurtling herself out onto the tarmac of the teacher’s car-park. 

   There were people out here. Real life, beautiful people.

   Her relief quickly turned to embarrassment.  These real life people were looking at her strangely. They were looking at her like she was a lunatic.

   They were gawping open-mouthed at the crazy lady on her knees who couldn’t catch her breath and was clutching her heart in terror.

   The legless apparition didn’t burst through the doors after her.

   Of course it didn’t. 

   Because it isn’t real.

   Just when she thought her humiliation could get no worse, a shadow fell over her. 

   “Casey?” said an all too familiar voice.

   Oh no.

   She lifted her gaze and found herself looking up into the steel grey eyes of Frederick Coldwell, her ex-husband. 

   “Hello Fred,” she whispered.

   “Casey, what the fuck are you doing? Get the hell up off the ground. I’m trying to show the inspectors round the school,” the headmaster hissed.

   She scrambled ungainly to her feet. She looked down and saw her flesh-coloured tights were ripped and the skin on her knees was scraped red raw. Also her ankle was leaking blood, the sight of which brought tears to her eyes. If ‘Click-Clack’ had been a hallucination, then why in God’s name was her ankle bleeding?

   It didn’t bare thinking about.

   “I’m fine, thank you for asking.”

   “Jesus Casey, I don’t have time for this, what the hell’s gotten into you today? You looked like a ghost this morning and now your behaviour is downright alarming. I think you should take the rest of the day off.”

   “No! Really I’m fine.”

   “It wasn’t a suggestion Casey. I’ll see you in my office first thing tomorrow morning.”

   “Fred, please…”

   “Eight o’clock, sharp.”

   He left her standing there with tears in her eyes and went off to join the two, self-important looking middle-aged men. 

   

   Less than fifteen minutes later Casey was walking home. She had her mobile phone pressed to her ear.

   “Oh, hello, this is Casey Brown speaking. I was wondering if I could move forward my appointment with Dr Everett… I can? Fantastic, I’m on my way…”

   






   

   

   

   CHAPTER THREE

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Casey lay back on Dr Everett’s couch.

   “Try to relax, Casey. Tell me what’s bothering you. What’s happened to make you bring forward our appointment like this?”

   Casey was still shaking from the horrors her mind had conjured up. She was torn. She wanted to tell him about the awful apparitions, but at the same time she wasn’t sure it was wise to tell a shrink she was seeing things. What if he declared her clinically insane?

   For a moment her mind dwelled on the nightmarish image of the ‘click-clack’ torso girl slithering after her down the school corridor. 

   “I’m seeing things,” she said.

   “What kind of things?”

   She took a deep breath. “Things that aren’t there. A woman in the street. And at school, in the corridor. I was chased.”

   “Who did you see? Who was chasing you, Casey?”

   “Just women.”

   “And did these women look like Mary Blake?”

   Ever so slightly, she nodded.

   “I see. Tell me about the apparitions.”

   So she did, sparing him no detail.

   “Well,” he said, when she was done. “I take it you consciously know that you are hallucinations are based on urban legends?”

   “Yes, I know. First of all Mary comes to me as ‘Bloody Mary’ in my nightmares, and now she’s there in my waking hours too.”

   “It is interesting that Mary would appear to you as the Click-Clack Girl. Tell me what you know about the urban legend of Click-Clack.”

   “Click-Clack is an urban legend that transcends many different cultures. In some countries he is a man, some a woman, but the story is always the same. He or she is the victim of a train crash, a legless torso who drags itself along the ground by super-long fingernails, searching for its next victim.”

   “Hmm. Your knowledge of this urban legend is thorough. What about the woman you saw in the street? Do you know about that urban legend?”

   “Yes,” she said. “It’s the legend of the slit mouth woman. Do you know it?”

   “I do. But the real question is, why your association with Mary Blake and all these urban legends? I think it’s time you told me about that night, Casey. You can’t put it off any longer. It is, after all, the reason you are here.”

   Casey let out a shaky breath and closed her eyes. He was right. It was time. Time to part with the dark secrets she had held locked away in her heart for so long…

   

   

   October 31st. 1999.

   

   The evening had arrived. 

   “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”

   Jack smiled at her, and despite everything, her heart gave a painful lurch. They were standing in the wild and overgrown back garden of the derelict house. Casey stared up at the huge, tumbledown property. It might have been Edwardian or Victorian, Casey didn’t know. All she knew was it was an old, spooky house and this was a bad idea.

   “Give me your foot,” he said, lacing his fingers together in a makeshift step.

   Casey stared at the opened sash window she was supposed to be climbing through, and she froze. She just had a bad feeling about tonight. Every last shred of good sense screamed at her not to go through that window.

   “Casey? What’s the matter?”

   “Nothing,” she said with resolve, gripping the window frame and propelling herself upwards with Jack’s help.

   Suddenly she regretted her choice of clothes. A short flowery dress teamed with DM boots had seemed like a good idea at the time but she figured Jack was getting an eyeful of her knickers round about now.

   Then she was inside, dropping to the mouldy floorboards with ease, glad that Jack couldn’t see her blushes.

   “You OK?” Jack called out.

   “Fine.”

   “Here, take this.”

   Jack handed her a rucksack filled with booze for tonight’s adventures and climbed in effortlessly after her.

   “We’re through here,” called out a deep male voice, making Casey jump. 

   Doug’s voice. Not for the first time, Casey quelled the deep sense of unease and even managed a smile for Jack in the watery moonlight that seeped in through the window.

   “Come on,” he said, leading the way in the direction of Doug’s voice, the rucksack clinking on his shoulder. 

   Casey followed him out the high-ceilinged room into the hallway, and then into another room much like the one they had just entered through.

   Except the perimeter of this room was lined with tea light candles that cast eerie, moving shadows over the paint peeling walls. Casey noticed that the smell of rot and general neglect was less strong in this room, maybe due to the lit candles.

   Doug and Angel sat cross legged in the middle of the room.

   And so was Mary.

   Casey stared in surprise at Mary; she was the last person in the world she expected to see tonight and another bout of nervous anxiety gripped her.

   This was just wrong. She should just leave. Like now.

   “Hey guys,” Angel said through half closed eyes. “Come join the party.”

   For the first time Casey noticed the joint dangling from her fingers which she was now passing to Mary, like the two of them were the best of friends. The two girls looked like polar opposites; Angel in her sprayed on white t-shirt and high waisted, stone washed jeans that only girls with perfect figures like Angel could pull off, and Mary in her baggy, faded black  t-shirt with ‘The Cure’ plastered over her chest.

   Casey didn’t just smell a rat, she smelled a million diseased dead rats left to rot in the sun for many weeks.

   “What’s going on?” she asked warily, not sitting next down to Jack when he plonked himself down on the floor next to Doug. 

   “Nothin’ yet, we were waiting for you guys,” Angel replied.

   “Yeah, now you’re here at last we can get started,” Doug said.

   Her eyes locked with Mary’s. She didn’t look distressed in any way. Maybe Doug and Angel were just being nice to her, atoning for past sins and all that.

   Yeah right, keep telling yourself that…

   “Sit down,” Jack ordered, patting the empty space next to him.

   Reluctantly, she sat and Jack got to work opening a bottle of red wine with a cork screw. 

   “Do you guys know that this house is haunted?” Angel asked.

   Everyone nodded. The supposed ghosts that haunted this house were something of an urban legend. According to local gossip, everyone that had ever lived in this house had gone mad, or turned into a homicidal maniac. 

   “So you all know the story of Mr Jones who slaughtered his entire family back in Victorian times?”

   “Everybody knows that story,” Doug said in a bored tone. “He raped his wife and two teenaged daughters, and then he slaughtered them.”

