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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello, kiddies. It’s hell out there tonight. Tonight, the fabric between worlds is thin. Tonight, the dead can walk among us and have some fun. Do you like to have fun, boys and girls? Then call the number on the bottom of the screen. It’s free, kiddies, and you don’t have to ask a grown-up first. So call that number. Seven, seven, three, four, and let the fun begin…” 
 
    Danny giggled. The man on the telly was so cool and dead creepy. He wore a green suit and his face was painted white. His hair was green, to match his suit, and stuck out at crazy angles all over his head. On a banner on the bottom of the screen was that number, ‘7734’, blinking in red. 
 
    His mum stuck her head around the living room door. “Danny, sweetie, it’s gone ten. Bedtime when you’ve finished your coco.” 
 
    “But Mum, I’m watching this.”  
 
    His gaze flickered back to the TV, where the man was doing a funny little dance. Danny giggled again, but he was scared, too. It was a good kind of scared, though; the kind of scared that made him feel all squirmy and happy inside. 
 
    “Don’t smart-mouth me, Danny. I’ll make allowances because you’re full of sugar and it’s late. I have to finish up in the kitchen, but when I’m done, it’s bedtime, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Mum,” he said, but she was already gone, the sound of her heels click-clacking down the short hallway and into the kitchen. 
 
    His gaze was transfixed on the TV, on the funny man. He had stopped dancing now to the creepy, funny music – something about doing the time-warp again – and was staring intently at the camera. He walked right up to the camera so that his head filled the screen, his grinning face obscuring the view of the cosy, but decidedly creepy living-room behind him. Danny could no longer see the roaring, open fire, the high-backed, leather armchair and the wood-panelled walls.  
 
    Were his eyes red? 
 
    Cool. 
 
    Cool or not, now he wasn’t sure if that squirmy feeling in his tummy was pleasure or just plain fear. Either way, he couldn’t take his eyes off the man on the TV. His grinning mouth displayed two wonky rows of yellow teeth – teeth that looked distinctly pointy. 
 
    They have got to be fake.  
 
    But they didn’t look fake. 
 
    The man cocked his head to one side, still grinning. Now that he was this close to the camera, Danny decided that his red-tinged eyes or pointy teeth weren’t quite so cool anymore. 
 
    “Dial the number, kiddies, let’s have ourselves a fine old time tonight. Because tonight, there is evil on your street. Why my street, I hear you ask; well, why not, is how I reply. Everything has to start somewhere, right? It just so happens that your street got lucky. At this precise moment in time, there is profound evil happening on the road in which you live – there are also innocent souls and there is hedonism. We like that stuff down here. It’s quite the mix. The lucky mix.” 
 
    Danny shivered. This was weird – it almost felt like the clown-man was talking directly to him, and him alone. 
 
    What’s the matter, Danny? You’re not scared of some stupid clown-man on the telly, are you? 
 
    No. Of course he wasn’t. 
 
    Striding defiantly over to the windowsill, he plucked the phone out of its cradle where it rested. It beeped accusingly in his sweaty hand, as if upset at being disturbed. 
 
    As if warning him. 
 
    He thought of Brett Adams – the kid in the year above him at primary school – who like to kick him when the teacher wasn’t looking. He also stole his lunch money and pinched him, then accused him of being a cry-baby if he shed a tear. 
 
    Little Danny-wanny, cry-baby wants his mumsie-wumsie. 
 
    He hadn’t told Mum about Brett – she had enough on her plate bringing him up alone since his dad had walked out on them a few years ago. 
 
    “Do it, boys and girls. Make that call. You’re not a cry-baby are you?” 
 
    Danny gasped in shock, his heart racing in his chest. He stared at the TV in dismay – surely he hadn’t heard right? But the man on the screen was dancing again to that funny song, miming to it and waving his arms in the air. 
 
    “…in another dimension… with voyeuristic intention…” 
 
    And that number continued to flash on the bottom of the screen. 
 
    So what if he had said cry-baby? Danny thought. Lots of people were cry-babies – he couldn’t be the only person in the world to ever be called such a thing. 
 
    Do it, a little voice whispered in his mind. 
 
    With trembling fingers, Danny punched in the number, seven, seven, three, four, and held the receiver to his ear. At the other end, it began to ring. His gaze was irretrievably drawn to the TV screen, to the man in the green suit. He had stopped dancing now, and was grinning manically at the camera. 
 
    “Well kiddies, I do believe we have our first call for the night. And who can this lucky person be?” 
 
    With the phone pressed to his ear, Danny’s eyes widened in his head as the man on the telly produced a smartphone from out of the front pocket of his green trousers. 
 
    Danny let out a little shriek, and dropped the landline. 
 
    “Hello? Hello? Is there anybody there? What a shame, they’ve hung up. Never mind, they called, and they will get a visit from the other side.” 
 
    The man let out a manic sounding laugh, like a true, cartoon villain. To his dismay, Danny discovered that he was crying. 
 
    Stupid cry-baby, he chided himself. So what if your call did go through to the man on the telly? It’s his advert now, isn’t it? It makes sense that he would take the calls… 
 
    “Little Danny-wanny. Cry-baby wants his mumsie-wumsie.” 
 
    This time, Danny shrieked. He turned away from the television, lunging towards the sofa for the remote-control. Where the hell was it, he knew it was there somewhere. Whimpering to himself, he frantically began to pull the cushions off the sofa. 
 
    “Danny? What’s going on in here?” 
 
    The sound of his mum’s voice made him jump and spin round guiltily, still no nearer to locating the remote-control. Sobbing, he wiped his eyes on the cloak of his Dracula costume. 
 
    “I was just trying to turn off the telly,” he wailed, “but I can’t find the remote.” 
 
    His mum frowned at him, her arms crossed over her chest. “But the TV is turned off.” 
 
    A ripple of fear coursed through him, and his gaze snapped round to the TV. It wasn’t turned off. That horrible, white face with the sticky-uppy green hair was still on the screen. 
 
    And it was looking right at him, grinning. 
 
    “Mummy! Pleease! The bad man is on the telly, I don’t like him, please turn it off.” 
 
    He knew he was sounding like a total cry-baby, and much younger than his nine years, but right then he didn’t care. 
 
    “Danny? What the hell’s gotten into you? Are you trying to prank me? It’s late, and I’ve had enough. I let you go to that party, we’ve been out trick or treating and you’ve eaten your own body weight in sweets. It’s like, the more you get, the more you want. Well, I am tired, baby, I’ve had enough, I am in no mood for one for your tantrums. It’s bedtime.” 
 
    Danny stared up at his mum in disbelief, painfully aware of that terrifying, red-eyed, white-skinned, scrawny, grinning face on the TV. 
 
    And then the obvious occurred to him; his mum was playing a trick on him. She was just pretending not to see the horrible man on the telly. In fact, this was probably a DVD she was playing. The relief he felt was immense, and he let out a half-laugh, half-sob. 
 
    “Jesus, Danny, what’s the phone doing on the floor? The back’s come off it.” She bent down to pick it up and pushed the plastic pieces back together, before walking over to the phone cradle and shoving it back in. “Thank God it still works. I’m not made of money, you know. It doesn’t grow on trees.” 
 
    Normally, he would roll his eyes when his mum went off on the ‘we’re not made of money’ lecture, because he knew that was blatantly untrue. His mum was a doctor, and even at the relatively tender age of nine, Danny understood that they were well off by anyone’s standards. 
 
    But that was normally. Tonight, all he cared about was the mean trick she was playing on him. Couldn’t she see how scared he was? 
 
    “But Mum, you knew I would call that number. I got scared when the horrible man picked up his phone.” 
 
     And he answered it, didn’t he? So it can’t be a DVD, can it? 
 
    He did his best to ignore that little voice in his head, because what it was saying made way too much sense for comfort. 
 
    “Danny,” she said slowly and in her best ‘reasonable’ voice that invariably spelled trouble. “This is your last chance. Go and put your pyjamas on, brush your teeth, and wash your face.” 
 
    “But Mum…” 
 
    She held up a hand and pushed the other one through her glossy, shoulder-length blonde hair, sighing heavily. She closed her eyes for a moment, and Danny gazed up at her in bewilderment. He recognised the signs; she was close to losing it. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it. Last chance, Danny. Go and put your pyjamas on, now. And when you’ve done that, go and wash the make-up off your face. If you can’t do it all by yourself, I’ll come and help. Now, Danny,” she said when he didn’t move. 
 
    Fresh tears stung his eyes. He glanced towards the TV, and that horrible man was still on it. He wasn’t doing anything, just standing there and staring at the camera, grinning.  
 
    He’s not a man, he’s a devil. 
 
    “I am scared, Mum,” he said slowly, doing his best to keep it together. “Can you see the man on the telly, yes or no?” 
 
    Even before she answered, he knew what she was going to say. And he also knew that her answer was the truth. This was no Halloween trick that she was playing on him. 
 
    “There is nothing on the telly, Danny. And this is your absolute last chance.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak when the doorbell rang out. His mum said a bad word under her breath, and turned away from him, calling over her shoulder as she did so: 
 
    “Upstairs. Now. I can’t believe the trick or treaters are still going, it’s so late.” 
 
    The worst feeling curdled in his guts. “Don’t answer the door, Mum.” 
 
    Ignoring him, she stalked out of the room. For a moment Danny remained rooted to the spot, his heart hammering. His paralysis broke, and with a strangled sob, he lunged for the TV and whipped out the plug from the socket… But the horrible man remained, just as he knew he would. He wasn’t speaking at all, just grinning at the camera. 
 
    They’re coming for my mum. 
 
    The horrible thought slammed into his mind, unbidden and terrifying. He didn’t know who ‘they’ were, but someone, or something bad was at the door. Instinctively, he knew this to be true, and he staggered towards the living-room door. He got there just in time to see him mum with her hand wrapped around the door-knob, poised to open it. 
 
    “No,” he gasped, but if she heard, she made no sign. 
 
    As if in a nightmare, he watched her open the door in slow motion. She stood there, silhouetted by the porch light, the light streaming around her slim frame. In that second, Danny thought that she looked like an angel. 
 
    “Trick or treat,” chorused the children. 
 
    But there was nothing childish or sweet about their voices. Their voices sounded raspy and phlegm filled, like old men riddled with lung disease. 
 
    In fact, there was nothing sweet about them at all. All four of them were dressed as goblins, or at least, Danny assumed they were supposed to be goblins. Their little bodies were covered by black cloaks, and they wore full head masks. The masks were hideous – Danny had certainly never seen anything like them amongst the fancy-dress costumes in the Halloween section in the supermarket. Each face had a bulging forehead, a hooked nose and an unnaturally wide grin that revealed pointy, yellow teeth. The skin of the masks shone under the porch light, like they had been smeared with Vaseline. 
 
    But it was the eyes that were the worst. They were too close set, and didn’t look like the eyeholes of a mask at all. Their eyes glinted behind the eyeholes, like their eyes were positioned directly behind those holes, which, of course, was impossible because no one could have eyes that close-set. 
 
    It’s their real faces. 
 
    The thought slammed into his brain, rocking him on his feet, and wet heat soaked the front of his trousers, cooling as it trickled down his legs. 
 
    “Mum,” he gasped. “Shut the door.” 
 
    She didn’t turn around. As he was behind her, he couldn’t see her expression, but he could hear the tremor in her voice when she spoke: 
 
    “Hang on, I’ll get your candy.” 
 
    “We want it now…” 
 
    “Yes, we want it now…” 
 
    “Now or never…” 
 
    The voices overlapped each other, hissing and rasping. The sound of it made the skin of his scalp tighten and his heart slam erratically against his sternum. 
 
    “Mum?” 
 
    She turned away from the goblins at the door, her gaze locking with Danny’s. “Go and use the bathroom, Danny, you have to…” 
 
    She never got to finish her sentence. Her eyes went wide in her head, and her mouth opened in a perfectly round ‘O’. Her body went suddenly stiff, her back arching slightly. 
 
    “Mum?” Danny said. 
 
    Behind her, the goblin children chuckled. 
 
    From that perfect ‘O’ of her lips, blood welled. It collected in her mouth, spilling out over her black top and splattering onto her jeans. 
 
    She stayed like that for a moment, before crashing forward like a felled tree. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lauren Richards was sulking. Neil had gone next-door to that pathetic drip, Jen Whoever-The-Fuck-She-Was, and had completely ignored her. It wasn’t even yet ten p.m., and the Neil-less night stretched out before her. 
 
    What the fuck does he even see in that fucking loser, anyway? And didn’t he know how lucky he was to be invited to this party? 
 
    Her Halloween party was exclusively for third year students, and only the ‘in’ crowd at that. By rights, Neil, as a first-year student shouldn’t be here; he was so privileged. But Neil was one on his own – she had never met a guy quite like him. He was effortlessly charming, easy-going, and devastatingly good-looking which he seemed genuinely unaware of. He hung out a lot with Rob, some guy in her ‘Youth and Crime’ seminar, because they were both members of the University football team, and, as a result, Rob had got an invite too, provided he bring Neil with him. 
 
    Yes, Lauren had had her predatory eye on him all term, and Lauren always got what she wanted. Christ, she could have any guy in this room, especially Neil’s friend, Rob. Currently, he was sniffing round her like a dog on heat. 
 
    “Come and dance,” he laughed, tugging on her arm to join the others in the middle of the room dancing to ‘The Time Warp’. 
 
    Objectively, she assessed him, wondering if he was good enough for her. He was bright enough – one didn’t get to the third year of University without some modicum of brains – and he was certainly fit, being on the football team. He had quick, brown eyes, short, dark hair and a good, square jaw. Tonight, he had come dressed as a mob boss, or maybe a pimp, complete with a drawn-on pencil moustache, and a black and white, pin-striped suit which was heavy on the white. 
 
    Lauren had to admit, he did look kind of cute. But still. He wasn’t Neil. 
 
    “Not right now,” she said, not even bothering to soften her refusal with a smile. 
 
    Ignoring his momentarily crestfallen expression, she turned her attention back to Becky, her partner in crime and flatmate; a gorgeous, raven-haired, mixed-race girl. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Rob said, getting in line with the dancers. 
 
    “You still mooning over that Neil?” Becky asked. 
 
    She was dressed as Little Red Riding Hood, or at least, the porn version of Little Red Riding Hood, with her generous cleavage and endless legs on display. 
 
    “I’m not mooning over him,” she said, none too convincingly. 
 
    “Sure you’re not. You’ve had a face like a slapped arse all evening.” 
 
    “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Sweetie, you could have anyone in this room, why are you getting all uptight about some dumb fresher?” 
 
    “I’m not getting uptight.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not. You’re like all, ooh, I love you Neil.” 
 
    Lauren rolled her eyes; Becky was really beginning to get on her tits. Tonight was not going to plan, it was definitely time to get things back on track. 
 
    “You know what, Becks? Maybe I do have a thing for Neil. And I’m going to teach that dumb bitch he’s sniffing around a lesson.” 
 
    Becky grinned, her dark eyes narrowing into two bitchy little slits. “A lesson, huh? Do tell me more.”  
 
    “It is Halloween, isn’t it? And what’s the one thing that you shouldn’t do on Halloween?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Babysit. I mean, have you never seen When A Stranger Calls? Or Halloween?” 
 
    “What’s When A Stranger Calls?” 
 
    Again, Lauren rolled her eyes. Sometimes, Becks could be so ignorant; not for the first time she wondered how she had even manged to get into University. 
 
    “It’s the film about the babysitter who gets a phone-call from the psycho stalker… And the phone-call is coming from inside the house. You know, like the urban legend.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said, apparently having no idea what she was going on about. 
 
    “So I was thinking – maybe dear, sweet little Jen should have her very own, Halloween babysitting experience.” 
 
    “You’re going to break into next door and call her?” 
 
    “I’m not going to call her. Rob is. And then he’s going to go round and pay them a little visit.” 
 
    “Does Rob know this?” 
 
    “Not yet. But he’s about to.” 
 
    Her predatory gaze fell upon Rob. He was dancing with Nora, an attractive girl who was dressed as a sexy witch. Like Lauren, Nora came from a privileged, upper-middle class background, and was a solid fixture in their little clique. 
 
    Lauren felt no jealousy as she watched them dancing together. Absently, she wondered if they had fucked, or were going to. She couldn’t say that she cared either way. Because even if they were, Rob would drop Nora like a sack of shit if she so much as clicked her fingers. 
 
    Which, she decided, was exactly what she was going to do. Curling the finger of her black-gloved hand in a come-hither gesture, she beckoned him over towards her. Like a dog brought to heel, he was at her side in heartbeat, leaving Nora stranded. For all of two seconds she looked put out, before tugging on the arm of a guy dressed as Edward Scissorhands, then proceeding to use him as a pole. 
 
    “Baby,” Rob said, holding out his arms expansively towards her. “You ready to dance?” 
 
    Ignoring his outstretched arms, she leaned in against his shoulder, pushing her shiny, PVC clad breast against him.  
 
    “I don’t want to dance, but I’m in the mood to play a little Halloween plank.” 
 
    She shifted her weight onto one hip, accentuating her curves in her skin-tight, shiny, black Catwoman suit. Lauren knew she looked good, hell, she was in a different league in the looks department compared to that pathetic bitch next-door. It just beggared belief that he would choose Jen over her. 
 
    Yeah, he sure was gonna pay for that. 
 
    “A prank, huh? What, exactly, did you have in mind?” he shouted at her over the music. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, grabbing his arm and heading out into the wide hallway where it was quieter. 
 
    She threw a final glance at Becks, who had slipped onto the dancefloor when Rob had come over, and was currently having a dance-off with Nora for the attentions of Edward Scissorhands. Becks was winning. 
 
    Out in the hallway, she leaned against the wall and allowed Rob to rest his hand on the wall above her head and crowd her space. He smiled down at her, and on most other guys, she supposed it would’ve been sleazy. Rob was too cute to be sleazy, though; shame she couldn’t fancy him. 
 
    “So Neil’s gone next-door with the babysitter, and I propose we play a little trick on him.” 
 
    “You do, huh?” 
 
    He smiled lazily down at her, edging ever closer. His nonchalant, you-do-huh’s were beginning to get on her nerves. She tried not to let her irritation show when she replied; “I sure do. What do you say? Fancy a bit of Halloween fun?” 
 
    “I reckon it would be more fun if you forgot about Neil for one second and concentrated on me.” 
 
    “Who says I’ve got Neil on the brain? I just thought we should, you know, do something spooky.” 
 
    “I can think of things I’d much rather be doing.” 
 
    “For God’s sake Rob,” she snapped, unable to contain her exasperation and shifting sideways so that he was no longer quite so much in her face. Not wanting to piss him off, she softened her tone somewhat. “It’s the high-and-mighty fresher girl I want to play a trick on, not Neil so much. She’s just so up herself, she needs to be taken down a peg or two.” 
 
    “You mean you’re pissed at her for boning Neil when you’re not.” 
 
    She sighed heavily. “Do you want to do this or not?” 
 
    “Fine. What do you propose we do, then? What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Lauren shifted gear immediately. “A bloody good night.” 
 
    Rob chuckled, encroaching on her space once more. This time, she didn’t flinch away from him. “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Uh huh. You’d better believe it. All you have to do is make a funny little phone-call in a funny little voice and say how you’re coming to get her. And when you’ve made your funny little phone-call, you can go round there in a funny little costume and scare the shit out of the bitch.” 
 
    Half-pouting, half-smiling, her eyes heavy-lidded, she picked at an imaginary piece of fluff on his stripy suit. 
 
    Rob’s smile dropped. “Her and Neil will be calling the police quicker than you can say happy Halloween.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Rob, it’s just for a laugh. Where’s your sense of humour gone?” 
 
    “On a different plane to yours, obviously.” 
 
    “Sweetie, I’ll really make it worth your while.” 
 
    His smile came back when she grabbed his hand and placed it on her small, firm breast. “You drive a hard bargain, Lauren Richards.” 
 
    “Yeah. Real hard.”  
 
    She reached for his crotch, and he sucked in a sharp intake of breath. She could feel the stiff heat of his cock through the cheap polyester of the suit. His smile was no longer friendly – it was positively wolfish. He lowered his head to kiss her, but she twisted out of reach. 
 
    “Up in my room, there’s a long, black cloak on the bed and a Scream mask. Make the call, make a few threats to her and Neil and the kid, then go and knock on their door.” 
 
    Despite the dangled carrot of sex, Lauren could sense that she was losing him. 
 
    “But why? What am I supposed to do round there? What if they call the police, or Neil goes for me?” 
 
    “If they don’t open the door immediately and you suspect they’re calling the police, just come straight back here. The police aren’t going to take them seriously. There’s a party here, for God’s sake, it could be anyone running around in costume just having a laugh. And you’ll withhold your number on your mobile, so they won’t know who it is.” 
 
    “What do I do if they open the door?” 
 
    “Point the gun at them, get them to strip naked, then I’ll appear and take a picture. Hello the best fucking social media prank ever.” 
 
    Rob’s eyes widened. “You what? A gun? Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    “Deadly. It’s not a real gun, it’s just a prank. Come on, it’ll be funny. And you get to see Jen naked, so it’s win, win.” 
 
    “You’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    She threw him a sexy little smile. “That’s why you want me.” 
 
    “This is insane.” 
 
    But she could see him giving it some serious consideration. “It’s just a little joke. Jen’s titties and Neil’s cock will be plastered all over Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram and Facebook. Come on, it’ll be the prank of the fucking year.” 
 
    “What if they can see it’s not a real gun?” 
 
    “It looks very realistic. They probably won’t take the chance.” 
 
    “Probably?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    He closed the gap between them, crowding her with his big body against the wall. “Remind me again what’s in it for me?” 
 
    “A night you’ll never forget.” 
 
    “I want more than a night.” 
 
    His response surprised her. She knew he fancied her – most guys did – but apparently he was really into her. “Do you want to go steady with me?” 
 
    A look flickered in his eyes, one she couldn’t quite place, but just as quick it was gone again. 
 
    And then it clicked what it was. 
 
    Jesus, I think he’s in love with me or something. 
 
    “Sure we can,” she lied smoothly. “I really like you, Rob.” 
 
    Then she tugged his head down onto hers, kissing him like she meant it. Which she didn’t, but Rob seemed fooled. She broke of the kiss, singularly unmoved. Rob, however was gazing down at her, his cheeks flushed and his pupils swamping his brown eyes. 
 
    She slipped her dainty, gloved hand into his. “Let’s go upstairs, this is going to be so much fun.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Danny was rooted to the spot in disbelief. The hallway swayed around him and for a moment, his vision blurred. Dimly, he was aware of the children 
 
    (they’re not children they’re goblins from hell) 
 
    swarming over his mum, stabbing her repeatedly in the back with gleaming knives. Their black-gloved hands whooshed through the air, again and again. 
 
    All at once, the stabbing stopped. The four, hideous faces looked up at Danny and they pulled themselves upright to the full extent of their four-foot-something glory. 
 
    “We want candy…” 
 
    “Get us our sweeties…” 
 
    “Sweets, give them to us…” 
 
    “Or give us a trick…” 
 
    Their voices overlapped each other as they stepped forward over his mother’s body, into his home. 
 
    Danny staggered backwards, numbed by terror. 
 
    Sweets! You have sweets in your pocket, a little voice screamed in his head. 
 
    He reached a trembling hand into his pocket, his fingertips grazing a little packet of sweets that were wet-through with piss. For an alarming second, he thought that his fingers were simply not going to cooperate. 
 
    The goblin children took a step closer, their arms extended outwards, each one of them still clutching a knife. 
 
    Finally, Danny lobbed the packet of sweets at them. It landed at their feet, and the little packet of chewy bears caused them to stop dead. Their hands lowered to their sides and their large heads tilted downwards. 
 
    He dug deep into both pockets, locating more small packets of sweets and threw them at the creatures from hell. For Danny was no longer under any illusion as to what he was looking at – these things were demons, of that he had no doubt. 
 
    “You’ve got your sweets, now go. Get out of my house!” he screamed. 
 
    The creatures clutched their sweets and stared at him, their oversized heads cocked to the side. Without a word they turned away, stepped over his mum, and walked down the garden path. Danny held his breath, staring after their departing figures until they disappeared through the gate and turned right out of sight. 
 
    When he was sure they were gone, and still in that same state of numb shock, he went over to his mum on jelly legs. 
 
    “Mum,” he sobbed, crouching down next to her and gently shaking her shoulder. She didn’t stir. “Mum,” he repeated, louder this time. 
 
    Sobbing, he lunged into the living-room where the man in the green suit was still on the TV. He was doubled over with laughter. 
 
    “Happy Halloween, Danny.” 
 
    The fact that the man on the telly had said his name barely even made him flinch. He had just watched his mum be murdered by creatures from the depths of Hell, so if the creep on the TV was directly addressing him then it didn’t really figure. 
 
    Ignoring him, he plucked the phone out of its cradle and punched in nine, nine, nine. It rang once before a familiar voice answered; a voice that made his blood turn to ice. Not only was the voice on the other end of the line, but it was also coming from the television: 
 
    “Tonight, all calls are being diverted,” the smug voice said in stereo. “You have reached seven, seven, three, four, which, as you might have guessed, upside down and backwards, spells hell. Please hold the line if you require us to come and tear you limb from limb.” 
 
    He cackled in his ear, and on the telly too. Something sharp grazed the corner of his mouth, making him yelp. In the second before he flung the phone across the room and it shattered against the wall, he glimpsed a set of sharp, yellow, drawl-covered teeth gnashing in the phone’s mouthpiece. 
 
    He blinked, sure he had imagined it, staring in horror at the shattered phone next to the skirting-board. The phone looked accusingly back at him. 
 
    See? It seemed to be saying. I’m just a phone and you broke me. 
 
    Wrenching his gaze away from the phone, he looked back at the TV… And wished that he hadn’t. The man on the TV was laughing. Except he didn’t much look like a man anymore. Danny refused to look directly at the TV, but he was aware of him out of the corner of his eye. His head was beginning to look a little like the heads of the things that had killed his mum.  
 
    I will not look, I will not look, he repeated to himself over and over as he edged out into the hallway. 
 
    But he couldn’t seem to stop himself from stealing a glance. The man’s head was stretching and distorting into those ghastly, demonic proportions, and all the while he was laughing like a maniac. 
 
    With a cry, Danny stumbled back out into the hallway. Even though he knew he was going to see his mother lying there dead, sprawled across the threshold, the shock was still a physical thing. It rocked him on his feet, leaving him dizzy. With a huge effort, he focussed on what should happen next. 
 
    I need to get help. The neighbours will help me. 
 
    Mr and Mrs Pearson lived next-door. They were nice – a little older than Mum. They had a baby, and a grown-up-son who had emigrated to Australia. 
 
    But if I go out there, the monsters will get me. 
 
    Then he thought about escaping through the backdoor of the kitchen into the back-garden, but quickly dismissed the idea. The large, square garden was surrounded by high fencing impossible to climb over. Each of the five houses on this stretch of promenade overlooking the sea were detached. To the left of them was a mile-long park that separated the two towns of Ramsgate and Broadstairs, and at the other end of the row of five houses was an expanse of nothing but clifftop promenade before one came to the cinema. Behind the garden was the busy road that wound down the cliff face into the centre of Ramsgate. The only way onto that road was through the alleyway next to the cinema. 
 
    You have to go outside and get help from the neighbours. Unless, of course, you want to go into the park… 
 
    Just the thought of entering the park at night made him squirm. There were so many horror stories about what went on in that park in the dead of night. 
 
    Refusing to look down at the floor, he edged closer to the front-door. From here, he couldn’t see what had become of the monsters. He was pretty sure that he had seen them turn right instead of left. 
 
    Behind him, the monster-man on the telly was still laughing. 
 
    He’s getting louder. 
 
    Whimpering, he stepped over his mother, turned off the porch light, and pushed himself into the bushes. Now that he was outside, he could hear loud music with a heavy beat coming from next door but one. Mum was always moaning about that house, she said it ‘lowered the tone of the street’. It was a student house, and right now, they seemed to be in the throes of a Halloween party. 
 
    He found that comforting. Help was out there, he just had to reach it. 
 
    From inside the house, the sound of the man laughing grew louder still. 
 
    The telly-man is going to get me. He’s going to crawl right out of the TV, like he tried to do with the phone, but the phone wasn’t big enough. He’s going to crawl right on out of the TV and eat me up… 
 
    His heart hammering in terror, he edged down the garden, in search of help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jennifer Abbot stared at the message on her phone for probably the hundredth time that night: 
 
      
 
    I’m coming round! Neil X. 
 
      
 
    She had tried to argue – Mr and Mrs Pearson hadn’t exactly said that no one could join her, but then, neither had they said, ‘oh, yes, please invite your boyfriend round so you can fuck on our sofa while our one-year-old child sleeps upstairs.’ 
 
    I’m sure they won’t mind, she told herself. It wasn’t like she had any intention of fucking him, no matter where they happened to be tonight. They’d only been going out a week and she was still a virgin. Not that Neil knew that. 
 
    Would he still want me if he knew? At nineteen, she felt kind of old to be a virgin. Most guys got weird about it, like, they either saw it as a challenge to ‘break her in’, or they ran a mile, thinking that she was after an engagement ring. The truth was, she was saving herself for someone special. She didn’t necessarily want the guy to become her life partner, but she still wanted it to mean something. Was that really too much to ask? Did that really make her such a sad, walking, talking cliché? 
 
    The muffled sound of music washed over her, barely discernible, coming from next-door. A Halloween party. 
 
    At least some people know how to have a good time. I bet none of them are sad virgins. 
 
    The landline trilled loudly, making her jump. She stared at the cordless phone in its cradle next to the TV, her heart thumping hard in her chest. The green writing on the phone’s little screen blinked withheld. She glanced at the time in the bottom right hand corner of her laptop screen; it was gone ten. 
 
    Who the hell would be calling this time of the night? 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t answer it. 
 
    Or maybe it was the Pearsons. Maybe something bad had happened. 
 
    You have to answer it. 
 
    Even if it wasn’t the Pearsons, the least she could do was take down a message for them. It was only a ringing phone, for God’s sake, there was no reason for her to be so damn jumpy. 
 
    Picking up the phone, she pressed it to her ear, doing her best to ignore the irrational surge of apprehension. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    There was no reply. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, Jen,” a deep, male voice said, just as she was about to hang up. 
 
    Her heart tripped in her chest as she asked, “who is this?” 
 
    The voice on the other end of the line chuckled softly, but there was nothing friendly in the sound. 
 
    “Is the child asleep?” 
 
    Her blood ran to ice in her veins. “Mr Pearson?” she asked in a croaky voice. 
 
    But even as she asked it, she knew it wasn’t him. Not unless he was putting on a funny voice, but why would he do a thing like that? No, this wasn’t Mr Pearson. 
 