   Angel swiped his shoulder. “You don’t know the half of it. He didn’t just rape them the regular way. Oh no, he put them through weeks of the most depraved torture imaginable before he eventually slaughtered them. He kept them tied up in the bed, all three of them in a row chained to the headboard. He raped them repeatedly while the other two were forced to watch. He gave them water to keep them alive for longer and when they were half-starved to death he cut off their toes and fingers and fed them to each other.”

   “That’s sick. You’re making it up,” Doug said.

   “I’m so not.”

   Jack laughed, and took a hefty swig out of the wine bottle. ”That’s the biggest load of crap I’ve ever heard.”

   Mary remained silent, looking down at her meekly clasped hands in the lap of her long black skirt. There was a look of eagerness about her and her eyes shone. Casey felt suddenly and inexplicably sick. In that moment Mary reminded her of a puppy, desperate for love and eager to please her dog-hating owner to wind up in a sack in the river.

   “You believe me, don’t you Mary?” Angel asked.

   “Yes,” she said simply.

   “Does anyone else have any spooky stories if mine wasn’t good enough for you?” Angel said, but there was no annoyance in her voice. 

   “How about the urban legend of the Slender Man?” Jack volunteered. “He’s a creature without a face,” he said, when everyone looked blankly at him. “He wears a black suit, and has abnormally long, thin limbs and is eight feet tall. It is said that he feeds on humans, in particular children. When he grabs his victims, if they see his face they cannot look away and are unable to run. One sign that this creature is beginning to hunt for victims is that children begin to have nightmares about him.”

   Casey shivered.

   “So what happens to Slender Man’s victims?” Angel asked.

   “He eats their souls,” Jack said, drawing deeply on the joint that had ended up in his possession. “He sucks real hard on their mouths, and their very life essence leaves their bodies and enters the Slender Man’s. He sucks until you are a corpse.”

   “Howsabout Click-Clack?” Doug asked the three of them.

   He went onto describe the urban legend of Click-Clack, of the torso constantly searching for its next victim, which up until that point Casey had never heard of.

   Afterwards, Jack came in with the urban legend of the slit-mouthed woman.

   “What was that?” Angel said when Jack had finished his story. 

   “What was what?” Doug asked.

   “That creaking sound.”

   “It’s the ghost of old Mr Jones and he’s coming to getcha!”

   Angel squealed when Doug pushed her to the floor, growling into the side of her neck.

   “Get off me, you oaf.”

   Angel pushed him away and sat back up again. 

   Jack watched, a half-smile on his face; a smile that struck her as cruel.

   Instantly she dismissed it as a trick of the flickering candlelight. 

   “Why don’t we play a game?” Doug suggested to the group.

   “What kind of game?” Angel asked.

   “Truth or dare. But a special, Halloween style truth or dare.”

   “Sounds like fun,” Jack said, and with a sinking heart Casey realised she had been right the first time; Jack did look different, he did look cruel. 

   That bad feeling was back and she knew she should leave. 

   But she remained sitting and ignored her good sense, acting like the teenager that she was. 

   “OK, I’ll go first,” Doug said. “Angel, truth or dare?”

   “Oh, what the hell. Dare.”

   Doug smiled a slow, sexy smile. “I dare you to take off your top.”

   “Oh come on. You know I’m not wearing a bra.”

   “Yeah.”

   Angel smiled sweetly and shrugged, like he had asked her to do nothing more extraordinary than remove her shoes. 

   To Casey’s utter amazement she lifted up her top over her head, her perfect breasts coming into view.

   Now she was topless, sitting there on the floor like it was the most normal thing in the world. The air felt different. Charged. No one spoke, not a single sound penetrated the air.

   When she glanced over at her boyfriend he was openly staring at Angel’s breasts and her stomach lurched in jealousy. Jealousy and something else. 

   She realised she was scared. This was weird. It was wrong.

   But still she did not leave. Instead she stared at Angel’s breasts. She had never seen such a perfect pair, not even on page three. Her nipples were pale pink, the fleshy orbs of her breasts full but perky. 

   Casey licked her dry lips.

   Angel was the first to break the thick silence that had fallen upon the group.

   “Jeez, you guys. You’re all acting like you’ve never seen a pair of tits before.”

   Her words broke Casey’s paralysis and she scrambled to her feet.

   “Hey, where are you going?” Jack asked.

   “Home.”

   “You can’t.”

   Casey’s heart beat at twice normal speed but she put every effort into keeping the fear out of her voice.

   “I can, and I am.”

   “No,” her boyfriend insisted. “You can’t leave now, the game is just getting interesting.”

   “Yeah, for you maybe. But not for me, seeing as I’m not a lesbian.” 

   Doug had got to his feet as Casey spoke and he was now over by the door. She spun round to look at him. “Hey, what are you doing?”

   “Locking you in.”

   She watched incredulously when he turned a key in the lock of the door, and dropped it the front pocket of his jeans. “I got a lock put on the door especially for tonight.”

   “You did what?” she asked, no longer able to keep the tremor out of her voice.

   “Come and sit back down,” Jack called over to her.

   She bit back tears.

   “Mary,” she whispered, “don’t you want to leave?”

   The girl lifted up her head and their eyes locked. Her hands were still clasped in her lap in her kneeling position.

   “No.”

   “No? Jesus Christ, are you serious?”

   The girl ignored her and lowered her gaze.

   “Mary wants to play the game,” Angel said, her perfect tits gleaming in the candlelight. “Mary wants to be part of the cool gang, don’t you Mary?”

   Mary didn’t reply and Angel laughed.

   “I don’t want to play,” Casey said, glaring defiantly at Angel.

   “I thought you said your girlfriend would be up for it,” Doug said to Jack, a note of accusation in his voice.

   “I thought she might be once the game started,” he replied with a shrug. “But you guys did say she could just watch if she didn’t want to play. I thought you liked the idea of her watching.”

   Doug glared at Jack as if weighing up his options. Then he shrugged. “Fine. Whatever. So long as she doesn’t get in the way.”

   “Er, excuse me? I want to go. Like, now. Mary? Please, come on, we’ve got to get out of here.”

   Mary continued to ignore her.

   “Sit back down,” Jack said once more.

   Casey glared at him.

   What other choice did she have? She would sit. For now. 

   The truth was she was too scared to fight Doug for the key.

   So she sat. But this time not so close to her boyfriend.

   Make that ex-boyfriend, she thought. The bastard. The complete fucking bastard…

   

   Tears rolled down Casey’s cheeks. The memories were just so vivid, it was like she was actually there, and she couldn’t handle it.

   “In your own time, Casey,” Dr Everett said.

   “I can’t. I’m sorry, I can’t.”

   “It’s OK. Talk to me. You can trust me.”

   “Oh God. It’s just too awful.”

   “Here,” Dr Everett said, handing her a tissue. 

   Casey wiped her streaming eyes and sat upright on the couch. 

   “I’m sorry Doctor, I can’t do this.”

   “Yes, you can. You have to let me help.”

   Casey walked over to the window that looked down on the busy London street below. Dr Everett’s office was on the thirteenth floor and from up here the people on the broad pavements looked like scurrying ants.

   Look at all those people, she thought. All those people going about their business, oblivious to the fact that there’s a crazy woman watching them from the thirteenth floor of an office block…

   A stationary figure on the far pavement caught her eye and her blood ran cold.

   “Doctor,” she whispered. “Come here.”

   “What is it Casey?”

   Casey stared at the figure in the street. He was tall. 

   He’s too tall...

   He was almost twice as tall as everybody else.

   She stared hard at the man and it was like he was staring back right at her. 

   But he can’t be, I’m too high up and these windows are tinted… 

   Even though it seemed as if he was staring at her it was impossible to tell for sure as his features were inexplicably shrouded in darkness, despite the bright, wintry sunshine. He wore a dark suit and his long, skinny arms dangled by his sides.

   “Do you see him?” she asked Dr Everett who had come up behind her. 

   “See what?”

   People streamed round the stationary figure like water around a rock. Some even seemed to walk through him.