     She clutched the phone to her ear, and it was slippery and hot in her hand. 
 
    “Who is this?” she repeated to the silence down the other end of the line. 
 
    Every instinct she possessed screamed at her to hang the fuck up, but somehow, she couldn’t. She had to know who it was. Because if she knew who it was playing this dumb Halloween prank on her, then she wouldn’t be so scared anymore. 
 
    “I am a friend,” the man said. 
 
    “No friend would prank-call me. And that’s the worst American accent I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    She spoke the truth. For the life of her she didn’t recognise the speaker, but the American accent was as dodgy as fuck. “Tell me who you are,” she said when he didn’t reply. 
 
    “Peekaboo, I see you,” he said with a throaty chuckle that made her flesh crawl. 
 
    “Right that’s it, this is your last chance. If you don’t tell me who you are right now, I’m calling the police right this second on my mobile.” 
 
    The stranger burst into song. It was surprisingly tuneful, his voice a rich baritone: “We’ll, meet again, don’t know where, don’t know when, but I know…” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    She hung up. When she dropped the phone on the leather sofa, she discovered that she was trembling. 
 
    The doorbell sounded, making her flinch and cry out. What if whoever was at the door was her prank caller? She turned around on the spot, half-expecting a figure to jump out at her from a hiding place in the large living-room. 
 
    “Fuck,” she muttered, running a shaking hand through her hair. 
 
    This wouldn’t do at all. She had to get a grip. There was no one in the house, apart from her, and Angie sleeping upstairs, of course. Her frightened gaze latched onto the bay-window of the living-room – and her heart slammed hard against her sternum. 
 
    The curtains were wide open. 
 
    “Fuck,” she said again, striding over towards the window. 
 
    If someone was stalking her and was outside in the front-garden, they would be able to see her all too clearly. If they peered in through the window, she would be lit up in here like Blackpool seafront at Christmas time. 
 
    The doorbell sounded again, and she yelped. Clutching the thick velvet of the blood-red curtains, she peered through a gap in the window at the lit-up porch. 
 
    For a second, panic washed over her. A guy she didn’t recognise stood on the porch; a guy in a long, black cloak with shoulder length, black hair scraped back in a ponytail, and a deathly white complexion… 
 
    And then she breathed a sigh of relief, for it was only Neil, dressed as what she figured was supposed to be Count Dracula. Letting the curtain fall back into place, she went to the door to open it.  
 
    “Jesus, Neil, what the hell are you wearing?” she said by way of greeting. 
 
    Outside, the music was that much louder, drifting to her on the cold, October breeze. Someone screamed, and Jen assumed it was a cry of pleasure. 
 
    He grinned at her, revealing plastic fangs. “I’m Dracula, do you like it?” 
 
    “You’re a bit old for trick or treating, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve been next door,” he said. 
 
    “Next door?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, that party I was going to tonight, and you said you couldn’t come with me because you were babysitting? It’s next door.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She felt strangely put out. She had assumed that the party was taking place in the student union, not in some second or third year students’ house-share. She didn’t even know any students lived on this street. It reminded her of how unpopular she was, and not for the first time she cursed her shyness and unwillingness to join in with the drinking and be ‘normal’. 
 
    “The party sucked without you. Sucked. Get it?” 
 
    Jen rolled her eyes. “You should have dressed as a clown, because you’re so funny.” 
 
    But the thing was, he was funny. He was funny, handsome, popular… all the things she wasn’t. 
 
    What does he even see in me? He could have anyone. 
 
    “I vant to suck your blood,” he said in the shoddiest, Transylvanian accent ever, smiling at her and baring his plastic fangs. 
 
    For a second, the worst feeling washed over. 
 
    Does he do American accents, too? 
 
    Immediately, she felt bad for even thinking such a thing. 
 
    “Hey, why the long face?” he asked. “It’s Halloween, you should be in high spirits. Aren’t you going to invite me in? Vampires can’t cross the threshold unless they’re asked, you know.” 
 
    “Fine, then you’d better come in, Vlad.” 
 
    Neil sniggered as he followed her inside. 
 
    “Where’s the kid?” he asked once they were in the living-room. 
 
    “Upstairs, sleeping. I can hear her on the baby-monitor.” 
 
    She gestured to the baby-monitor on the coffee-table with the faintest flick of her head, but he didn’t follow her gaze. Instead, he just stood there staring at her intently, so much so that she felt her cheeks flame. 
 
    “You’re looking lovely, tonight, Jen.” 
 
    “Please,” she said, dismissively waving her hand to deflect his comment. 
 
    Compliments never did sit easy with her, and she was always trying to downplay her good-looks, especially when it came to her body. Given how clothes usually fit her, it wasn’t too hard. She was a size sixteen up top with a size six waist and a neatly curved little arse that fit into a size ten. Her legs were too long and slim for most jeans, and as a result, much of the current, high-street fashion made her look as about as shapely as a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Tonight, she had opted to wear a beige pullover that was of the stretchy variety, the fabric of which thinner than what she would usually go for. In fact, ever since she and Neil had tentatively started dating a week ago, she’d been making a lot more effort with her appearance, her stupid, overly large chest that she considered a total embarrassment be damned. 
 
    “Fancy a drink?” Neil asked, pulling a hip flask out of the pocket of his ridiculous – and probably highly flammable – black, imitation silk trousers. 
 
    “I can’t, I’m working.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, the Pearsons aren’t gonna know. They’re at a dinner party, you said. They’re gonna come back pissed as rats and won’t even smell it on your breath. Come on, sit.” 
 
    He sat down on the sofa and patted the space next to him. She sat, making sure to keep a good arm’s length away from him, suddenly nervous. 
 
    “I had a dodgy phone call tonight,” she suddenly blurted as she sat down next to him. 
 
    Neil frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Like, a prank call.” 
 
    “You did? What did they say?” 
 
    She looked at him. His concern seemed genuine. 
 
    Maybe he’s just a good actor. 
 
    The dark part of her mind whispered that even if he hadn’t been the one to make the call, he still could be in on the prank. 
 
    No. Neil wouldn’t do that. 
 
    She shrugged. “Not much really. The guy put on a dodgy American accent and said some creepy stuff, that’s all.” 
 
    “Did he threaten you?” 
 
    “No. I mean, maybe. I don’t know. He just said, peekaboo, I see you, and started singing some old song, the one that goes, we’ll meet again.” She paused for a second. “And he knew my name.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yeah. Reckon I should call the police?” 
 
    He looked at her thoughtfully, his brow creased in concern. “I don’t know. You get his number?” 
 
    “No. He called me on the landline and it was withheld.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should call the police. Not yet, anyway. I’m going to be with you until the Pearsons get back, and if anything else happens, we’ll call then. I mean, the police aren’t going to come out for one dodgy phone-call, and if he withheld his number, he’s untraceable.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. I’m sure it was just some prick from Uni playing a dumb joke.” 
 
    “I’ll be your bodyguard. I won’t let you out of my sight. Don’t worry, okay? I vill protect you,” he said in the bad Dracula accent. 
 
    “Not so keen on the accent right now.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “Here,” he said, passing her the hipflask. “I think you need a drink.” 
 
    Why the hell not, she thought, accepting the offered hipflask. Maybe it would calm her frazzled nerves. 
 
    Or maybe it’ll make you lose your wits completely so you become an easy target for your stalker. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    She took a sip, then promptly spluttered and coughed. 
 
    Neil laughed, gently patting her on the back. “Strong stuff, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, her throat burning. “Do you want to watch a movie, or something? I brought my laptop with me because I was going to work on my essay, but we can stream something if you like, the Pearsons have got a USB cable that fits my computer.” 
 
    Shit, she was babbling. Why did she always do that when she was nervous? She was such a loser. 
 
     “Sure,” he said, pulling off his wig. “I think that’s a great idea. Let’s not let some loser get to us and ruin our night, because that’s what they want. If we see or hear anything suspicious, we’ll act immediately, but in the meantime… fuck him.” 
 
    His dark-blonde hair, freed from the confines off the wig, flopped over his forehead and her stomach did a little somersault. He was just so handsome, even with the white face-paint and black rimmed eyes. He brought his hand to his mouth and spat out his teeth into his palm. 
 
    “You want a cup for those teeth, Granddad?” 
 
    “Nah, you’re alright, I’ll just leave them on the coffee-table.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    He grinned at her, and she felt her face flush hot. He was like a Hollywood movie-star, and if anything, the cracked face-paint and badly applied red-lipstick heightened his beauty, rather than detracted from it. He was like The Joker, or something. Minus the green hair, of course. 
 
    She looked down at her fidgeting hands in her lap, willing them to be still, mortified that she had been caught staring. 
 
    If he had noticed, he pretended that he hadn’t. 
 
    “Want me to hook up the computer?” he asked. “Are you going to raid the cupboards for snacks?” 
 
    She supposed that would be okay. Help yourself to anything in the kitchen if you get peckish, had been Mrs Pearson’s parting words. All the same, Jen was pretty sure that she hadn’t meant; and please feed your boyfriend too before you have sex on the sofa… 
 
    “Sure,” she said, trying to sound casual, when inside she was a shaky mess. She got to her feet to go to the kitchen. 
 
    “I get to choose the film, though,” he called to her departing back. 
 
    “So long as it’s not a horror,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? We have to watch a horror because it’s Halloween. We’re not letting that creep get to us, remember?” 
 
    Jen wasn’t convinced, but she wasn’t going to moan too much about it. It was only a film, after all. And it would give her a good excuse to cuddle up to him if she got scared. 
 
    I don’t need an excuse. He’s really into me. 
 
    The thought made her flush hot. Maybe tonight, they could go all the way. 
 
    No, not here. That would be so disrespectful. 
 
    He’s too nice, came the paranoid thought as soon as she was in the kitchen. Too sweet. Totally too good to be true. Most guys would’ve had their hand down her pants as soon as they’d set foot in the living-room.  
 
    Maybe she was the butt of a joke – pull a pig, or something, for why else would a gorgeous, popular guy like Neil give up a perfectly good party to come and help babysit when he must know that he wasn’t going to get any? 
 
    Maybe he was the one that made the call. 
 
    She shoved the stupid, recurring thought to one side, deep down not believing it for a second. 
 
    But a bad feeling stirred in her guts all the same. She did her best to ignore it as she pulled open a cupboard in search of snacks. Locating a family-sized bag of crisps, and feeling vaguely guilty for doing so, she emptied them out into a bowl. As she made her way back into the living-room, that bad feeling clung to her, that misplaced, but inescapable feeling that something bad was going to happen. 
 
    Neil’s right. I’m not going to let some loser get to me. 
 
    “What are you watching?” she asked as she joined him in the living-room. 
 
    He was crouched down in front of the TV with his back to her, fiddling with the USB cable that connected the TV to the laptop. On the screen was a guy in a green suit with matching green hair that stuck up every which way. His hands covered his face, as if tugging at it, almost like he was adjusting a mask. There was a banner running across the bottom of the screen, and on it were the words: ‘Call 7734 and chat to the dead!’ blinking in red. 
 
    The man’s hands fell away and he grinned at the camera. “Boo,” he said, and Jen’s skin crawled at the sight of him. 
 
    His make-up wasn’t entirely dissimilar to Neil’s – both had white complexions, black-rimmed eyes, and wore red lipstick. But the guy on the TV was different, somehow. His mouth was too wide, his eyes too close-set. Neil’s make-up looked fake, but this guy wore it a bit too well. 
 
    It doesn’t look like he’s wearing make-up at all. 
 
    She shrugged off the weird feeling and turned her attention to Neil on his knees. 
 
    “Spooky, isn’t he?” he laughed, twisting his head round to look at her. The remote control is jammed, or something. I can’t get rid of him.” 
 
    She frowned at this information. “Is he coming from the TV or the computer?” 
 
    “The TV. Well, it is Halloween, isn’t it? All sorts of spooky shit on tonight.” 
 
    The man on the TV laughed. “Tonight is a special night, kiddies. Tonight, the walls between my word, and yours, are thin. There’s a storm a-brewing, and it’s going to be fun, fun, fun. Dial the number on the bottom of the screen, and we can talk all about it. I’m sure we’ll be talking before this fine night is through.” 
 
    His little speech gave way to laughter, and he began to dance to The Time-warp song that suddenly blared from the TV. He thrust his hips deliberately out of time to the beat, waving his arms manically in the air. 
 
    “Please turn him off,” Jen complained, sickened by the sight of him. 
 
    “I’m doing my best,” he laughed. 
 
    Was she imagining it, or did Neil seem a little uneasy, too? 
 
    “There,” he said, pulling out the plug from the wall-socket so that the TV went black. “That cured him. When in doubt, switch it all off and start again…” 
 
    Both their phones suddenly chorused out with their individual ringtones signalling that a text message had come through – his one bar of the Halloween movie theme tune, and hers a rippling harp. 
 
    Her phone was on the coffee-table, and his was in his black trousers, and at the same time they picked up their phones and stared at the screens. 
 
    “What is this?” Jen asked in dismay. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Neil replied. “I’ve never seen an app like it.” 
 
    Jen stared at her screen in stark disbelief. On it, was that same guy that had been on the TV seconds before. He was dancing, as he had been when Neil had pulled the plug on him. 
 
    “Don’t you have to accept these apps, or whatever the hell they are, before they can do whatever it is that they do?” 
 
    “Usually, yeah.” 
 
    Jen frowned. She had never really gone in for all that app and download stuff that was so popular nowadays; she was an old-fashioned kind of girl that only used her laptop for writing essays on and doing research, and she never bothered with all the high-tech features on her phone. 
 
    Sod this, she thought, holding her finger on the ‘off’ button. 
 
    The screen remained resolutely on. Neil, however, was busy pressing all different sorts of buttons in an attempt to get rid of the dancing man on his phone. 
 
    “What is this shit?” Neil complained, “Christ, I can’t even turn the bastard thing down, yet alone switch it off. It must be a virus. Does Mr Pearson have a toolbox?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” Instantly, she regretted snapping, but Christ, the green-suited weirdo on their phones was freaking her out. She closed her eyes for a second, thinking hard. “I think I remember seeing a toolbox under the sink.” 
 
    “Great. Gimme your phone.” 
 
    Gladly, she handed it over. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Take out the batteries,” he called over his shoulder. “I need a bit of leverage, a small screwdriver, ideally.” 
 
    As he spoke, the perfectly-in-sync music coming from their phones abruptly stopped dead and the screens went black. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Neil said, staring from one phone to the other which he held in each hand. 
 
    He came back over to her, and placed the phones on the coffee-table, side by side. 
 
    “Why did they take so long to turn off?” she asked. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea. Must be ghosts in the machine.” 
 
    Neil laughed, but Jen didn’t join in. She wondered if this ‘app’, or whatever the hell it was, was anything to do with the phone call just now. 
 
    How can it be? she silently chided herself. That’s just stupid. 
 
    The doorbell sounded, and Neil’s laughter cut dead. They looked at each other. Neil managed a smile, but it wasn’t entirely convincing. 
 
    “Probably just trick or treaters,” he said, striding over towards the bay-window to take a peek at the porch. “Yep,” he said, twisting his head to look at her. “I think they saw me.” 
 
    Jen frowned. “It’s a bit late for trick or treaters, isn’t it?” 
 
    Neil shrugged. “I guess.” 
 