   “See what Casey?” he asked again.

   “Him.”

   “Him? Who is him?”

   But Casey couldn’t answer. The man lifted his arms. 

   She actually felt something in her head go crunch, like her mind was closing in on itself in terror.

   His arms are so long. So so long…

   His arms stretched upwards. 

   Stretching towards her.

   And still they kept on stretching. His arms were lengthening. They extended up through the sky, long and thin and stretched as taut as pylon wires.

   Casey watched the spectacle with disbelieving eyes.

   Only when his fingers tapped on the window did her paralysis break.

   She screamed and stumbled backwards, falling against Dr Everett who grabbed her under her elbows to steady her.

   She lurched past him, her mind fogged with pure fear. 

   Dr Everett was behind her immediately, grabbing hold of her and spinning her around to face him.

   “Casey? What did you see? What’s happening?”

   She was hyperventilating, she couldn’t stop. 

   A stinging slap across her face brought her back to her senses. Her eyes locked with his; hers wild and staring, his calm and searching. 

   She peered round his shoulder to look at the window.

   There was nothing there.

   “He was at the window,” she whispered.

   Dr Everett twisted his head to look. “There is nothing or nobody at the window, Casey.”

   The calmness of his voice was not lost on her, like he was talking to a brain-damaged child.

   Or a fucking crazy person.

   “He was there.”

   “There’s no one there, you know this. How could anyone be at the window? It’s impossible.” He walked over to the window. “Come here and look with me.”

   Her stomach clenched in fear.

   “No, please, don’t. It’s the Slender Man, you have to ignore him. If you acknowledge him and seek him out it makes him stronger…Oh God.”

   She sobbed, knowing how crazy she sounded. 

   But what if she wasn’t mad? What if Slender Man was real? 

   “Casey. You are having an episode, you need to come over here right now…”

   His words were cut short by the almighty crash of the window imploding. Glass exploded in Dr Everett’s face, knocking him to his knees.

   His face was instantly transformed into a mask of red gashes. He stared imploringly up at her and gripped his neck, blood spilling through his fingers and running down the sleeve of his suit. 

   He sat in an ever increasing puddle of his own blood, looking as shocked and confused as Casey felt.

   The hands at his throat were doing little to stem the gushing tide of red. He made a final, wet gargling sound and flopped backwards, arms flung high above his head like a sleeping child. 

   On shaking legs, Casey took a step towards the spot where he lay. Blood kissed the toe of her court shoe and she recoiled.

   “Dr Everett?” she whispered. “Oh Jesus.”

   She turned away and bent double, stomach bile floating her tongue and tears stinging her eyes. She dry heaved twice, then straightened up.

   Dr Everett was dead, and if she didn’t leave now, then she would be too.

   She made for the door. Just as she was about to turn the handle, something dark within her compelled her to turn around.

   She knew what she would see at the window before she even saw it.

   Two hands with abnormally long, thin fingers curled over the jagged edge of the window sill.

   She didn’t hang around to see what would happen next.  

   “Are you OK?” Dr Everett’s secretary asked from her pristine white desk when she stumbled into the reception area.

   It suddenly occurred to her that she would be arrested for murder if Dr Everett’s body was discovered before she left the building. Because apparently no one else could see the awful things she could see. 

   “I’m fine, thanks,” she replied, trying to inject a note of breezy indifference into her voice whilst praying to a God that she didn’t believe in that the woman couldn’t see the state she was in. “Our session finished a little early today, I’ve run out of things to say.” She laughed, hoping it didn’t sound too much like a nervous twitch. “Oh, and Dr Everett asked me to tell you that he’s taking a break for ten minutes and would you mind not disturbing him?”

   “Did he now?”

   “Yeah.”

   It felt like the woman held her gaze for far too long. But then she dropped her eyes and went back to whatever it was she was doing at the computer.

   “Have a good day, Miss Brown,” she said, dismissing her out of hand.

   “You too.”

   Have a good day when you discover Dr Everett’s body and you report me to the police….

   She took the lift to the ground floor. When she hit the street, she ran.

   Tears streamed down her cheeks and she couldn’t see where she was going. 

   How long do I have before she calls the police? she wondered. Where shall I go? What shall I do?

   She lurched blindly through the crowds, not caring who she crashed into.

   When she could run no more, when stitch stabbed at her sides forcing her to bend double, she stopped. Once she had caught her breath again, she looked up. 

   She was on the outskirts of Soho. The pedestrianized centre of Soho was across the busy main road and she crossed it.

   A skinny black guy stuffed a leaflet in her face when she stopped in the street. She blanked him and pulled out her mobile.

   Fred picked up after the first ring.

   “Fred,” she gasped into the phone. “Something’s happened. I need you.”

   “What’s happened? What is it?”

   “I can’t say over the phone. Can you meet me?”

   “No Casey, I can’t. I’m tired of your games. You dumped me, remember? I’m not your little lapdog that comes running every time you click your fingers.”

   “Please Fred, this is important. I’m in trouble. Real trouble. Like, locked up for life kind of trouble. You have to meet me, I don’t have anyone else.”

   Fred sighed. He was silent for so long she thought he was going to hang up.

   “I can’t leave until four-thirty. I have a meeting.”

   Casey checked her watch. It was only two.

   “I need you now Fred.”

   “OK, OK, fine. I’m on my way.”

   She walked down the street a few metres and stopped outside the nearest pub and gave him the name of it. She told him she was going inside and would wait until he came, then hung up.

   She went inside.

   






   

   

   

   

   CHAPTER FOUR

   

   

   

   

   

   

   The pub she had walked into was called The Pink Flamingo. From the outside, she had assumed it was a gay bar. It turned out to be a strip bar, which she only realised when she had to pay to get in. She thought about phoning Fred to change their meeting place, but in the greater scheme of things she didn’t care and figured it would be petty. Besides, she didn’t want to risk him changing his mind about meeting her.

   It was dark inside, and thankfully not too busy. Some sleazy sounding pop track she half recognised pumped from the speakers; Goldfrapp or something.

   “Strippers don’t start on the main stage ‘til tonight,” the young, effeminate man said behind the bar. “But you can arrange for a private lap dance if you want.”

   “No, I’m good thanks.”

   “What are you drinking? A Bloody Mary?”

   Casey’s blood ran cold. “Why would you ask that?”

   “Ask what?”

   “If I wanted a Bloody Mary?”

   He looked at her blankly. “I never asked that. I asked what you wanted to drink.”

   “Just an orange juice, thanks. No, hang on, make that a whisky.”

   So now I’m hearing things, she thought. But she could’ve sworn the barkeep had asked if she wanted a Bloody Mary…

   What if I’m losing my mind?

   She took her whisky over to a dark corner booth that had a clear view of the exit. Casey had never been in a strip club before but it was pretty much how she expected one to look. It was the darkest club she had ever been in, only the long, thin catwalk and various podiums dotted around the large space were lit up with pink, neon lighting. There were no strippers and just three middle-aged men sat silently and alone at the bar.

   Behind the long leather seat she was sitting on ran a length of mirror. She swivelled her head to look at her reflection and recoiled in disgust. She barely recognised herself. Her blue eyes were wild and staring and her usually neat, shoulder length blonde hair was dishevelled and greasy looking from excessive sweating. Her mascara had run and her skin looked glossy in an unhealthy way. She pulled out a tissue from her shoulder bag and cleaned up her face as best she could.

   She looked down at her torn tights and noticed for the first time how her back and armpits felt clammy with sweat from fear and exertion.

   She sighed deeply. What a mess she was in. The whisky burned a trail down to her stomach and she closed her eyes for a second, her mind a blissful blank, lost in the beat of the dance track. Maybe this was all a nightmare, maybe Dr Everett wasn’t dead and she would wake up at any second…

   “Miss?”

   Her eyes snapped open. One of the middle-aged men that had been at the bar was standing over her table.

   “Yes?”

   There was something about him that put her instantly on edge. He looked off his head, except he wasn’t swaying or slurring his speech. His eyes looked empty, like he was staring through her, not at her. 

   “I’m getting stronger. I’ll kill them all if you don’t bring me them.”

   “What?”

   “Bring me them, Casey.”

   Then the man collapsed on the floor.

   Casey screamed, but it was drowned out by the thumping music. The man lay still for a second, then he sat up looking totally confused.

   He looked up at her blankly. “What happened?”

   Casey could only stare at the man in wide-eyed horror.

   “Fucking crazy bitch, what did you do?” He scrambled to his feet, his short, skinny body visibly trembling. “Crazy fucking bitch,” he repeated, heading for the exit.

   Casey rubbed her red-raw eyes. Either she was losing her mind or Mary Blake had possessed the body of a random stranger.

   She downed the rest of the whisky and coughed, not used to hard liquor. She thought about running. Running blindly out the door to God only knew where. But what would that achieve? The ghost of Mary Blake, or her own insanity would catch up with her wherever she went.

   

   Half an hour and three whiskys later, Fred walked through the door.

   “Casey,” he said, sliding into the booth next to her. “Are you going to tell me what the hell this is all about?”

   The sight of her ex was such a relief she had to fight down tears. “Fred. I’m so scared, I don’t know what to do.”

   “Are you drunk?” he asked, peering at her more closely.

   His question irked her. It was hardly the point.

   “No, I am not drunk. Aren’t you more interested in what’s happened rather than how much I’ve had to drink?”

   “I’m just worried about you Casey. After your little outburst at school today I don’t know what to think. Your behaviour is erratic, to say the least.”

   “I’ve been seeing someone, you know, for the issues I have from my past.”

   “Ah, yes, the big secrets from your past. The things you always refused to talk to me about.”

   Asking her ex to meet her was a bad idea. What had she been thinking? This was a mistake.

   “Are you here to dig at me, or are you going to listen to me?”

   He looked sad, and she felt guilty. Fred was a good man. She wished things could be different, but her issues with intimacy were too severe to survive a normal relationship. Yet another legacy from that night.

   “I’m sorry. I still care about you Casey. I should’ve been the one to help you, not some shrink. It’s not just your body you kept closed from me. What happened to you that was so terrible to make you this way?”

   She looked at him with pity. He had loved her so much once. Maybe he still did. But now there was so much hurt that flowed between them like an uncrossable ocean. 

   “The psychiatrist I was seeing is dead.”

   “You brought me here to tell me that?” he asked, his eyebrows shooting up to his receding, but distinguished hairline. 

   Abstractly she thought how handsome he was. She had always loved the way his hair was greying at the temples and for a man in his late forties he was in fine shape.

   “He died in the middle of a session with me. I went to him straight away after what happened at school.”

   “He did what?”

   “He was murdered.”

   “What’s gotten into you Casey? Are you having some kind of episode?”

   “Damn it Fred, I’m serious. Dr Everett is dead.”

   He regarded her levelly, the disbelief in his eyes all too obvious. “If what you’re saying is true, then why aren’t you still there with the police?”

   “Because they’ll think I did it.”

   A dark cloud passed over his face. “Casey? What are you trying to tell me here?”

   “I’m telling you Dr Everett is dead.”

   “Did you bring me here to confess to murder?”

   “What? No!”

   “We need to go to the police. Come on, we’ll go now.”

   “No. I can’t. Because it wasn’t a person that did it. It was a, a thing.”

   “What do you mean, a thing?”

   “I mean a supernatural entity.”

   Fred shifted uncomfortably in his seat. She watched him sadly. He didn’t believe her and she so needed him to. She couldn’t do this alone.

   “Was it a supernatural entity that was chasing you in the school corridor today?”

   “Yes.”

   “Jesus, Casey. We need to call the police and go back to Dr Everett’s office.”

   “Shit, I knew this was a mistake.”

   She got up. If he didn’t get up too, the only way out of the booth was over his lap. He didn’t budge.

   “You’re not running out on me.”

   His voice was calm and patronising. 

   “Let me go, Fred. I was stupid to ask you for help, and I’m sorry.”

   “We need to go to the police.”

   “You need to get out my way.”

   A movement out of the corner of her eye in the mirror made her snap round her head. But when she looked in the mirror, there was nothing there. 

   Puzzled, she looked over at the spot in the booth opposite where the movement should have come from. 

   Nothing there either.

   It must have been a reflection of the flickering neon lights.

   “Casey? What are you looking at?” 

   “Nothing. I thought I… It doesn’t matter.”

   “You’re scaring me. You really need to come with me. I’ll look after you, I promise.”

   Now his tone was that of a hostage negotiator.

   She smiled humourlessly to herself. He really did think she was off her rocker. 

   She was about to reply, about to tell him to get out of her way, when a movement behind her in the mirror caught her eye once more.

   This time when she spun round, she saw exactly what the movement was.

   Her insides shrivelled and her blood pumped ice, every part of her tingling and cold. Her head pulsed with the impossibility of it. It couldn’t be.

   But it was.

   Mary Blake, in the place of her own reflection, exactly as she appeared in her reoccurring nightmares.

   She screamed and stumbled backwards, her rump thumping into the table edge.

   “Casey? What are doing?” Fred asked. 

   But she barely heard him. Mary stared back at her, a smile tugging at her black lips, her eyes rimmed with black and impossible to see properly as they were set so far back in the sockets. In her hand, she held a knife aloft.

   “Can’t you see her?” she gasped.

   “For the love of God, see who?”

   “Oh Jesus. Fred, you have to move. Now.”

   “What are you talking about?”

   Casey lunged for him, shoving at his shoulders with all her strength. 

   “Have you lost your mind?” he spluttered incredulously, holding his weight against her.

   “Move!” she screamed at him.

   But it was too late.

   The knife Mary held broke the surface of the mirror, followed by her arms. A white forearm snaked over his forehead, whipping back his head so it smashed against the glass. The hand that held the knife reached round and slit his throat in one swift movement. 

   The hands retreated and his head flopped forwards. 

   Casey swayed on her feet, her hands clasped to her face, staring down in horror at Fred’s corpse and the blood that pooled in his lap.

   She met the eyes of her reflection. Of Mary.

   “You bitch,” Casey said. 

   Mary’s mouth was pulled upwards in a grotesque parody of a smile. 

   “I’m getting stronger Casey, take me to the others, only you can take me to them.”

   Mary’s lips didn’t move when she spoke. Casey realised that the voice was coming from inside her head, not from the ghoul in the mirror.

   The image of Mary’s face faded in and out; one second she was seeing Mary, the next she was seeing herself.

   “I will kill everyone you come into contact with if you don’t,” the voice whispered in her head.

   Then the vision of Mary faded completely so that Casey was left staring at her own wide-eyed, terrified face.

   She cast a frantic glance over to the bar. Everything was as it was before, minus the one barfly that had left earlier. The barman was polishing glasses, staring vacantly into space and the two men sat at the bar stared into their drinks like the solution to all their problems lay in the bottom of that glass.

   No one was paying a blind bit of attention to her.

   Strange, whimpering sounds escaped her lips when she climbed over Fred’s lap. She had to get out of here and run like hell. It could be a matter of minutes before Fred’s body was discovered. And then the place would be crawling with police. They would check CCTV. She wondered what it would show. Certainly her. Probably not the ghost of Mary Blake and anyway, the camera would be positioned behind her. It would look like she did it. 

   Two seconds later she was out on the street, blinking in the sudden harsh light. Hordes of tourists and Londoners streamed past her, oblivious to her plight.

   She lurched through the crowds, heading for the tube station, frantically going over the drastic situation in her mind. 

   Mary Blake wanted revenge. She wanted to kill Jack, Doug and Angel. And for some reason she didn’t understand, the only way Mary could get through into this world was through her.