    “At least the Pearsons left me sweets.” What if it’s a trick? What if they’re something to with the prank call?  “How many and how old?” she tried to ask casually, knowing she was failing miserably. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe seven years old? I’m crap with kid’s ages. There’s four of them.” He came over to her and put his arm around her shoulder. “Hey, it’s just a bunch of kids, it’s nothing to do with your caller.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, guess I’m just a bit jumpy.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but flinch when the doorbell rang out again. Fleetingly, she thought about Angie sleeping upstairs; with any luck, she wouldn’t wake up with all this doorbell ringing. Her bedroom was at the back of the house so hopefully she wouldn’t. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get rid of the little buggers.” 
 
    “Bloody Halloween,” she muttered, allowing herself to be steered out into the hallway. 
 
    There was a little plastic bucket of sweets by the front-door which Jean and Tom Pearson had thoughtfully left for the inevitable trick or treaters. Jen picked it up as Neil opened the door.  
 
    The first thing that hit her was the wall of music coming from the house next door, from the party that Neil had just vacated. Someone screamed, followed by the sound of raucous, but muffled laughter. 
 
    “Trick or treat!” chorused four little people wearing masks and black cloaks. 
 
    Their voices were raspy, and she suppressed a shudder. She knew they were only mucking around, but the creepy voices, coupled with the even creepier, blood splattered masks were highly effective. 
 
    “Hey, great costumes,” Neil said. His tone was light, but Jen was sure she detected a tremor in his voice. 
 
    “How about some sweeties? Because I’m all out of tricks,” she said, peering more closely at the masks. 
 
    God, they really were truly disturbing. She wondered where on earth they could have got them from – they looked more like something one might find in the prop’s department of a filmset rather than the Halloween section in Asda. The enlarged, bulbous foreheads, hooked noses and too-wide grins revealing rows of sharp, yellow teeth just looked so damn real. 
 
    “Sweets…” 
 
    “Give them to us…” 
 
    “We want sweets…” 
 
    Those strange, hissing voices overlapped each other, and when she put her hand in the bucket for their wretched sweets, she was alarmed to discover that her hands were trembling.  
 
    Where the hell were their parents, anyway? Children as young as this shouldn’t be out alone at this time of night. 
 
    She grabbed a handful of little packets of sweets, thrusting them towards their outstretched hands, balking at the sight of their gloved hands. 
 
    They had to be the weirdest gloves she had ever seen. They looked like they were made of leather, and the fingers were far too long. On closer inspection, the leather material had an almost skin-like quality – if said skin was that of a brown, weathered reptile. The weeping boils on the strange-looking gloves were also very authentic. 
 
    Again, she wondered if some Hollywood blockbuster happened to be secretly filming in the area, and the actors with dwarfism that wore elaborate costumes in such productions were out and about on Halloween, playing a prank on unsuspecting townsfolk. 
 
    She conceded that the theory was pretty far-fetched. 
 
    Their grabbing hands snatched at the sweets, and when she looked down at the bucket, she saw that it was empty. 
 
    Greedy little buggers have taken all my sweets. What if I get more kids coming round? 
 
    The strange quartet stood there on the porch for a moment, those horrible masks upturned towards her. Then, without a single thank-you, they turned away from her and headed back down the garden path. 
 
    She stared after the four figures, her heart hammering. She let out a shaky sigh of relief, pleased to see the back of them. 
 
    Christ, Jen, why are you so spooked? It’s just kids, larking around. 
 
    But that relief she felt when they turned right out of the gate was immeasurable. Her body went slack with the feeling, and she flopped against the doorframe for a second, staring out to the black sea beyond the railing on the other side of the promenade beyond the gate. 
 
    “Well, they were a creepy little bunch of fuckers, weren’t they?” Neil said with a laugh that was too high-pitched. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
     She closed her eyes, allowing herself to be soothed by the loud music drifting to her on the chilly, October breeze, coming from next door. For some reason, she found it extremely comforting to know that there were so many people nearby. 
 
    And she was very glad that Neil was here with her, tonight. Spontaneously, she reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” she said. 
 
    He squeezed her hand back. “Yeah. Me too. Come on, let’s go and watch that movie.” 
 
    He shut the door, and together they made their way back down the hallway. A sharp, rat-a-tat-tat on the front door made them both stop in their tracks. 
 
    Neil sighed. “The greedy little bastards can’t want more sweets.” 
 
    That bad feeling was back full force, churning up her stomach. “Maybe we should look through the window before we open the door. It might not be those kids.” 
 
    It might be him. 
 
    “We’re not going to let some sad prick ruin our night, remember? It’ll only be those kids again, or a fresh bunch.” 
 
    “Neil…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off as coldness washed over her. 
 
    Don’t open the door! she wanted to shout, but somehow, the words got stuck in her throat. As if in a nightmare, she stood paralysed in the middle of the hallway and watched as Neil strode over to the door and pulled it open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Danny cowered in the bushes at the end of the long front-garden, too scared to make a decision over which direction to go in. He had pushed himself into the hedgerow next to the gate, shivering with fear as the demonic trick or treaters banged on the Pearsons’ house next door. Because of the music coming from the student house next door but one, he hadn’t really heard much. He had caught bits and pieces of a female voice that he had never heard before, as well as that sickeningly familiar, harsh, croaky whispering sounds that they made which turned his bowels to ice. 
 
    He only glanced round the corner once, and the sight of those creatures was enough to make him shrink back into the hedgerow, sick with fear. 
 
    From his briefest of glances, it wasn’t Mr and Mrs Pearson at the door, but a much younger couple whom he didn’t recognise. The girl handed the monsters some sweets, and, as he cowered in the bushes, he fully expected to hear her screams of terror ring out in the night. 
 
    Amazingly, it hadn’t happened. Instead, he had heard the gentle click of the door shutting, and those creatures walking back up the garden-path, whispering together in those hellish voices. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, trying his best not to whimper. 
 
    Oh God, they’re coming back. They’re coming back to kill me. 
 
    His fear was so great, that, when the creatures retreated back up the path, he pushed himself so hard into the hedgerow that little trickles of blood ran down his arms. He barely noticed as he held his breath, praying with all his might that they weren’t coming back for him. 
 
    Danny could barely believe his luck when the sound of their footsteps grew fainter instead of louder. At one point, they could only have been a few metres away from him on the other side of the hedge, and in that moment, he was certain that he was going to die. But instead of dying, he clearly heard the squeaky gate of next door but one’s swing inwards. 
 
    He thought of all the poor people at the party, and his stomach went tight and squirmy. 
 
    Just as he was about to squeeze through a tiny gap a little way down the hedgerow and into the Pearson’s front-garden, the sound of a new voice almost made him cry out in terror. 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” the unseen man said, and for a horrendous second, Danny thought that the person was talking to him, that his pathetic hiding place had been busted and the creatures were now going to find him. 
 
    Danny let out a shaky breath when he realised that the unseen person was not talking to him, but to the creatures. By some miracle, they apparently hadn’t seen fit to rip out his throat, instead choosing to continue with their journey towards the student house where the Halloween party was taking place. 
 
    “Fucking wankers,” the new man said under his breath, but he was so close now that Danny had no trouble hearing him. 
 
    Danny sank still further into the bushes when the stranger pushed open the Pearsons’ gate. There was a dull thud, his footsteps ceased, and the man cried out in annoyance or pain, possibly both. It sounded like he might’ve tripped on the uneven ground in the dark. At the same time as the man stumbled, something clattered to the ground less than a metre away from where Danny cowered in the hedgerow, just on the other side of the opened gate. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” the man muttered. 
 
    He walked round so that he was opposite Danny’s front-gate, and therefore directly opposite him. 
 
    Shit, he’s going to see me. 
 
    Danny didn’t move, didn’t even breathe when the black-clad figure just stood there, the white mask with the contorted, screaming mouth glowing in the moonlight. For a horrible moment, Danny was utterly convinced that this spooky, cloaked, masked figure was staring right at him, but no, he appeared to be looking at the ground just a short distance in front of where he was hiding. Danny followed the man’s gaze. The thing the man had dropped was a toy gun. Danny knew this because not only did he have one just like it, there was no mistaking the hollow sound it had made when it had fallen to the ground; the unmistakable sound of light, cheap plastic clattering against concrete. 
 
    The man crouched down, scooped up the gun, and turned away. Danny let out a shaky sigh of relief and wiped away the fresh tears with the corner of his Dracula cloak, trying not to sniff too loud for fear that the man might hear him.  
 
    When the man waked towards the Pearsons’ brightly-lit porch, Danny relaxed the tiniest amount, safe in the knowledge he hadn’t been seen. He scurried back down the garden-path a few metres where he knew there was a small gap in the hedge. He could hide there and watch what happened next door, and, when the coast was clear, he could easily squeeze through the gap and ask the couple for help. 
 
    He thought about the gun. It may just be a toy, but what if no one else knew that? His mum had always taught him that some things you just simply didn’t joke about, like, you shouldn’t pretend to hurt someone because it was never funny. 
 
    Yes, he was deeply unsure about this newcomer. The events that had taken place in his own home had left him reeling with terror. Part of him wanted to run out there and beg for help, but the other part – the part that was suddenly so much older than his tender age of nine – wanted to stay hidden and watch. This newcomer could be anyone. He could be one of them. It was hugely unlikely, given the way the guy had been so pissed off when the monsters had barged past him on the way to the student house, but it was still a possibility. If there was anything that Danny had learned from tonight, it was that anything was possible. 
 
    Besides, for a start he didn’t like this guy’s costume. Sure, it was Halloween, but the new, mistrustful Danny was suspicious of the floor-sweeping, voluminous black cloak which obscured every inch of him, including his hair. On his face, he wore a mask – a white one like in that horror movie his mum wouldn’t let him watch but he had seen at his friend Nathan’s house, anyway. 
 
    Mum. 
 
    A lump formed in his throat just thinking about her. He thought about her lying dead on the ground, all twisted up and bleeding from her head… 
 
    No. Don’t think about that now.  
 
    He turned his full attention back to the newcomer, concentrating hard. Nope, he didn’t trust the look of this guy one little bit. It was like he wanted to be invisible. Why would a grown-up want to hide his face and everything else about himself? Why would he have a toy gun? 
 
    To get up to bad things, that’s why. To scare the couple. To hurt them. 
 
    Danny hoped that he was wrong. 
 
    He watched from the hedge as the stranger rang the doorbell. For a moment, Danny thought that the couple weren’t going to open the door. He hoped that they wouldn’t, that the stranger would go away so that he was free to bang on the door of the house and get help. 
 
    His heart sank when the man, who couldn’t have been much older than twenty-one, opened the door to the masked visitor. 
 
    He’s a vampire, just like me, he thought, as he hugged himself nervously. 
 
    It was a little difficult to make out what they were saying, but as he was halfway down the garden path, he could pick up most of what was being said. He could see them clearly too, seeing as the porch and hallway light were bright, thoroughly illuminating them. 
 
    That’s good. If they’re lit up to me, then I’m in darkness to them. 
 
    When the masked man spoke, it sounded different to how he had spoken when the monsters had run into him. He spoke like his favourite actors did on the TV – the American ones from the grown-up sitcoms he liked to watch on E4. 
 
    “…get the bitch out here right now, or I’ll shoot you in the fucking head.” 
 
    As the man spoke, the music from the student house suddenly blared louder, almost drowning out the drama unfolding on next-door’s porch. His stomach somersaulted and a small whimper escaped his lips. This was bad. This was really bad. Before, he had never really fully understood his mum’s funny expression that she used to come out with from time to time; the one that went ‘stuck between a rock and a hard place’. But now he understood. Oh yes, now he understood just fine. 
 
    Short of hurling himself into the ocean beyond the railings on the other side of the promenade, his other choice was to enter the pitch-black, mile-long park. His skin crawled at the mere thought of it. If there were monsters like these on his own street, then what other types of evil things could possibly be residing in the park on the night of Halloween? No, that didn’t even bare thinking about. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the good-looking blonde guy who was dressed as Dracula said. 
 
    “If Jen doesn’t come to the door, then I’m the guy that shoots you.” 
 
    “This isn’t remotely funny.” 
 
    “Who says I’m joking?” Do you want to try me?” 
 
    “We’ve already called the police, so I suggest you just leave.”  
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Am I, more to the point.” 
 
    The blonde guy suddenly twisted his round to look behind himself into the house. “Christ, Jen, get back inside.” 
 
    “I’ve called the police,” the girl said, joining the boy at the door. 
 
    “You’re lying. Unlock your phone and show me the last call you made,’ the masked man said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? Then I’ll shoot your dumb boyfriend in the head. Unlock your phone and take off all your clothes. You too, Neil. Fucking strip now.” 
 
    “Rob? What the hell?” The boy turned to the girl called Jen and said. “You were right when you said your mysterious, American caller was probably just a student. This Robert Elton – we’re both on the University football team.” 
 
    Danny watched the exchange between the three of them with bated breath. It turned out that his initial hunch had been all wrong – this guy was just an arsehole going too far with a practical joke on Halloween night. Suddenly, he was no longer remotely scared of him. What the hell was he doing, cowering in the bushes when he could be getting help? There were real monsters out there and he wasn’t scared of some idiot waving a toy gun around. 
 
    Danny emerged from the bushes and hurried towards the three of them. Just as he approached, screams from next door rang out in the night air. He ground to a halt, his heart pounding. Those weren’t screams of pleasure. The three figures turned to look at him. 
 
    “Please,” Danny said as he approached. “The monsters are going to come back. We need to call the police, and by the way, that man’s gun is plastic. I’ve got one just like it.” 
 
    And I need someone to look after me because I’m scared, he thought, but didn’t say. 
 
    “You what?” the blonde man said who was dressed as Dracula. 
 
    “See?” Danny said, striding over to the masked man who was apparently called Rob and reaching out for the gun. “Would I do this if it was real?” 
 
    He grabbed the gun, pushing the nuzzle of it against his temple. 
 
    “Hey, kid, don’t do that,” the masked guy called Rob said, yanking the plastic gun out of his grip. He had dropped his accent, but when he spoke again, it was firmly back in place. “What the hell is this, anyway? It’s Daddy Dracula and Baby Dracula. Are you guys shitting me?” 
 
    The girl called Jen turned to look at him. Danny like the look of her – she was pretty and had a kindness about her. “What are you talking about?” she asked, a lot more gently than the other two had done. 
 
    “The monsters. They killed my mum, then they knocked on this door, but they didn’t hurt you. I think it’s because you gave them sweets. And now they’re next door at the student house…” 
 
    More screams rang out, mingling with the music, and the hairs on the back of Danny’s neck stood on end. Those screams weren’t right at all. There was no way that they were the drunken screams of people having a good time. Uh-uh, no way. 
 
    The blonde guy shook his head. “Man, this is one fucked up night.” 
 
    “Yeah. Fuck this,” Rob said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Hey! Where do you think you’re going, Rob?” 
 
    Rob ignored him and carried on walking briskly away. 
 
    “Leave it,” Jen said. “He’s not worth it. I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “That piece of shit was going to make us strip. Rob’s an alright bloke, but he has this side to him, you know? He always has to be with the cool crowd and can be a bit of a bully if he thinks it’ll make him look good. Hey! Fuckwit!” 
 
    “Neil! Please don’t, it was just a stupid Halloween prank.” 
 
    “We need to get inside,” Danny said, irritated at the grown-ups for having their stupid, grown-up dramas when his mum had just been killed. There were monsters next door, killing all those people. And when those monsters were done killing all those people, they were going to come back for them. “We have to get inside where it’s safe.” 
 