   A plan was slowly forming in her mind. She needed to find an internet café, and not in Soho.

   

   Less than an hour later Casey was in Clapham South in an internet café. She glanced nervously behind her from her computer terminal, half expecting a tap on her shoulder from a policeman. How long did she have, she wondered. Surely Dr Everett and Fred would be discovered by now. The police were probably scouring CCTV footage right this second, tracking her movements from the moment she left the strip club. 

   Come on Casey, concentrate.

   She logged into facebook and typed Jack Durrant into the search bar, finding him immediately. She sat there unmoving, holding her breath and staring at his photo. In almost fifteen years he had hardly changed at all. Still the same Jack. Still the same blonde hair flopping over his forehead. Although the pretty boy was now more of a rugged man. Lines fanned out from his blue eyes squinting into the sun. 

   Her fingers hovered over the keys. What the hell was she supposed to say?

   You can start by sending him a friend request.

   Horror mixed in with relief when it was accepted immediately. She almost fell off her chair when she saw he was online. It was gone five so she figured she had just got lucky and caught him relaxing after work.

   Maybe there is a God after all…

   (Hello Jack,) she typed. (Long time no hear.)

   His reply was immediate.

   (Casey.  I’ve looked for you before on facebook but could never find you.)

   (Yeah, I set my security to private. I need to see you Jack.)

   There was a long pause where the little box remained blank. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the sign for typing.

   (I’ve been thinking about you, too. I’ve been paying to see someone about that night. She says I need closure. She says I need to find you. That I need to confront you.)

   He wanted answers? And why should he want to confront her and not Doug and Angel? That simply did not make any sense. She shook her head in disbelief, her fingers quickly typing.

   (What about Doug and Angel?)

   (I can’t find them. I heard they emigrated to Australia together and then split up. They’re not on facebook.)

   (Look, Jack, I don’t have much time. Can we meet up? Like, now?)

   Again, the long pause.

   (OK.)

   It turned out he still lived in Kent, not far from the college they used to go to together. She figured she could be there in a few hours. She scribbled down his address on a scrap of paper and headed for Liverpool Street Station. 

   






   

   

   

   

   CHAPTER FIVE

   

   

   

   

   

   

   It was an awkward moment when Jack, the one time love of her life, opened the door to her and the darkness of early evening. They stood staring at each other for far too long than was comfortable before Jack invited her inside his one-bedroom flat.

   “Excuse the mess,” he said, leading her into the small living room. “I live by myself nowadays since my wife chucked me out. Ain’t got no reason to be tidy.”

   It was small talk, and Casey knew she had little time to humour him. She stood facing him, not bothering to sit down.

   “We need to go out together, somewhere public where there are lots of witnesses. And then you need to call the police. Tell them I’m with you and you’re scared of what I might do.”

   He looked at her blankly. A distant part of her mind noted that he looked far older than he had done in his facebook profile picture. She wondered if the lines etched on his face had anything to do with the guilt he must have been carrying around with him for all those years.

   “Casey, you’re scaring me. You’re talking like a crazy person. But then, that’s what you are, isn’t it? We all covered up for what you did, and now I wish to God I hadn’t. I wish we had gone to the police straight away.”

   I’m getting stronger Casey. I’m breaking through into your world…

   “No! Leave me alone!”

   “But I’m not doing anything. Why are you here, Casey?”

   “We don’t have much time. We need to go. Now.”

   “If you’re so keen on going somewhere public, then why didn’t you arrange to meet me in a pub or something in the first place?”

   “Because I had to be sure you would meet me. I wanted your address, I had to make sure I could find you. This mess is all your fault! God, how could you do those things to Mary Blake?”

   “You cannot be fucking serious. How could I do those things? Jesus Christ Casey. It’s not the police you need, it’s the fucking looney bin.”

   Almost here…

   “What do you mean?” she asked, ignoring the voice whispering in her head. 

   “You were the one that made it all go bad. We weren’t supposed to fucking kill her. Oh God.”

   He slumped on the leather armchair, his head in his hands.

   She stood over him, her entire body trembling. “She’s coming Jack, and she’s going to kill you.”

   There was a weary resignation in his voice when he spoke. “Who’s coming Casey?”

   “Mary. Mary Blake.”

   “Mary Blake is dead.”

   “I know. You think I don’t know that?”

   His patronising tone got her back up. 

   He thinks I’m crazy. They all think I’m crazy. Well, I’ll show them. 

   She spotted his cordless landline phone over on the bookshelf and went over to pick it up and punched in nine, nine, nine.

   “Casey? What are you doing?”

   “Yes, hello,” she said into the receiver. “I’d like the police please. My name is Casey Brown and I’m on the run for murders I didn’t commit.”

   She proceeded to give the operator Jack’s address while Jack sat there white-faced and wide-eyed, staring up at her in disbelief. 

   “You are insane.”

   “She’s coming Jack, I can feel her getting stronger. I’m sorry, but this is the only way to prove I didn’t commit the murders. Because when the police come and she’s here, they’ll see it’s her doing it and not me.”

   “What murders? Casey, what have you done?”

   “I haven’t done anything. She has. She’s come back from the dead to avenge the people that killed her. And she’s using me to get into this world. She could break through at any moment. You need to be on your guard, Jack.”

   Jack got to his feet. 

   “Just stay away from me, Casey.”

   “You don’t believe me. After everything you did to that poor girl, you don’t believe me.”

   “Have you ever confronted what you did that night, Casey?”

   “I… yes, of course I have.”

   “Then come on, tell me exactly what happened.”

   “I can’t. It’s too horrible.”

   “You have to. Tell me what happened before the police get here and arrest you. You want closure don’t you? I know I do. I need to understand, damn it.”

   Casey sat down on the sofa, suddenly weary beyond words.

   “You’re a bastard, Jack.”

   “Just think back to that night Casey. Stop blacking out what you did. You’ll never get better if you don’t admit to yourself what you really are.”

   Casey stared up the man towering over her on the sofa, the man she had once loved so dearly. Except she didn’t really see him, she was looking through him, reliving that night back in October 1999. It was as if she was back there, in that candle-lit room of the derelict house, sitting on the rotting floorboards with her boyfriend beside her and topless Angel before her. Doug stood guarding the locked door, the keys dangling casually from his fingers…

   

   “That’s better,” Doug said to her when she had sat on the floor once more. “I’m so glad you decided to stay, Casey dear, because we are going to throw a Halloween party to die for.”

   “What do you mean?” she asked, heart hammering. “Jack? What is this?”

   “Relax, baby,” her boyfriend replied, shuffling closer to her. “We are just going to have a little bit of fun with Mary, that’s all.”

   “No,” Mary said, speaking up for the first time. “I don’t want to.”

   “You heard her, she doesn’t want to,” Casey repeated, her eyes locking with Jack’s.

   “You’re my girlfriend, Casey. Nothing is going to happen to you that you don’t want to happen. You can join in with the fun we’re going to have with Mary, or you can just watch, it’s up to you. Isn’t that right Doug?”

   Doug, who was still stood in front of the door, shrugged.

   “Mary’s the star here. You’re Jack’s girl and we all respect that. And anyway, who knows, you might want to join in once the fun starts. But if you don’t want to play, just don’t get in our way.”

   His meaning was clear. If she tried to help Mary then God only knew what they would do to her. She looked beseechingly over at her boyfriend.

   “You heard him. Just behave yourself, OK?” was all he said.

   Angel sighed theatrically. “All this talk is making me horny. Strip the bitch and hold her down boys, I’m going in.”

   “No, Jack, don’t,” Casey said, but her pleas fell on deaf ears.

   He and Doug were already on her, ripping the clothes from her body like a pair of wild animals. In seconds the girl was naked. Doug picked up her panties and balled them in his fist, shoving them in her mouth.

   Poor Mary thrashed and writhed on the wooden floor, the candlelight dancing over her pale skin. Doug took one side, Jack the other. They held her legs open and Angel was instantly between them, her face buried between the frightened girl’s thighs.

   Casey watched the unfolding scene with wide eyes. Jack fondled the girl’s small breasts that now looked completely flat like a boy as she was stretched out on her back.

   A sense of déjà vu swept through her. Something familiar, something dark and bad. She wanted to see Mary hurt. 

   She had felt like this before, but she had no clear memory of exactly how, or when, or why. All she knew was that when this feeling came over her, she did terrible things. And afterwards, it was like those terrible things had never happened.

   Her blackouts. Except she didn’t even consciously call them that, because once they were over she locked them away in a dark corner of her mind. Only when she was in the throes of a blackout was she aware that there had been other moments like this one. Fragmented memories of evil things she had whispered in small children’s ears. The animals she had tortured and killed for fun. The pitch black fantasies she masturbated to where blood flowed like a river…

   And now it was happening again. The sane part of her psyche shut down so she would have no memory of this when it was over.

   Casey went over to Angel who was still lapping between the girl’s legs. As she walked she shed her clothes, so that by the time she reached the writhing girl she was naked.

   It was gratifying to see the way both Jack and Doug were staring at her.

   “Move over Angel,” she said, nudging the topless girl with her foot.

   Angel stared up at her, her wet mouth hanging open and her eyes wide.

   Casey took Angel’s place between the girl’s legs, and placed her mouth where Angel’s had just been.

   “Don’t just look at my ass,” she said after a moment when she came up for air. “Fuck it, Doug.”

   He didn’t have to be asked twice. She heard the whiz of his belt being pulled through the hoops of his jeans, then his stiff cock probing her crack, guided by his hand.

   “Not my cunt,” she snapped when she felt him poised for entry. “Nail me in the ass.”

   Jack was speechless. Until this moment, he had been unaware of her blackouts. Angel looked confused as well. She had taken Doug’s place by Mary’s other arm, pinning the girl down.

   You’re not the one in charge, bitch, Casey thought in some satisfaction. I am. I’m running this fucking show now…

   The delicious, perverse pleasure of being fucked in her back passage as she was hunkered down lapping at Mary’s pussy was immense. So much so she felt an orgasm quickly building. 

   “Why don’t you two fuck,” she said, lifting her head and supporting herself with her hands because of the force of Doug’s thrusts. “Me and Doug want to play with Mary, don’t we Dougie?”

   “Ugh,” he grunted from behind as he slammed into her.

   “Save your come for Mary, Doug,” Casey managed to breathlessly get out.

   “Maybe you’re right,” he panted. “Fuck, I had no idea you were such a kinky bitch.”

   “I’m full of surprises.”

   He laughed and pulled out.

   Casey moved up to sit on Mary’s face, facing Doug.

   “Fuck off you two,” she snapped at Angel and her boyfriend. “Fuck each other and leave Mary to me and Doug.”

   Angel and Jack merged together in the candlelight. They began to kiss and remove each other’s clothes.

   The feel of Mary screaming into her bare pussy had her squirming in delight and she sighed in pleasure, reaching up to cup her own breasts. The girl bucked and writhed beneath her, her oxygen levels in short supply.

   Doug, still fully clothed apart from his cock that stuck out of his jeans, positioned himself between her legs and drove home. The girl squealed and Casey laughed.

   “Is she a virgin, Doug?”

   “Yeah,” he grunted. “I reckon.”

   “Come here,” she said, leaning forward and cupping the back of Doug’s head when he reared up on his hands. 

   She kissed him passionately on the mouth, their tongues dancing together. All the while the girl screamed into her vagina, further heightening her pleasure.

   God, it just felt too good and Casey ground her clit onto the girl’s nose, wringing out every last drop of pleasure.

   The orgasm washed over her and she gasped and moaned, pushing down harder and harder on the girl’s face. Mary’s body bucked, and then she went slack just when Casey was done coming. Doug was coming too, his thrusts having grown fast and erratic before he too went slack and collapsed on top of the now still girl.

   “She’s not moving,” Jack said. “Get off her face Casey, for fuck’s sake.”

   Casey noticed for the first time that Angel and Jack were no longer tangled together on the floor. With a sigh, she dismounted the unmoving girl.

   Mary gasped, and coughed, her back arching as she did so.

   “Thank God,” Jack said. “Jesus Christ, I thought you’d killed her.”

   Casey smiled and leaned down to tenderly stroke the black hair out of Mary’s eyes. Then in one swift motion she lifted up the girl’s head and brought it crashing down onto the floorboards. The back of her head made a loud cracking sound, followed by a stunned silence.

   “Now I’ve killed her.”

   Angel began to scream.

   

   “No, it’s not true, oh God, please tell me it’s not true,” Casey sobbed.

   The memory was too awful. It had to be false, it had to be.

   “I take it you remembered what happened then?” Jack asked, edging away from her towards the door.

   Casey looked up at him, seeing him properly again. 

   “It’s not true,” she whispered.

   The rest of what happened came back to her in one big rush. How, after much arguing and debate, they decided to bury Mary in the back garden of the derelict house. No neighbours overlooked it and no one had seen them enter the house. No one knew they were there. It was to be their little secret. Jack, Doug and Angel had half wanted to report Casey to the police, but they knew that they too were in it up their eyeballs. 

   They had dragged the body into the garden and the boys had dug a deep hole that had taken them most of the night…

   Casey buried her head in her hands.

   I’m here Casey, I’m through to your world. I’m going to kill Jack.

   Tears streamed down her cheeks at the sound of Mary’s voice echoing in her brain. When she opened her eyes, she saw her standing before her, as clear as day.

   “You can’t see her, can you?” she asked Jack sadly.

   Jack stared wildly at her, through the transparent ghost of Mary Blake.

   “Just try to stay calm Casey, the police will be here any minute.”

   Mary Blake stood before her, dressed in the same clothes she had worn the night she’d died. Her eyes were black holes that bore deep into her soul. 

   Come, the deadly voice said in her head.

   She stood before her and dragged her to her feet. Then she was behind her, marching her over towards Jack. 

   “No,” Casey cried.

   She had no control of her limbs, like Mary was behind her and inside her all at the same time. 

   “Casey? What are you doing? Please sit back down.”

   “Run, Jack,” she managed to get out, but it was too late.

   Mary was making her lunge for him. She was forcing her to gouge at his eyes with her fingernails.

   With a wail of agony he stumbled sideways and fell over the armrest of the sofa, knocking over a standing lamp as he went and landing in a tangle of limbs on the cushioned seat.

   Casey picked up the nearest heavy object; his laptop.

   Again and again she brought it crashing down on his face, mashing it flat into a bloody pulp, continuing long after he had died.

   All the while Mary whispered in her ear;

   Bring me the others Casey, bring me Doug and Angel. I will never leave you until you do…

   It took all the strength and brute force of the two policemen that had come in through the open front door to prise the laptop out of her hands.

   






   

   

   

   ONE MONTH LATER.

   

   

   

   

   

   It was Ben’s first day as a junior staff nurse at Broadmoor. The team leader was showing him around the maximum security, psychiatric ward for the criminally insane.

   “And this one in here is Casey Brown. Thirty-three years old, highly dangerous,” said the grey-haired man who looked close to retirement.  

   They had stopped outside a padded cell, and the man drew back the little sliding hatch of the window so Ben could peer inside. He had heard of her. Who hadn’t? The press had had a field day with her story; she of the killing spree on Halloween.

   But still what had actually happened that day was shrouded in mystery. No two newspaper stories were quite the same. 

   “What really happened with her?” Ben asked, his interest piqued.

   “She’s a complex one, she’s got every shrink in this place scratching their head. They’re going crazy about her, she’s a real enigma.  The general consensus is she suffered severe psychotic episodes, just like the one she had fifteen years ago when she and her little gang of college friends raped and slaughtered an innocent girl. She claims she didn’t remember the part she played in what happened that night fifteen years ago until she was arrested on Halloween eve.”