    Not one of them acknowledged him. The blonde guy jogged after Rob, despite Jen’s cries of protests. At halfway down the path, he tackled the masked man to the ground. 
 
    In the dark night, they were nothing more than a tangle of black material and limbs. Danny watched in mounting horror – there was no time for this. 
 
    “No,” Danny gasped in a small voice when Jen rushed over to the brawling men. 
 
    “Neil, stop it, for God’s sake. There’s a kid here,” she said, peering down and clutching her face in horror. “Get inside,” she called over to Danny. “You don’t want to see this.” 
 
    He wanted to say that he had seen worse. Much worse. He had watched his beloved mother be torn limb from limb, and he knew that the same thing would happen to them if they didn’t get inside right now and lock the doors. But the stupid adults weren’t listening to him, because adults never listened to kids. 
 
    He watched on helplessly, even venturing a little closer, as the guy called Neil straddled Rob’s chest. He proceeded to punch Rob once in the face. His head snapped sideways and a funny oomph sound escaped him, muffled by the mask. Neil leaned down and roughly yanked up the mask, revealing the guy’s face. 
 
    “You pathetic shit, who put you up to this?” 
 
    “No one, God, can’t you take a joke, where’s your sense of humour gone, man? It was just a Halloween prank.” 
 
    His speech was slurred, like he was drunk. Danny couldn’t tell if he was actually drunk or just dizzy from being punched in the face. Somehow, he suspected the latter. 
 
    “No one, huh? This no one wouldn’t happen to be Lauren, would it? I used to think she was alright, but after the way I saw her treat everyone tonight, it’s safe to say that I think she’s a complete bitch.” 
 
    “No. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t, huh?” 
 
    “Hey! Stop that, get off me…” 
 
    The man started to cry as he tried to bat Neil’s hands away, but Neil continued to slap him across the face, before pinching his cheeks together so that his mouth went all puckered. 
 
    At that moment, the garden-gate swung inwards. Danny’s heart lurched in terror. There were a couple of girls at the gate, but they looked wrong. The way they stood there, so still, watching them, made his skin crawl. One was wearing a skin-tight catsuit that shone in the moonlight, and the other girl wore a red cape, a frilly white blouse displaying lots of cleavage, a flared red miniskirt and long red boots. 
 
    “Aaand speak of the devil,” Neil said, looking up when he heard the squeaking gate. 
 
    “We have to go inside the house,” Danny whispered, but of course, no one was listening to him. 
 
    “Did you put Rob up to this?” Neil called over to the girls, but his question was met by silence. “Joke’s over, Lauren, you can stop with the silent treatment.” 
 
    He climbed off Rob and went over to Jen, putting his arm around her. Sobbing, Rob clambered shakily to his feet and lurched over towards the silently watching girls. 
 
    “No, don’t go over there,” Danny said, but he was so scared his voice came out as a frightened whisper. 
 
    A wave of frustration so strong coursed through him that he reached up and tugged at his hair. The pain of it felt good, reminding him that he was still alive. Before he even knew he was doing it, he opened his mouth and a scream spilled from his lips, wrenched up from his guts in a torrent of misery and terror. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    A Few Minutes Earlier… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They’ll never fall for it,” Rob said. 
 
    He had her pinned to the front-door with his big body, and Lauren allowed him to lean down and nuzzle her neck. She closed her eyes and imagined that he was Neil. 
 
    It didn’t work, not really, and gently she pushed him away so that she could gaze up at him.  
 
    He looked faintly ridiculous in his new costume; a hooded, floor-length black cloak that completely obscured the pin-striped suit he still wore. The iconic, white mask from the equally iconic horror movie was resting on the top of his head. 
 
    “Put your mask on. Let me see you properly.” 
 
    He pulled the mask down over his face and the black hood hid the back of his head. Suddenly, he didn’t look quite so comical anymore. In fact, he looked down right imposing. The cloak was such that is skimmed the floor, the sleeves designed to look like part of the cloak. They came down past his fingers, but enabled his arms total freedom of movement. Like her own costume, it was far from cheap. 
 
    She laughed softly, and reached for his cock, giving it a gentle squeeze. He looked kind of hot. Maybe later, after they had taught the bitch and Neil a lesson, she would fuck him and make him leave the costume on. 
 
    He stiffened instantly and she withdrew her hand. He groaned softly and reached for her, but she danced out of reach. She knew she was being a prick-tease, and she revelled in that fact. Upstairs, she had wrapped her luscious lips around his cock for all of two seconds before she had made him put on the cloak. There was no way that she going to let him come before he had done what he was supposed to do. 
 
    “Go get ‘em, tiger,” she said. “I’ll join you in ten minutes. They’d better be naked by the time I get there.” 
 
    “Lauren, baby, are we really going to go through with this?” 
 
    His voice was muffled by the mask, and she regarded him with her head cocked to one side. 
 
    “Do you want me or not?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    “Then go. Now.” 
 
    She barged past him and opened the door. “Good bye, Rob. See you in ten.” 
 
    Without giving him a chance to answer, she playfully swatted his rump through the layers of material, pushed him outside, and shut the door behind him. 
 
    Christ. I thought he was never going to leave. 
 
    She leaned against the door for a second and closed her eyes, relieved to see the back of him and for her plan to be put into motion. Something tickled her forehead and when she reached up to pat her forehead, she felt a wad of hair through her gloved fingers. 
 
    Next to the door was a mirror, and she went over to it, shoving the wayward strands of her sleek, brown bob back under her PVC skull cap. She lingered for a second longer, admiring her exquisite face. 
 
    How the hell could Neil choose her over me? 
 
    Her mask, which obscured her entire head, neck, and nose was an exact replica of Michelle Pfeiffer’s from the 1992 Batman movie. She paused to admire her reflection, tracing a gloved finger over her small chin and wide jaw. Her blue eyes were rimmed with black-eyeliner, her full mouth painted red. She looked like a fucking goddess, and she knew it. 
 
    The music got suddenly deafeningly loud for a second, startling her from her narcissistic musings. She swung round to see Becky framed in the doorway that led to the large, open plan living-space where the party was in full swing, 
 
    “Jesus, Becks, you made me jump.” She frowned. “What’s happened to the music?” 
 
    Becky shrugged and giggled, staggering slightly in her thigh-high, shiny red boots. She shut the door behind her, muffling the music somewhat. It was no longer the edgy, industrial metal that Lauren had chosen for the night, but something that she considered more suitable for a kid’s party. 
 
    It was a graveyard smash, the deep, camp male voice sung from the living-room. The monster mash… 
 
    “Craig put it on,” she slurred. “He thought it would be funny. Liven things up a bit.” 
 
    “Edward Scissorhands?” 
 
    “Yeah. Cute, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Can’t say I noticed.” 
 
    Lauren didn’t recognise him. Of the thirty-odd people in her living-room, she only knew a little over half of them. The rest of them were from Becky’s Sport Science crowd. 
 
    “You wouldn’t, seeing as you’re all gushing over Neil.” 
 
    Ignoring the jibe, Lauren headed for the stairs – she needed to retrieve her phone for the second half of her delightfully diabolical plot to ruin Jen and Neil. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Becky called after her. 
 
    “Nowhere. Don’t you have guys to fuck in there?” 
 
    Becky glared at her. “What are you up to, Lauren? Is Rob up there, cuffed naked to your bed, or something? Come on, spill. You started to tell me in there, I want to know what’s going on. What are you going to do to Neil and his virgin bimbo?” 
 
    “She’s not his virgin bimbo, she’s just some random virgin bimbo who is about to have her time at University tarnished irrevocably.” 
 
    “That’s a big word for a slut in a catsuit.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    A lazy smile spread across Becky’s alcohol flushed face. “That’s the Lauren we know and love.” 
 
    Lauren sighed heavily. There was no harm in telling her, she supposed. “Well, seeing as you ask, Rob has just popped next-door as we speak, and he’s going to…” 
 
    Her words were cut dead by a loud banging on the door. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Lauren said. “Did you invite anyone else?” 
 
    “No, did you? Everyone I invited is here.” 
 
    “Gate-crashers, then.” 
 
    “Or trick or treaters.” 
 
    “Whatever. Just get rid of them, will you?” 
 
    “Why me?” Becky moaned. 
 
    “Because it’s your house, too, bitch. I have to be somewhere in like three minutes, and I need to get my phone from upstairs.” 
 
    Becky stuck out her tongue before striding – albeit a little unsteadily – over towards the door. “If it’s hot guys I’m letting them in,” she called over her shoulder to Lauren. 
 
    “Whatever,” Lauren shouted back, already halfway up the wide staircase which faced the front-door. 
 
    “Alright, alright, I’m coming. Jesus Christ, hold your fucking horses,” Lauren heard her say. 
 
    Then all she could hear was the deep thud of the music as she entered her bedroom, pulled open her bedside drawer and retrieved her smartphone. 
 
    She hurried back down the stairs, her phone clasped in her gloved hand. Becky was standing in front of the opened front-door with her back to her, illuminated by a halo of light thrown off from the brightly-lit hallway. When Lauren approached she twisted round to look at her. Her eyes were wide, her stance a little stiff. Becky was blocking the door, and Lauren couldn’t see around her. 
 
    “Who’s at the door, then,” Lauren asked, irritated at her for making a potential drama about a group of gate-crashers or a bunch of dumb kids trick or treating. 
 
    Just send them on their merry way, for fuck’s sake, she thought. 
 
    Becky stepped to one side to allow Lauren to stand next to her. Lauren did so, fully intending to breeze past whoever was at the door and leave Becky to her silly little dramas. 
 
    She stopped dead in her tracks. Four kids stood on the porch in a tight semi-circle, blocking her path. They wore the most hideous of masks that looked decidedly – and horribly – realistic. Lauren was inexplicably disgusted by those cleverly moulded, latex faces. 
 
    “Sweets…” 
 
    “Give them to us…” 
 
    “We want sweets…” 
 
    Lauren gazed down at them in mounting disgust. She didn’t have time for this shit; she wanted to barge past them in a flurry of distaste, but somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to. Her fear was stopping her. 
 
    “Do we have any sweets?” Becky asked her in a small voice. 
 
    Without taking her gaze off the masked children in their floor-sweeping black cloaks, she replied; “Oh, come on. Look at my figure. Do I look like I have a secret stash of sweets in my room?” 
 
    Lauren was aware of Becky taking a small step backwards. “Maybe we have something in the kitchen cupboard.” 
 
    “What? You’re not actually going off in search of something that you know full well we don’t have?” She glared down at the creepy children. “Sorry, kids, there ain’t no goodies here. Run along, now, have a nice night.” 
 
    She went to shut the door, but when the door was a few inches away from closing, it met resistance. One of the little brats had wedged his foot between door and wall. 
 
    Lauren sighed heavily. “Oh, you guys think you’re real funny, don’t you? Get your bloody foot out my door right now.” 
 
    She spoke with bravado, but her heart was racing and her stomach was somersaulting. 
 
    “Give us sweets now…” 
 
    “They have no sweets…” 
 
    “They want a trick…” 
 
    “Yes, a trick…” 
 
    “Trick or treat…” 
 
    “Give them a trick…” 
 
    Those horrible, rasping voices, part whisper, part growl, overlapped each other in such a way that it made her skin crawl. Becky suddenly gripped her upper-arm, making her wince. But mainly, she was almost shamefully grateful for the comfort of human contact. 
 
    “Go away!” Becky shouted. “We don’t have any sweets!” 
 
    “Fuck this,” Lauren said, indignation overtaking her fear. “I have to be somewhere. You kids need to get the hell off my property.” 
 
    She went to barge through the middle of them, not caring that she was displaying aggression towards a bunch of kids. The little brats deserved it. 
 
    “Don’t go,” Becky gasped behind her. 
 
    But her cries of protest proved futile, for it turned out that Lauren wasn’t going anywhere. The little fuckers closed ranks, and short of jumping over them, Lauren could not pass. Despite their small stature and young age, with their shoulders touching like that they were as rigid and as sturdy as a steel fence. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” she said, taking a step back. 
 
    To her dismay, the little shits shuffled forwards, forcing her and Becky into the hallway. All the while they continued with that rasping whispering.  
 
    “We have a trick for you…” 
 
    “Yes, a trick…” 
 
    “A funny trick…” 
 
    “It will hurt…” 
 
    “It will hurt a lot…” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my house!” Lauren screamed. 
 
    Next to her, Becky let out a strangled sob. “If you don’t go right now, I’m calling the police.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Call them…” 
 
    “Tonight, all calls are being diverted…” 
 
    “Yes, call them…” 
 
    When Lauren’s gaze flickered towards Becky, she saw that she had reached into the neat, little, shiny red shoulder bag which she had slung over one shoulder. She punched in nine, nine, nine, and held the phone to her ear. 
 
    “Hello? Police? We need the police…” 
 
    Abruptly, she stopped speaking, and the phone slipped from her fingers, clattering to the wooden floor. 
 
    “Becky? What is it? Did you get through? Becky?” 
 
    The girl looked dazed, not even turning to look at her. 
 
    “We’re just children…” one of them hissed. 
 
    “What kind of monsters would call the police on children..?” 
 
    “Time for your trick…” 
 
    “Yes, it’s time…” 
 
    The children continued to edge forwards as the two girls continued to edge backwards. Beyond the infernal brats, the front-door was open. Behind her, just to her right, the door to the living -room was closed. The heavy beat of the music curled around her, emboldening her. She stopped edging backwards. She was being stupid. There were over thirty people in this house; what, exactly, did she think was going to happen to her? 
 
    She was just letting her imagination run away with her, allowing herself to be spooked by a bunch of dumb-arse kids. 
 
    “Becky, you need to get a grip,” she said slowly. “Go into the living-room and get one of the guys to come out and help you get rid of these losers because I really have to go, now.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere…” one of the hellish children rasped. 
 
    “Stay and play with us…” 
 
    “Stay and get your trick.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck off, you pathetic little shits.” 
 
    Ignoring the prickling fear that tightened the skin of the back of her neck, she simply walked around them in the wide hallway. 
 
    What I should’ve done in the first place. 
 
    Just as she reached the door, she felt fingers clamp around her ankle. 
 
    “What the..?” 
 
    She looked down. One of the little fuckers was crouched down, its gloved hand wrapped around her ankle. Its horrible mask grinned up at her, the eyes behind the tiny eyeholes glinting. 
 
    That’s not a fucking mask. The horrendous thought slammed into her brain, knocking her sick. That’s not a fucking mask, and you knew it all along. 
 
    “Let go of my ankle, you little shit,” she said. 
 
    “Time for you trick, Lauren,” the child whispered. 
 
    Transfixed, Lauren watched the child’s mouth. From the way the lips moved as he spoke, there was no way it could be a mask. The child’s teeth 
 
    (that thing is no child) 
 
    were pointy, and glistening with saliva. 
 
    Behind her, she became aware of Becky screaming, and sudden movement. The girl lurched for the living-room door, followed by an almighty thump. 
 
    The creatures – for Lauren could no longer convince herself that these things were children – had floored her. Becky lay groaning on the ground as the other three monsters crowded around her. 
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    Adrenalin coursed through her, spurring her into action. With all her strength, she kicked at the thing holding onto her foot, but it – whatever it may be – weighed a fucking ton. It clung resolutely onto her foot, unshakable and solid. 
 
    With a cry of terror, she tried to get to the door, but the thing was a dead weight around her leg. 
 
    “Get the fuck off me,” she cried, crouching over to claw at the monster with her fingers.  
 
    It grinned up at her, its grip tightening. Righting herself, she thrashed in vain, balancing awkwardly on one foot. The position was too much to hold in the stiletto boots. With a shriek, she toppled, smacking onto her side. White stars exploded before her eyes and the air whooshed from her lungs. 
 
    For a moment, all she could do was lie there, winded and in agony. Dimly, she was aware of Becky screaming. The music got suddenly louder, before quietening down a notch to the previous level. 
 
    “What the fuck’s going on out here?” she heard an unfamiliar, male voice shout. “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    All she could do was groan in response. Her limbs felt like lead as her brain slowly – and gratefully – computed the fact that someone had exited the party to help. 
 
    “Call the police,” she tried to say, but the words came out as an incomprehensible slur. 
 
    This simply wouldn’t do. She had to get it together. Through sheer force of will, her blurred vison gradually focussed and air filled her lungs once more. All the while, the sound of Becky screaming filled her ears. 
 
    And the pressure remained on her foot. With a gasp of terror, she lurched upright, to see that grinning thing leering up at her. There was also another one on her other side, and it was stroking her arm. Shuddering in disgust, she tried to scoot away from them on her backside, but the one next to her ceased stroking her and gripped her arm instead. They moved with her, grinning broadly, as if amused by her desire to escape. 
 
    “Get off me,” she sobbed. 
 
    Movement danced in the corner of her vision, and she saw Becky struggling on the floor in much the same position as she was in. Except Becky was making a lot more fuss than she was. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” the stunned guy who had just joined them asked. 
 
    Lauren looked at him. It was the guy dressed as Edward Scissorhands – the one with whom Becky had been dirty dancing with just a few short minutes ago, back when life hadn’t descended into a waking nightmare. 
 
    “Get these fucking brats off me,” she screamed at him. 
 
    Somehow, referring to them as ‘brats’, even though she knew they were anything but children, imbued her with a sense of control. 
 
    She glared at Edward Scissorhands as with painstaking slowness, he removed his gloves with the fake scissors for fingers. As he did so, he opened the door and called into the living-room; “Would somebody please call the police? We have a problem out here.” 
 
    No sooner than he had spoken, searing pain stabbed in her ankle. She gasped and went rigid with the sudden jolt of pain, her entire body spasming. 
 
    When she had composed herself sufficiently to steal a glance down the length of her body, she saw that the thing had sunk its pointy teeth into her ankle. Her mind lurched at the gruesome sight. The thing’s teeth remained imbedded in her lower shin, and when she went to pull away her leg, she found that she could barely even move it. 
 
    Heat seeped through her body, radiating upwards from her bitten ankle. Accompanying that heat was a welcome numbness which went a long way to numbing the pain. In fact, she was now feeling decidedly fuzzy. Becky’s screams, the music of the party, and other, new, concerned voices out in the hallway jumbled together meaninglessly in her head. She could no longer pick out individual words, or differentiate between the sound of the screaming or the sound of the music. It was all just noise. 
 
    And she was suddenly very hungry and incredibly horny. The crotch of her catsuit instantly wetted with her juices, as one lewd image after another crashed through her mind. She saw flesh, dripping with blood. She could almost smell the corrupt deliciousness of freshly eviscerated bowels. Her mouth watered as all too-vividly she imagined how it would feel to plunge her hands into the steaming, stinking innards, to bring the savoury heat of those slippery organs to her mouth. 
 
    No shame accompanied these images, nor words. The primal desire drowned out all other thought; it flooded her system, the fierce need for ripped open flesh pulsing and flowing through her blood in time with the frantic beat of her heart. 
 
    The pain of her bitten ankle, the memory of that numbing heat spreading through her body, was all but gone. All that remained was that primal hunger, that desire, that sheer wanton need. 
 
    The two creatures that had moments before been pinning her to the ground – one of them with her blood painted around its mouth – stepped back to allow her to stand. 
 
    She looked down at them, no longer frightened, her body thrumming with adrenalin-fuelled desire. It wasn’t a fully-formed thought as such, but she instinctively knew that they were friend, not foe. That they were her own kind. 
 
    She glanced over at Becky. She too, was standing, the remaining two creatures by her side. They locked gaze and an unspoken understanding passed between them. In that second, Lauren understood all that she ever needed to know; it was the two of them – and the four creatures – against the rest of them. She and Becky had been chosen. 
 
    At the same time, both she and Becky stepped forwards until they met in the middle of the hallway. They embraced, their hands feverishly exploring the contours of each other’s bodies. Becky’s mouth was warm, wet and open, further enflaming the lust that burned bright within her. 
 
    They pulled apart, panting in need. But no longer in need for each other; in need for them. 
 
    On the deepest, subconscious level, Lauren was aware of voices surrounded her. Human voices, wrenched upwards from their hot, steaming innards, ripe for the devouring. 
 
    A hand grasped her shoulder – a hand that didn’t belong to the girl that she trusted. 
 
    “…alright?” the white-faced man asked. 
 
    She didn’t understand what he was saying and neither did she care. She wrapped her arms around his neck in a lover’s embrace and pressed her mouth against his. He didn’t resist. As she kissed him she breathed in deeply, tasting the very essence of him, the faintest, sulphurous tinge of stomach acid, traces of the meal he had eaten earlier, that indefinable, distinctly human odour of his heated flesh, made rich by his pumping blood. 
 
    Then she pushed her body assertively against him, slamming him against the wall. He appeared to be resisting now; she could taste the fear on his breath. On an instinctive, primal level, she understood that he had thought she was playing before, that she and her new friends were not a threat. 
 
    He could not have been more wrong. Breaking off the kiss – not least because his mouth had clamped shut and he was trying to push her away – she clung resolutely onto him and trailed her open mouth downwards, stopping at the fluttering pulse at the base of his neck. Opening her mouth wide, she sunk in her teeth. 
 
    Her lips, gums and teeth were instantly hugged by the wet heat of his torn flesh. The flesh didn’t come away in her mouth and she retracted her teeth, her lips forming a tight ‘O’ around the wound. No scream escaped his lips, but she could feel the rattling vibration of the scream trying to form in his ripped throat. The red-hot blood pulsed hard into her mouth in satisfying jets, and the man slithered down the wall. She descended with him, sucking greedily at the gaping wound. He twitched and spasmed beneath her, but she hugged him close to her as his life-force drained away. 
 
    She sighed in pleasure as she drunk deeply of his blood. The warmth of it spread through her, the sensation of it heating and prickling her skin like she were in the throes of an orgasm. It was by far the most exquisite thing that had ever entered her mouth, and the need for more burned bright and hard within her. That little taste of heaven had thrown open the floodgates of this new hunger. 
 
    She stopped sucking. Her thirst was quenched, but she was still hungry. Wiping off the blood that smeared her mouth and chin and blinking it from her eyes, she nuzzled the wound at his neck. 
 
    It smelled nice, but not great. The flesh was rapidly cooling, the lack of blood pumping around the meat making it less appetizing, less fresh. Not unappetizing as such, just less so. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her head. Why eat dead flesh when it could be consumed alive? She was surrounded by food, by potential sexual gratification. That deep need still pulsed between her legs, reminding her that this hunger wasn’t the only thing that needed satisfying. 
 
    Surrounding her, she became aware of raised voices. Panicked voices. Even though she didn’t recognise any words, there was no mistaking the primal fear that hung heavy in the air. Like a wild animal, she stuck her nose in the air and sniffed; it was thick with the odour of fear. She looked over at her friend, who had her back to her. Like she had done herself just moments before, she was crouched over one of the screamers, her mouth latched to his throat until he wasn’t screaming anymore. 
 
    That just left one more screamer. With interest, Lauren’s gaze swept over the victim. It was a female, and therefore of less interest to her than a male. Males tasted better, and she also wanted to fuck. That hadn’t happened yet because she had been so thirsty, but the urge to rut was getting stronger. Before much longer, she knew that she would make it happen. 
 
    The four creatures crowded around the screaming girl, pinning her against the opposite wall. They descended upon her, flooring her in an instant before swarming over her, ripping at her flesh with their sharp claws and even sharper teeth. The girl wasn’t screaming for long. 
 
    Beyond the closed living-room door, the music thumped and pulsed. Scream of laughter and human chatter assaulted her ears, the food beyond oblivious to their fate. Her mouth watered, and yet again, her gaze locked with the girl who was of her own kind. The girl nodded, and Lauren smiled. It was time. 
 
    Together, with the four creatures right behind them, they pushed open the door. As soon as they did so, the heat of their bodies hit her like a brick wall, stirring her up to fever-pitch. 
 
    It was time to eat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jen looked over at the screaming kid in dismay. This night was going from fucked up to outrageously fucking crazy. She flinched in Neil’s arms, momentarily numbed by the unfolding events of the evening. The noise the screaming kid made was ear-splitting, his face a mask of agony.  
 
    She was struck by the similarities between the kid’s expression and that of the white mask the horrible prick called Rob had been wearing – the mask from that horror movie she hated. The kid was like the physical embodiment of the Munch painting ‘The Scream’; the expression in his eyes, and the way he held his face in utter despair, was truly terrifying. 
 
    Her heart lurched, partly in fear, and partly in abject sympathy as she shrugged out of Neil’s grip and rushed over to the distraught child. She bundled his stiff, shivering little body against her, his screams now muffled slightly by her pullover. For a moment, he struggled in her arms, but his screams quickly gave way to terrified sobbing. She had never heard anything like it. 
 
    What the hell has happened to him tonight? 
 
    She remembered what the boy had said – how his mum had been killed, and a coldness seeped through her. 
 
    No, that can’t have happened.  
 
    But something had happened. Somehow, she couldn’t seem to organise her thoughts, work out what to do. She had to take the kid back to his house, see for herself what was going on. Or maybe Neil could take him because they couldn’t very well leave Angie alone in the house, not with all the fucked-up shit happening tonight. 
 
     Neil came over to her, and she held the trembling child tighter against her. “Take the kid inside,” he said. “I’m going to go next-door, see what’s happened.” 
 
    Just as he spoke, yet another scream pierced the night. This time, the scream was coming from Rob. At first, Jen didn’t understand what she was seeing. She stared at the three of them over by the gate in dismay, her brain reeling. She blinked. Rob was lying on his back by the gate, and the two women were crouched over him. The girl with the stunningly slim figure dressed as Catwoman was sitting on his face, the other girl who was dressed as Red Riding hood kneeling on his shins. Their heads met in the middle of his torso, and Rob bucked and writhed. 
 
    If Jen didn’t know any better, she would say that the girls were eating him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, get them off me,” he wailed through the gut-wrenching screams. 
 
    Neil took a step towards him, but Jen shoved the sobbing kid to one side and gripped his arm with all the strength she possessed. He faltered, and together they stared in stark disbelief at the unfolding scene. 
 
    Rob’s high-pitched squeals that reminded her of a pig brought to slaughter gave way to a wet, gurgling sound, his body jerking and convulsing like he was being electrocuted. 
 
    “Jesus fuck,” Neil whispered. 
 
    Jen saw the way something came away in Catwoman’s mouth when she reared her head. Despite how dark it was, she could clearly see a lump of flesh clamped between her teeth, at the end of which dangled what looked like a long, gore-splattered wire. The rational part of her mind knew perfectly well that what she was seeing was no length of wire. 
 
    And she also knew exactly what that lump of meat in his mouth was; his fucking cock. 
 
    Slowly, she became aware of tugging on her arm. When she looked down, she saw the kid trying to pull her in the direction of the door. 
 
    “We have to go inside,” he gasped. 
 
    For a second, she admired the way he had appeared to pull himself together in the face of this new, extreme adversity, and then she was stumbling after him, with Neil hot on her heels. 
 
    When the three of them fell into the hallway, Neil leaned against the front-door, his trembling fingers fumbling for the safety latch and flicking the lock. 
 
    “What’s happening?” he asked, his expression shell-shocked. 
 
    Jen could feel her mouth hanging open, the way her breath was coming in ragged little gasps. The hallway seemed to tilt around her and a strange, whimpering sound reached her ears. It took her a moment to realise that the sound was coming from her. 
 
    “I told you, it’s the monsters. We need to call the police.” 
 
    Jen didn’t hear him at first, not really. In a daze she slowly looked down at the kid. 
 
    A loud bang on the door made all three of them cry out. The door shuddered some more with further frantic banging, then all went quiet. 
 
    “Angie,” Jen gasped, suddenly remembering the little girl sleeping upstairs. 
 
    “Shit. Wait here. Two seconds.” 
 
    Neil was saying this as he lurched down the large hallway. At the same time as he did this, he was also punching numbers into his smartphone. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jen called after him. 
 
    “Getting weapons. Calling the police. Hello? This is Neil Morris, I’m at number two, Eastcliff Parade and I need everything you’ve got. This is bad. Really bad, people are dying…” 
 
    He stopped in his tracks, his back stiff and arm frozen mid-stretch on its way to push open the kitchen-door. 
 
    Her insides felt tight and strange as she watched him. The phone slithered out of his hand, clattering to the wooden floor and shattering into two bits. 
 
    “Neil? What happened?” 
 
    “You spoke to him, didn’t you?” the boy said next to her. “The clown-man. We need to smash up the TV, because he can climb through it.” 
 
    Jen let out a strangled sob, the image of that clown-freak on the TV and on their mobiles blaring in her mind. 
 
    No, that was just some actor, some stupid, practical joke. 
 
    But the kid’s words still turned her bowels to ice. Neil, who seemed to have composed himself, burst into the kitchen. She reached for the boy, wrapping her arms protectively around his shoulders as she listened to Neil clattering around, opening and shutting drawers and the unmistakable sound of clattering cutlery. 
 
    Not cutlery. Knives. 
 
    A sickness churned in her stomach and her head swam. She clung on tighter to the child – not so much for his sake but for her own. 
 
    “Jen, are you still there?” he called from the kitchen. “You need to go and get Angie, right now.” 
 
    Angie. Yes, of course she did. How could she forget about her, even for a second? She needed to get the kid, and then they needed to get out of here. She detached herself from the boy and on numb legs she stumbled up the stairs. 
 
    Up in Angie’s room, all was well. The child lay peacefully sleeping in her cot, oblivious to what was happening. Jen leaned against the cot-railings and down at her sweet little face, reluctant to wake her. She was wearing a pink onesie, the blankets twisted around her legs. She leaned down to scoop her up, pressing her tight against her chest, and the child stirred and arched her back in her arms, sucking noisily and hard on the dummy. 
 
    Oh God, please don’t wake up. Please don’t scream. 
 
    “Hush,” she said, jiggling her a little in her arms and making shushing noises, reaching down into the cot to retrieve the pink heart blanket and wrapping her up in it. 
 
    When she pressed her face to her forehead, she smelled milky and sweet, and the odour tore at her heart. 
 
    If anything happens to her… 
 
    No, she couldn’t think like that, she was just going to have to protect her, no matter what. 
 
    Back down in the hallway, Neil was waiting for her, holding three large knives. Her eyes bugged out in her head when he handed one of the knives to the boy, and the other to her. The boy had gravely taken the offered knife, but Jen couldn’t bring herself to touch it. Angie stirred in her arms and she jiggled and shushed her, terrified that she would wake up. 
 
    “Take it,” he said, a note of irritation creeping into his voice when she remained as responsive to him as a lump of playdough. 
 
    He shoved it harder at her, handle first. Reluctantly she took it, wincing at the feel of the slightly warmed plastic of the handle. It felt so wrong cuddling a baby and holding a knife, and she shuddered in repulsion, taking care that the blade didn’t touch the child. 
 