   “So it was true then, what they did to that girl in ninety-nine?”

   “Yeah, the press got that much right. When the police dug up her body it was apparent that Mary Blake was brutally raped and murdered at the party that night in the derelict house.” 

   “Some party.”

   “Yeah. And when they had slaughtered the girl, they buried her in the back garden. Amazing she was never discovered before. Everyone just thought she had run off. She was a troubled girl, by all accounts.”

   Ben looked in on the young woman. She didn’t look much like a killer to him. She was slumped against the padded wall on her rump, her arms secured to her sides in a straightjacket. He supposed she might have been pretty, once upon a time. But now insanity clung to her, an almost palpable aura. It was in her dull eyes and lank hair. In the defeated curve of her shoulders and downward turn of her mouth.

   “She spends a lot of time in here, she’s a danger to herself, and others. She killed her psychiatrist, her ex-husband and her first boyfriend from college.”

   “Yeah, I read that in the papers.”  

   “But I can tell you what really happened. She smashed the window of the shrink’s office and slit his throat with a shaft of glass. Then she met her ex in a strip club in Soho, smashed a mirror, and slit his throat too. She bludgeoned the college sweetheart to death with his laptop. And this is where it gets really strange. She claims it was the ghost of Mary Blake, back from the dead to exact revenge on those who had wronged her. The shrink and the ex-husband just happened to get in the way. Good job the other two perpetrators were in Australia. Although they have since been arrested.” 

   Ben let out a low whistle. “Man, that is seriously fucked up.”

   “Yeah. She’s got some major guilt issues going on, I would say.”

   Casey lifted her hanging head, and her eyes locked with Ben’s through the little window.

   He flinched.

   My God, relax, it’s not like she can hear us.

   In that moment she looked completely sane. The pleading expression in her blue eyes twisted in his guts and for the briefest of seconds, he wondered if he did believe in ghosts.

   Then she was on her feet, bouncing off the padded walls. 

   “She’s going to hurt herself,” Ben said in alarm.

   Her mouth was open in a silent scream as she flung herself from wall to wall of the padded cell.

   “She’ll be fine,” the old guy said casually.

   Ben wasn’t so sure. He couldn’t hear a thing of what she was screaming, but when she came up to the hatch, he was able to lip read.

   She’s in here with me.

   Yes, that was definitely what she was screaming. 

   The team leader drew the hatch across, blotting out the sight of her. Ben discovered he was trembling.

   

   The End.

   

   






   

   

   

   Hello, dear reader, you’ve reached the end, thanks for sticking with me, it sure does mean a lot. If you’re interested, below is the first chapter of Dead Dot Com. 

   Thanks again for reading, and sweet nightmares to each and every one of you… 

   






   

   

   

   DEAD DOT COM

   NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

   

   This book was a bugger to write. It was a hard birth. It got under my skin. It kept me awake at night and gave me nightmares. I mean, this shit is nasty, even by my standards. I breezed through writing ‘Splatterpunks’ with a smile on my face. I consider ‘Djinn’ to be a jolly romp exploring the darker side of greed and human nature. But this, this dear reader, is a whole new ballgame. Writing this made me doubt my own sanity. 

   I’m a fan of films like ‘V/H/S’ and King’s ‘Creepshow.’ ‘Magnolia’ is also a pretty cool film that follows the same format; that is, a bunch of seemingly unconnected, random tales that come together at the end to tell a bigger story. I love this style of story-telling, and I used it in this book. 

   ‘Dead Dot Com’ follows a very different set of writing rules and it is by far the most intense thing I’ve ever written. Maybe that’s partly what gave me nightmares, the fact that it stormed along at such an unrelenting pace, I swear I held my breath the entire time I wrote the damn thing. 

   Did I enjoy writing it, though? Hell, yeah, it was a blast. A very sick blast, albeit. 

   So what are we waiting for dear reader, let’s rock ‘n roll. As the Crypt Keeper from ‘Tales From the Crypt’ would say;

   “Hang on to your hats, kiddies, this one’s a real shocker.”

   

   Sam West. 

   






   

   

   

   

   Gynophagia: The fetish of a person becoming food for someone else as a fantasy.

   

   One of the more widely known scenarios of Gynophagia is of a beautiful woman being spit roasted alive and enjoying every moment of it. Gynophagia can be consensual or brutally non-consensual. It is generally agreed that it is one of those few fetishes that cannot be practiced in real life.

   

   Of course, there are always exceptions.

   

    – Ref: The Urban Dictionary 

   






   

   

   

   

   

   ONE

   

   

   

   

   

   

    Olivia Brown re-read the thread she had just started on the winsomewomen.com website in the Woman-Eater Forum:

   

   Does anybody wish to eat a beautiful, petite, buxom red-head? Twenty-seven years old. Hardcore girl-meat devotee.

   

   Almost instantly she had replies and moisture pooled between her legs.

   It’s not like I’m actually going to go through with this fucked-up shit, she thought. It was all just fantasy, something to jack off to whilst her sweet but boring husband snored away in their barren, marital bed upstairs.

   

   Hearseboy: fuck yeah, I will eat u up yum yum

   Slaughterubitch: I will make ur dreams cum true, i will slit ur throat when we r fuckin and watch u bleed out on my bed and then I will cut u up good

   Girlbutcher1000: Redheads are the tastiest and most sought-after in our little community. But I expect you know this or you would not describe yourself as such. Tell me, are you really a redhead?

   

   

   Girlbutcher1000’s reply caught her eye, for no other reason than the proper sentence structure. If she was going to indulge in such a morbid fantasy, then she may as well do it with someone literate.

   She smiled to herself and twirled a fire-engine red curl around her forefinger as she typed:

   

   Necrobabe86: @Girlbutcher1000. I am indeed. All natural.

   Girlbutcher1000: Let’s chat. In private.

   Hearseboy: Baby, I can show u things that will blow ur mind

   

   But Olivia only had eyes for Girlbutcher1000 and she willingly followed him into a private chatroom kindly hosted by the site that allowed members to go one on one whilst still retaining their anonymity:

   

   Girlbutcher1000: Let me guess. Your fantasies grow stronger every day. They are beginning to creep into your waking life, they threaten your very sanity with their intensity.

   Necrobabe86: Very astute. But then, why else would I be on the darknet?

   Girlbutcher1000: Indeed. You are ripe to be eaten, yet there is a delicious freshness about you. An innocence that is most appealing.

   Necrobabe86: I’m not that innocent.

   Girlbutcher1000: Perhaps not in the conventional sense. But in this world you are. Fresh for the plucking.

   Necrobabe86: You claim to know a lot about me considering we have hardly exchanged two words together. What’s your story, Girlbutcher? 

   Girlbutcher1000: No, my sweet, it is you that should tell me yours.

   

   Olivia took a deep breath. It was why she was on this site, after all. Glancing furtively at the door to the living-room lest her husband should sleepily burst through it and demand to know what she was doing, she continued to type:

   

   Necrobabe86: I want to be kidnapped. I don’t mind how, but I love the idea of being thrown into the back of a van on my way home from work. I want to be taken to the man’s home, or better yet, his farm. When I arrive I want to be shaved and cleaned, and maybe kept in a cage or pen so I can be fattened up. I don’t really mind how I’m processed. I’m not adverse to spit roast, or maybe just hung up and butchered. I would like my breasts removed first or eaten off me…

   

   She stopped typing because she couldn’t see through the sudden blur of tears and her hand that was shoved down the front of her pyjama bottoms was somewhat distracting.

   What’s wrong with me?

   

   Girlbutcher1000: Do not be ashamed of your desires. 

   

   She stared at the screen before continuing to type one-handed.

   

   Necrobabe86: Tell me how you would prepare me.

   Girlbutcher1000: I would not keep you in a cage. I appreciate that my approach is maybe a little unorthodox, but we would have a relationship of sorts. 

   Necrobabe86: You would have a relationship with your dinner?

   Girlbutcher1000: Yes. In primitive times, the female would be dominated by the tribe's alpha male, but in the modern fantasy-life, she offers herself as the ultimate meal. She is a slave with no inhibitions. She will display no resistance to being owned, to be used without limit. To be traded, tortured, killed and eaten - to be devoured by her own passion for surrender.

   

   Olivia let out a shaky breath and stared at the pc screen through heavy-lidded eyes. Her climax was close, and this guy knew exactly what to say to tip her over the edge. It was like he was inside her head, giving voice to her darkest desires.

   

   Necrobabe86: Go on.

   Girlbutcher1000: A cannibalised girl is everything and nothing. She gives all and makes a commitment few others dare think of, she receives all because her owner takes over her life and takes all responsibility for her existence until the day she dies. She has no will, no thought that isn't devoted to her owner's passion and happiness, she is the final form of slavery, the final form of a devoted employee…

   And of course I would film it all.

   

   “Oh God,” Olivia gasped, her thighs clenching together in the throes of her self-induced orgasm.

   She wiped her fingers on her stripy pink bottoms and resumed typing with both hands. There were plenty more orgasms in her, she just needed a moment or two to recuperate. 

   

   Necrobabe86: So how would you prepare my flesh? How long before you killed me?

   Girlbutcher1000: Weeks. Maybe a month. Exercise must cease until the moment of death – muscle makes the meat so chewy. Some really go for muscled meat, like the French with their free-range chickens. But I prefer the meat to be soft, succulent and melt in the mouth.

   Necrobabe86: Are you a good cook?”

   Girlbutcher1000: I prefer chef. I believe I am, yes. 

   Necrobabe86: Would you fatten me up much?

   Girlbutcher1000: Again, some folks really go for the fattening stage. I personally think that too much fat is as bad as too much muscle. The meat loses its fine texture and becomes spongy, for want of a better word.

   Necrobabe86: How would you slaughter and cook me?

   Girlbutcher1000: I have no set way and have tried many variations. I find the spit-roast visually arresting, but mainly so in my imagination. Unfortunately, the reality is always messy. I prefer to butcher and eat clean. I am not a barbarian. With a creature as delightful and as beautiful as you, I might be inclined to go for the gentle bleed-out. I would hang you on a butcher’s hook, slit your wrists and neck and bleed you into a bucket placed at your feet. 

   

   Once more, his words were having the desired effect and she was back to one-handed typing. He was making her think of the meat-hook scene in the seventies flick, A Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and her fingers skated over her wetness. That scene had always been her secret go-to whenever she wanted to come when she was screwing her husband. 

   Shakily, she typed her encouragement.

   

   Necrobabe86: And the preparation and cooking?

   Girlbutcher1000: Once your physical body has expired, I shall unhook you and lay you out on the workbench. There I shall first remove the breasts and perhaps, as a treat, eat one uncooked. I only ever eat raw meat a few seconds after a kill. I shall sit at the kitchen table and gaze over at your beautiful corpse as I open a bottle of the finest merlot and eat you breast off a plate using the sharpest steak-knife to cut it. Once I have feasted upon your breast, I would set about the task of dismembering and filleting your exquisite body with delight and care. 

   Necrobabe86: What would be your first cooked meal?

   Girlbutcher1000: Rump steak and Caesar salad.

   

   “Oh.”

   The second orgasm hit like a freight train and she surrendered to the sensation, throwing back her head against the soft leather of the sofa.

   A distant thump penetrated through her fog of lust just as the last hit of pulsing pleasure receded. 

   Shit! 

   That sounded very much like her husband crunching around up in the bedroom and she sat bolt upright from her slouching position on the sofa and snatched her hand away from her pussy. 

   

   Girlbutcher1000: You still there?

   Necrobabe86: I have to go.

   Girlbutcher1000: Oh dear, has your husband woken up?

   

   A cold chill settled over her. She hadn’t told him a single thing about herself. She saw he was typing and with a growing sense of unease and her ears pricked for anymore movement upstairs, she waited for him to finish.

   

   Girlbutcher1000: You dance with the devil, Olivia Brown, the devil’s going to dance with you.

    

   She slammed down the laptop-lid, her heart slamming painfully against her ribcage.

   What the fuck?

   She jumped to her feet and found that she was trembling so violently she was having difficulty catching her breath.

   How did he know my name? It’s impossible…

   Without warning, the door to the living-room burst open to reveal her husband stood there in boxer-shorts and a t-shirt.

   “Michael. What are you doing down here this time of night?”

   “What am I doing? Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that? It’s one in the morning, I could’ve sworn we went to bed together at half ten.”

   She avoided looking directly at the familiar, sweet face of her husband. His dark hair was dishevelled, like he had just crawled out of bed. She was painfully aware of his big, doleful brown eyes boring into her and she felt a stirring of guilt mixed in with the adrenalin coursing through her body. 

   If only he could be more adventurous in bed, came the ungrateful thought. Sex with Michael never extended beyond missionary position and the whispering of sweet nothings in her ear.

   “I couldn’t sleep, had a headache. I was just waiting for the paracetamol to work.”

   “Is that right?”

   Only then did she notice his mobile phone he held clasped in his hand.

   “You planning on calling someone?”

   Their eyes locked properly for the first time and he smiled, but it was a funny kind of smile. In fact, everything about her husband seemed funny, a little off, somehow. She had the distinct impression that she was being studied, like her dark, dirty little secrets had inexplicably been laid bare for him to examine.

   Stop it. You’re being paranoid.

   “No, I’m not planning on calling anyone. But I have been online for the past half hour. I’ve been having a very interesting conversation, as it happens.”

   Her heart kicked up a notch. “Really?”

   “Yeah. Really interesting.”

   Olivia was beginning to sweat. She didn’t know how, or why, but he was playing her. It made no sense, it was like he actually knew what she had been doing and what she had been looking at online. Which of course he couldn’t possibly know.

   “I recognised the darkness when we first met. When I asked you to marry me, what I really mean to say was die for me.”

   “What?”

   “I love you, Necrobabe86. All your dreams are about to come true.”

   He lunged for her and in that moment it all made perfect sense. It was her own husband she had been talking to on winsomewomen.com. Michael was Girlbutcher1000. Who knew how many other, woman-eater names he had been hiding behind in the numerous, fantastical little chats she had partaken in online?

   She was short, barely five-foot three, and he took full advantage of his towering height and her shocked state. He spun her round and cradled her back to his body, his big hand circling her neck. His fingers tightened around her windpipe just enough to make her light-headed.

   A sense of inevitability mixed in with the terror; she understood with cold certainty that her whole life had been rushing to this one moment. His free hand roamed her body, squeezing her still-damp pussy beneath the thin fabric of her pyjama bottoms. 

   “You’re mine,” he whispered in her ear. “I own you.”

   His fingers relinquished their grip on her neck, just enough to relieve the pressure so she could breathe freely once more. She sucked down a mouthful of air, her head spinning with the sudden rush of oxygen to her brain.

   “Michael, please, what are you doing? Let me go.”

   “Let me go,” he mimicked in a breathy voice. “We both know that’s not what you want. We both know the real reason why you married me.”

   “No. It’s not true.”

   Was it true? Did she want this?

   Of course I don’t. I don’t want to be eaten. That’s just insane…

   “We’re going upstairs now, and the next time you come down them again it will be to visit the kitchen for the final time as my dinner. Oh, come, stop trembling, you want this as much as me.”

   “I don’t,” she said, finding her voice at last. “This is a horrible mistake. It was just a stupid fantasy in my head, you weren’t ever supposed to find out. I don’t want it to be real, Michael, I don’t. Please, I don’t want this…”

   

   

   

   

   

   END OF SAMPLE.
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