    Neil leaned over to peer at the boy. “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Danny.” 
 
    “Hey Danny, I’m Neil, and I’m going to do my best to save us, okay? But you have to do as I say. The front door’s pretty solid, so I should imagine that they’ll try and get in through the living-room window. The plan is, that if and when they do, we escape through the front-door. But if, for whatever reason, we can’t, I want you, Jen and Angie to go and lock yourselves in the bathroom, okay? Don’t come out, and fight if you have to.” 
 
    Jen looked at him in horror, hating the fact that he was right. It was just an ordinary house, and hardly a prison or a nuclear bunker. If they wanted to come in, then they would undoubtedly find a way. 
 
    “We’re not safe in the house,” Danny said. “There’s something wrong with this street, the clown-man said so. We have to get away from here.” 
 
    Neil crouched down in front of Danny and gently held his shoulders. “Now you listen to me, okay? So long as they don’t come in, then we’re safe in the house.” 
 
    “No, we’re not,” the boy retorted, his voice growing squeakier with his mounting distress. “I already told you, the clown-man can climb through the TV. I think he could find doorways anywhere, if he wanted to. He said the fabric between worlds is thin. We are not safe in here.” 
 
    Jen winced as her stomach clenched in fear. The horrible man that she had seen on the TV and on her phone had been constantly niggling away at her subconsciousness. Somehow, some way, she knew that he was an integral part of this night from hell. It was something that she understood on an instinctive level. She didn’t know how or why she knew it, she just knew it. The things that those girls had done outside… The strange trick or treaters before them… Maybe the gates of hell really had opened up tonight. 
 
    Neil righted himself, sighing heavily. “We stay in the hallway, we’re safer here. We need to keep away from windows and near an exit.” 
 
    Angie stirred in her arms, making whimpering noises deep in her throat. She sucked even harder on the dummy, her hands twisting in her comfort blanket. Her eyes remained closed, but Jen didn’t think she would stay asleep for much longer. Turning away, she headed for the kitchen. 
 
    “Where are you going? We stay in the hallway, and we stick together unless absolutely necessary,’ Neil said. 
 
    Jen bristled at his tone. “I’m getting her a bottle of milk, I think she’s going to wake up soon. There’s some made-up formula in the fridge.” 
 
    “Fine. Just be quick.” 
 
    Sighing, Jen went into the kitchen, pulled open the fridge-door, retrieved a bottle, and headed back. Just as she reached the kitchen door, a scratching sound reached her ears. It was coming from behind her, and she spun round on the spot, her heart in her throat. 
 
    “Jeeee-en,” a low, male voice said, extending her name in such a way that it made her skin break out in a rash of goose-bumps.  
 
    She couldn’t see anything, or at least, nothing out of the ordinary. The kitchen, brightly lit by the overhead spotlights, revealed nothing more sinister than the shiny expanse of black marble work tops and high-gloss, white cupboards. 
 
    Nevertheless, she knew. 
 
    It was him. It was the clown-man.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” she gasped, hurrying back over to Neil and Danny. 
 
    “Hear what?” Neil said, frowning. 
 
    “Someone said my name. In the kitchen.” 
 
    “There’s no one there, Jen, you know this. There’re no hiding places.” 
 
    Danny looked up at her gravely. “I believe you. It’s the clown-man. We’re not safe here.” 
 
    “What happened to your mum, Danny?” 
 
    “The trick or treaters got her, and now she’s dead.” 
 
    As preposterous as it was, she partly believed him. 
 
    Those things weren’t human. 
 
    “Danny, I don’t know what happened to your mum, and it’s too risky to go back there and look,” Neil said slowly. “We have to get onto the main-road, and as soon as we do, we’ll send an ambulance for your mum.” 
 
    “I told you, she’s already dead.” 
 
    “Who did you speak to on the phone, Neil? When you called the police?” 
 
    Both turned to look at her – two wide-eyed vampires. The strongest vision assaulted her, that she and Neil were married and Danny was their eldest. Angie was their baby and Neil and Danny had got matching costumes for Halloween. 
 
    She shook her head slightly to dispel the entirely inappropriate fantasy. 
 
    “No one. It doesn’t matter. All calls are somehow being diverted, it’s an elaborate hoax, that’s all.” 
 
    “You spoke to that guy, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Does it matter? It’s just a stupid scam.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that it is.” 
 
    “I told you, it’s the clown-man,” Danny added. 
 
    Jen tingled in fear. Could the kid be right? 
 
    “Oh, come on, it’s just a hoax,” Neil said, noticeably agitated. “We don’t need to freak ourselves out any more than we already are. I don’t know what the hell was up with Lauren and Becky, maybe they took some dodgy LSD, or something, but there’s no such thing as devils and ghosts.” 
 
    Yeah, she thought, he’s right about one thing. He’s right about hell. Hell was up with those girls. They’d been infected somehow, by the evil that was out tonight. It was a crazy thought – one she didn’t quite fully believe – but neither was it that farfetched. 
 
    “What if they’re not the only ones like that?” she whispered. “What if everyone that was at the party turned into…into things like them.” 
 
    Neil’s eyes widened. “That’s just crazy talk, they were on a bad trip, they were off their heads.” 
 
    “But what about the others?” she pressed. “Okay, so they’re not like them, but what if they’re dead? What if they killed them? How can you say that this is nothing more than drug-induced insanity?” 
 
    Neil had no answer for that. Jen knew she wasn’t being overly fair – Neil was as scared as she was, and talk like this was just plain cruel to Danny, but she couldn’t help herself. 
 
    Forewarned was forearmed, or so she told herself. 
 
    I don’t think anything can help us right now. 
 
    Neil opened his mouth to speak when a loud thump came from the living-room, making them all flinch. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jen whispered frantically. 
 
    But it was a rhetorical question. The noise was undoubtedly made by something heavy connecting with the window. The heavy thump came again. 
 
    “Come on,” Neil hissed, rushing over to the door. “As soon as they shatter the glass, we run. We run like hell, do you understand?” 
 
    The boy pressed his shivering body against her, whimpering softly. She tried to hug him to her as best she could, but it was very difficult as she was holding Angie. 
 
    “Stand back,” Neil said, his hands poised over the safety latch and doorknob. 
 
    A horrible thought occurred to her: What if they’re waiting outside the door? 
 
    The sound of shattering glass assaulted her ears and she flinched in terror. If those bitches were lying in wait, then they had shit out of luck, for Neil was already pulling open the door. 
 
    Oh shit, was her last thought before the four of them spilled out onto the porch. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sure enough, as soon as they had set foot outside, Jen’s worst suspicions were confirmed. They were waiting for them outside the door. One of them was, anyway – the one dressed as Catwoman. 
 
    Jen screamed in terror as the black-clad woman sprang out of the bushes and threw herself at Neil, who had been the first one out. The girl hopped onto his back as surely as a cowgirl riding a bucking bronco, her arms and legs wrapped around him. 
 
    Neil remained upright for all of three seconds, before tumbling to the ground. In her arms, the baby started to scream. The other girl – the one dressed as Little Red Riding Hood – was half-in, half-out of the window. Her head snapped in their direction and her gaze locked onto the writhing couple. She looked utterly crazed, her teeth bared like a wild animal’s, her chin dripping with blood. With a shriek, she came running over. 
 
    “Neil,” she gasped, staring down at his bucking, writhing body in a state of paralytic horror. 
 
    “Come on,” Danny cried next to her, tugging on her arm. 
 
    Neil was doing his best to throw the girl off, and together they rolled around on the ground in a grotesque parody of a lovers’ embrace. Little Red Riding Hood dived onto the squirming couple, and the two women clung to him like limpets to a rock. 
 
    Angie was really screaming now, the sound so close to her ears it drowned out Neil’s grunts and low-pitched howls. She glimpsed a flash of metal in Neil’s hand, and realised that he had stabbed Catwoman in the back. 
 
    By some obscene miracle, the wound appeared to have no effect on her whatsoever. Again, Neil plunged in the knife, but the girl bared her teeth and latched onto his neck. During this, Little Red Riding Hood was clinging to his legs, her head parallel with his thighs. She too, sank in her teeth, and, judging from Neil’s reaction, the trousers didn’t form much of a barrier. 
 
    “Come on,” came Danny’s desperate plea. 
 
    Jen stumbled after him when he tugged on her arm. As much as she wanted to kick at the attacking girls, to do something, the baby in her arms had to be her priority. It wasn’t a fully formed thought as such, but she accepted that Neil was as good as dead. 
 
    Danny let go of her arm, but their trajectory down the path did not slow. Behind her, the sound of Neil’s screams mingled with Angie’s and the music still pumping out from next-door. 
 
    They’re eating him, oh dear God, they’re eating him… 
 
    They spilled out onto the promenade, and Danny ground to a halt. Jen almost went careering into the back of him, only just stopping herself in time. 
 
    “Hush,” she said between her own ragged breathing, jiggling the child in her arms. 
 
    Frantically, her head snapped from side to side, surveying the promenade. The deep base of the industrial metal floated around her head, mingling with the sound of the sea crashing against the cliff face beyond the railing. There was no sign of anyone or anything. 
 
    “We have to get onto the main-road,” Danny whispered, even if they did appear to be alone. 
 
    Jen looked over at next-door, guilt twisting in her heart. 
 
    I should at least go in there and look. What if people are hurt? 
 
    Save for the music, there was no other sound of life coming from the house. The front-door was wide open, taunting her. 
 
    “No,” Danny gasped, following her gaze. “There’s nothing we can do. We have to get off this street. Please.” 
 
    She turned her head to look at him. Yes. He was right. The best thing they could do was to get help. Not quite believing that, and holding the screaming one-year-old tight against her chest, she and Danny stumbled past the student house. 
 
    When they reached the next gate along, they went careering into a wild-looking woman with long, loose, dark hair, wearing a ripped white blouse that glowed in the moonlight. 
 
    For a horrible second, Jen thought that she was one of them, that she was going to attack. Instinctively, her fingers wrapped around the knife that was tucked under the screaming baby, poised to plunge it into the woman’s heart. 
 
    “Please,” the woman sobbed. “You have to help me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    A Few Minutes Earlier… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The screaming coming from next-door seemed to have stopped. There was a party going on in the student house, and for a while there, those screams had been blood-curdling. The low, steady thump of the music continued, however. Not that it annoyed her, quite the contrary in fact – it was comforting to know that there were people nearby. 
 
    Even if it did sound like there was a whole roomful of people being murdered just now. 
 
    Anouchka Heston dismissed the thought; her mind could never stay focussed on any one thing for long, unless that one thing was the state of her marriage. 
 
    It was hard for Anouchka to pinpoint the precise point that her marriage had failed. Bill hadn’t always been like this. Her long-dead father had said to her, in the moments before he had walked her down the aisle, that people changed when they got married. At the time, his statement had puzzled her, and when she had questioned him, he had smiled sadly. 
 
    You’ll find out, he had said. 
 
    Now, twenty-three years later, she understood perfectly his meaning. Oh yes, did she ever. She wasn’t sure that this was quite what her father had meant, but slowly, over the years, Bill had turned into a monster. Gone was the kind, loving man she had said ‘I do’ to, and in his place was a physically and mentally abusive prick. 
 
    However did I allow myself to get into this situation, she wondered.  
 
    Although she knew the answer to that; her twenty-one-year-old son, Brian. Brian – who was currently away at University –  thought that the sun shone out of his father’s arse. Bill was incredibly careful not to hurt Anouchka in front of him, and over the years had sowed the seeds in Brian’s mind that his mother was mentally unstable. That she was prone to nervousness, to an inability to cope and ‘funny turns’ where she had to lie down in a darkened room for sometimes days on end. Bill’s words were a constant threat in her mind: 
 
    If you ever say anything to Brian, I will kill him… 
 
    Brian, who had spent most of his teenaged years away at boarding school, had not suffered at the hands of his father. Yes, Bill was cold towards him, but he’d never hurt him, not that Anouchka knew of, anyway. But Brian was all grown-up now, busy carving out the start of his adult life, and with every passing year, Bill’s secret threats diminished. 
 
    Bill popped his hateful, sneering head round the kitchen door, making her jump when he spoke. “Christ, woman, isn’t it ready yet? It’s gone ten.” 
 
    “It won’t be long,” she said, as she drained the potatoes ready for mashing. 
 
    “You’re useless, you know that? You can’t even get dinner ready on time.” 
 
    This was grotesquely unfair, but she passively took it. It wasn’t her fault that he did so much overtime at the office, regularly working until gone ten at night. And it wasn’t like she didn’t notice that he often came home stinking of perfume – which happened to smell a lot like the sweet perfume that his gorgeous, young secretary wore on the few occasions that she had met her.  
 
     Answering back would mean another bout of rough, painful sex tonight, or perhaps a few blows to her midriff where the bruises wouldn’t show. He had only been back for ten minutes and she had timed the dinner for his arrival home as best she could. 
 
    Aggressively, she mashed the potatoes, the saucepan before her blurring with her unshed tears. 
 
    She blinked. This wouldn’t do. She had almost squirreled away enough money to leave him, and over the past two years she had been buying furniture and putting it into storage for her move up north, hundreds of miles away on the Scottish border. 
 
    I only have to do this for a few more weeks, then I’m gone forever. 
 
    Bill came into the kitchen, pulled open the fridge door, retrieved a beer, and sat down at the kitchen table. 
 
    Tonight, she hadn’t caught a waft of perfume, and he seemed angry. Maybe he and the secretary had had a falling out. She hoped not. She wanted him distracted, his thoughts elsewhere. She hadn’t felt anything close to sexual jealousy for many years, and the last thing she wanted was for him to focus on her. If he ever got wind of what she was doing, she felt sure that he wouldn’t hesitate in killing her. 
 
    “So, Anouchka. Tell me about your day.” 
 
    She reached up into the cupboard above her head for the plates, willing her hands not to tremble and betray her. She didn’t like his tone, the veiled aggression behind the bland words. 
 
    “Oh, just the usual. I went shopping, did the housework.” 
 
    She turned round to face him. She had loved him, once upon a time, when she had thought him kind and good. He wore his work uniform – a suit fit for the high-flying lawyer that he was – and his customary sneer. His dark hair, still so thick and shiny, was just like it had been the day she had met him twenty-four years ago on her eighteenth birthday. The passage of time had been kind to him, only serving to make him better looking. His face had filled out in the best possible way, and not an ounce of fat adorned his body thanks to a well-used gym membership. A wave of sadness crashed over her for the young man he had once been, even if she did now know that it had always been an act. How charming he had been then, how persistent in his wooing, how affectionate. 
 
    How times had changed. Over the years he had eroded away at her self-esteem like the sea that ate away at the chalk cliff-face beyond the living-room window of her showroom perfect home. 
 
    My beautiful prison, she thought sadly.  
 
    He had forced her to give up her everything; her education, her prospects, her hopes and dreams, her self-respect. 
 
    “And what, pray tell, do you deem normal?” he said, snapping her out of her musings. 
 
    That feeling of being on edge sharpened. She recognised the signs; he was up to something, he was goading her. 
 
    He knows, she thought in a flutter of panic. 
 
    Taking care to keep her tone neutral, she replied: “I deem going to Tescos normal. Keeping house, and everything that entails. That’s what I deem normal.” 
 
    “Are you giving me lip?” 
 
    She was, she knew she was, and she also knew that she was walking a fine line. Too contrite and he would know something was up, too ballsy and she was as good as asking to be hurt. 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    She placed his dished-up dinner of mashed potatoes, a home-made, steak and kidney pie which she knew he loved occasionally as an ‘unhealthy’ treat and a generous portion of organic broccoli on the table in front of him. When she let go of the plate, he grabbed her wrist. An involuntary little gasp escaped her lips. 
 
    “I know, Anouchka.” 
 
    His voice was dangerously low, and, despite the bland expression, she could see the fire burning behind his dark brown eyes. 
 
    Everything seemed to slow down around her and take on a heightened clarity as she tried to figure out how best to handle this frightening turn of events. The clock seemed to be ticking extra loudly, as did the steady thump of the music coming from the student house next-door where that Halloween party was taking place. In a small way, that comforted her. It was good to know that there were so many people nearby, even if they were unaware of her plight. 
 
    She twisted out of his grip and went over to the sink, turning her back on him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes tightly shut for a second, composing herself, her knuckles turning white with the force in which she gripped the rim of the sink. 
 
    “Oh, I think you do. Come over here.” 
 
    This was the part where she was supposed to trot obediently over to his side, yet she couldn’t bring herself to move.  
 
    For a moment, she allowed herself the fantasy that theirs was a normal relationship. Or even better, she imagined that she was single, just like that woman doctor and her young son who lived on the end of the street next to the park. God, what was her name? Janice, yes, that was it. Janice Breed and her son Danny. She seemed like such a nice woman, not that Anouchka would know because Bill didn’t allow her to have any friends. Part of her hated Janice Breed for her charmed life, and the other part of her – the main part – would’ve sold her soul to her have the slightly younger woman as her friend. 
 
    “Anouchka? Do not ignore me. Come here.” 
 
    She turned round to face him, swallowing her fear. What was one more beating or him forcing himself upon her? She could take it. 
 
    Not long left now. 
 
    The few, short steps towards him felt like one hundred; one hundred painful steps, bare-foot across shattered glass. But her pain was psychological, not physical. He remained seated in his chair at the head of the oblong, country-cottage style table. She braced herself, waiting for his next move. 
 
    She didn’t have to wait long. With the speed of a striking cobra, he scraped back his chair and grabbed her, spinning her round so that her back was pressed against his front. He was over six feet tall, and she was barely five feet four and slight of build, making her a pitiful match for his strength. Bill, however, had no qualms in taking advantage of this height and weight discrepancy, and he squeezed her tight, one strong arm wrapped around her shoulders and the other clamped over her mouth. 
 
    She shuddered in repulsion, his touch sickening her as he explored the contours of her body with the hand that wasn’t covering her mouth. 
 
    “You’re still a beautiful woman, Anouchka, I know I don’t say it often enough, but you are. You still have the body of a twenty-year-old, so slim, so tight. You’d never think that you’d had a kid.” 
 
    His hand continued to crawl over her skin, as about as welcome as a poisonous spider. It squeezed, moulded, pinched, all the things it usually did before it ripped off her clothes. The hand untucked the neatly-ironed, puff-sleeve, white blouse from the equally neatly-ironed, grey-linen trousers. Bill favoured outfits like this – smart and non-slutty – and it was almost tenderly that he stroked the soft cotton of her blouse from the inside at the same time as her skin. 
 
    The vile, wandering hand moulded her small breast through the thin lace of the bra and she tried not to flinch in disgust. Flinching meant things would get a whole lot nastier for her.  
 
    The arm snaked around her shoulders suddenly moved to fist a handful of her long, shiny brown hair and tugged hard. Her head snapped sideways, and a small yelp escaped her lips. The hand didn’t let up and she felt sure that he was going to rip out a wad of hair from the roots. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been the first time. 
 
    “I know what you’ve been doing, dear wife. Conspiring against me, plotting to leave, stealing my money, hoarding furniture in storage, I know everything, you stupid, dumb cunt.” 
 
    In her panic, just one word blazed bright in her mind: How? 
 
    She had been so careful, how the hell had he found out? 
 
    The fingers of the hand on her breast pinched her nipple, hard enough to bruise. When she cried out again, he let go of her hair and slapped her. It wasn’t too hard a slap – he knew better than to leave a bruise where it would show. That same hand circled her neck, his touch almost loving in the way he gently stroked the tender skin of her throat. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said in the silence that followed. 
 
    It had been the wrong thing to say. Bill’s temper was volcanic, and right now was no exception. 
 
    Her squeal was cut short when he viciously grabbed the back of her neck and slammed her face into his dinner. The side of her head smacked against the dinnerplate, the dinner going some way to soften the blow. Mashed potato and pie exploded up around her face, sticking to her in hot, slimy clumps. He shoved at her head, rubbing her face in the food like a disobedient dog. She gripped the side of the table for support, the plate tilting on the table, her head jerking sideways as it tipped. Mashed potatoes smeared her vision and blocked her nose, forcing her to breathe through pursed lips. 
 
    “Do you really think you would get away with this?” he bellowed above her. “Do you really think I would never find out?” 
 
    Had she? She didn’t know anymore. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice muffled by the plate of food. 
 
    “Fuck you,” he screamed, yanking her upright by the hair. 
 
    With a grunt of disgust, he pushed her head so that she went sprawling to the ground. Her back smacked against a cupboard and the air knocked out of her, rendering her immobile. She was painfully aware of the mashed potatoes dripping off her nose and sticking to her eyelids, but in that moment her arms felt too heavy to lift to wipe it away. 
 
    The dinner dripped off her face into her lap and her humiliation was absolute. 
 
    The first kick from his smart, laced-up shoe landed squarely in her ribs. She cringed and cried out, landing on her side and curling up into the foetal position. Fat tears streamed down her cheeks, which at least helped to clear her vision somewhat. 
 
    “You’re a dumb cunt!” he screamed down at her. “A stupid whore, a money grabbing cunt!” 
 
    When Bill got like this, he didn’t seem to mind that he repeated himself a lot. She let the verbal torrent of abuse wash over her, the foul, hate-smeared words meaningless to her, partly shut out by the incessant ringing in her ears. 
 
    Her thoughts briefly strayed to the old couple to the right of them. The party-goers in the student house wouldn’t hear his shouts for the loud music, but Mr and Mrs Green might. 
 
    Maybe they’ll call the police.  
 
    Bill wasn’t normally quite this vocal. Surely the neighbours would do something? Yet somehow, she doubted it – as polite as Mr and Mrs Green were, they were very insular, neither of them even bothering to say, ‘oh, please, call me by my first name’ on the rare occasions they spoke when she addressed them by their surnames. 
 
    No one is coming to help you. 
 
    Crushing despair washed over her. What was the point in anything? For the entirety of Brian’s life, she had protected him, only for her own son to turn against her, for him to think that she was a mentally unstable, bone-idle drip; for him to think that her not ever working was her choice. That hurt far more than her husband’s beatings ever could. 
 
    The shouting ceased, to be replaced by another swift quick to the ribs. Pain exploded in her side, but still it paled in comparison to her mental anguish. She braced herself as best she could, expecting the blows to rain down on her, but instead they stopped. 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” he said above her, but not to her. 
 
    At first she didn’t know what he was talking about, but then she heard it too; the doorbell. 
 
    An alien feeling surged in her chest. Hope. Could Mr and Mrs Green have called the police? She didn’t know whether to be happy or sad over such a possibility. The chances were that Bill would talk himself out of it and then things would get so much worse for her. 
 
    The doorbell sounded again. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said. 
 
    When she dared to peer up at him, she saw that he was straightening out his suit and smoothing down his hair. 
 
    “If that’s trick or treaters, I’ll ring their fucking necks. It’s gone ten, for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    Trick or treaters. Of course. It was Halloween. His good-natured, friendly expression was firmly back in place – the Bill that the rest of the world knew and loved. Nice Bill. Kind Bill. A sickness churned in her stomach at the sheer phoniness of her existence. 
 
    The doorbell sounded, over and over, and despite how thoroughly she was wrapped up in her own pity, the strangeness of the over-zealous ringing was not lost on her. Only someone completely desperate would lean on the bell like that. 
 
    Maybe somebody is coming to help me… 
 
    She sat up, wincing as the movement caused pain to stab at her bruised ribs. He may even have broken them – it certainly wouldn’t be the first time. Brian was due home soon for a visit, and sadness tugged at her heart. Bill would just tell him that she was having ‘one of her spells’, that she couldn’t cope with seeing him and would prefer to remain alone in her darkened bedroom. 
 
    Clutching her damaged sides, she used the countertop to haul herself upright, gritting her teeth against the pain as she did so. She strained her ears, trying to hear beyond the ringing in her head. Who the hell was Bill talking to at the door? 
 
    Ever so slightly, the ringing in her ears subsided, and she could make out snippets of what was being said. 
 
    “I have no sweets, be on your way, now,” Bill was saying. “Hey, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Anouchka clung to the countertop, frowning because she couldn’t hear who he was talking to. 
 
    Only when the trick or treaters had apparently drifted into the hallway, did she hear the strange, whispering, rasping quality of their voices. 
 
    “Sweet…” 
 
    “We want sweets… 
 
    “Give them to us…” 
 
    “Get out of my house,” she heard Bill shout. “You can’t just come in here, get out.” 
 
    The creepy voices grew louder, then she could hear their footsteps coming down the hallway, approaching the kitchen. Anouchka stumbled over towards the kitchen towel which hung on a hook near the cooker and proceeded to wipe her face with it. 
 
    When she lowered the towel, the trick or treaters were in her kitchen. She stared at them in dismay, confused and disorientated at this unforeseen turn of events. Bill appeared behind them seconds after, his expression as wide-eyed and as puzzled as her own. 
 
    “You’re trespassing. Get out of my house right now or I’ll call the police.” 
 
    He appeared to be so flustered that he wasn’t even shouting anymore. 
 
    In fact, the more she looked at him, the more she realised that he was scared. It was a side of Bill that she had very rarely seen and, despite the strangeness of the situation, she relished it. 
 
    “Give us sweets…” 
 
    “He has no sweets…” 
 
    “Then a trick it is…” 
 
    Their rasping voices overlapped, finishing off each other’s sentences almost as if it were one person speaking. Anouchka looked at the four children more closely. 
 
    What great costumes they have. 
 
    Although she wasn’t sure that great was quite the correct word. Convincing, perhaps. Those masks, with their too-big noses, beady little eyes and razor-sharp, false teeth looked real. And so did the blood that smeared those masks. 
 
    “Now you listen to me, you little freaks, if you don’t leave right now, you’re going to be in more trouble than you’ve ever dreamed possible.” 
 
    Bill’s fighting words held little conviction. Anouchka watched as he strode over to the other side of the kitchen where he had dumped his smartphone on top of the microwave. The children followed him, whispering together in that disturbing way which made the hairs prickle on the back of her neck. 
 
    “He wants a trick…” 
 
    “Yes, he does…” 
 
    “A trick for Halloween…” 
 
    “The best trick of all…” 
 
    “He wants to die…” 
 
    Over by the microwave, Bill tapped at the screen of his smartphone. Even from where she stood on the other side of the room, Anouchka could see the three numbers he had dialled – nine, nine, nine. He pressed the phone to his ear as the children crowded around him. 
 
    “Hello?” he said into his phone, speaking quickly. “I need police, our house has been broken into and we are being threatened…” 
 
    His words trailed off, his face suddenly pale and his eyes wide. Anouchka stared at him in confusion. What the hell was he doing? Why wasn’t he speaking anymore? 
 
    Who the fuck was he speaking to on the phone? 
 
    The phone slid from his fingers, clattering to the slate floor. Everything that followed happened so fast, she could hardly comprehend it. One moment her husband was standing there, just staring over at her in almost child-like horror, the next he was howling in agony. 
 
    Anouchka blinked, sure that she was hallucinating. But no, the children really were attacking him. Not just attacking, but eating him. They had sunk their teeth into his legs, and one of them had even buried its face in his crotch. 
 
    Bill thumped to the floor, a kitchen chair scraping noisily across the slate as he unsuccessfully made a grab for it to try and steady himself. 
 
    The children fell upon him in an act of savagery that she couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Not even in a wildlife documentary had she ever seen animals tearing at their prey with such ferocity.  
 
    She turned away from the grisly scene, her stomach churning. But it was too late – that which had been seen could never be unseen. She swayed on the spot, for a moment convinced that she was hallucinating. Bits of her husband had been hanging from the creatures’ mouths, for deep down, she understood that these things were in no way human. 
 
    Her husband wasn’t screaming for long. When she hazarded a glance at the horrendous scene for a final time, the black-cloaked, writhing bodies parted to reveal that Bill was missing a great chunk of his throat. Blood sprayed from the gaping hole in his neck like a leaky hosepipe. Both his hands were clamped over the wound with little effect, his eyes bulging in disbelief. The nightmarish figures swarmed over him, blocking her view of his face, and her paralysis broke. 
 
    Stumbling backwards, she spun round in the hallway almost tripping over her own feet. The ground lurched beneath her like she was on a ferry, and the walls of the hallway tilted. Up ahead the front-door was open, revealing the black night beyond. 
 
    As if in a nightmare, her legs numb and heavy, she half-ran, half-stumbled up the hallway, bouncing off the walls as she did so. 
 
    Up the garden-path she ran, tears streaming down her face, her mind blank with terror and the surge of adrenalin numbing her damaged ribs. The front-gate loomed ahead, and when she reached it she almost tripped over it in her haste. She exited her garden at speed, only to go careering into a young woman who was running towards her. 
 
    “Please,” she gasped, gripping the girl by her upper-arms to prevent both of them from falling over with the impact of their collision. 
 
    It took her a moment to realise that the young woman was carrying a crying baby, and that she was also accompanied by a kid who couldn’t have been older than nine. He looked familiar, but right then she could neither place him or even care that she probably knew him. 
 
    “You have to help me,” she gasped. 
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    Jen could only stare at the woman dumbly. She wasn’t one of them, that much was immediately apparent, and she loosened the grip on the knife. 
 
    “We have to get off this street,” Jen said between ragged gasps and frantic shushing in a vain attempt to calm the child. 
 
    “They killed my husband,” the woman sobbed. 
 
    “And we’re going to be next if we don’t get the fuck out of here,” Jen said, shrugging off the woman’s grip and lurching forward once more. 
 
    The sheer insanity of the situation was not lost on her – the main-road, people, civilisation was just around the corner, but it may as well have been a million miles away. 
 
    Jen and Danny had only taken a few steps with their new companion close behind them when the gate directly opposite them swung outwards. 
 
    “Mrs Green,” she heard the woman gasp behind her. 
 
    Jen too, ground to a halt. 
 
    “No,” Danny said, “we have to keep moving. The monsters…” 
 
    Jen stared at the older woman at the end of the garden, who was mostly shrouded in shadows. From what she could see, she was petite, barefoot, and dressed in a long-sleeved, knee-length black robe. Jen figured that the woman had been on her way to bed. 
 
    “What on earth is going on?” the older woman asked. “Anouchka? Is that you? I didn’t recognise you.” 
 
    “You have to help us,” the woman called Anouchka said, rushing up to her. 
 
    The older woman stepped to one side. “Come in, my God, you have to calm down, we’ll sort this out.” She peered over at Jen and Danny, and the crying baby. “We’ll sort this out inside.” 
 
    “No,” Danny repeated. “We have to keep moving.” 
 
    Jen remained rooted to the spot, unsure of what to do. In the darkness, the old woman smiled at her. “Come along, dear. That poor baby, is he yours?” 
 
    “It’s a she. And no, I’m babysitting for the Pearsons at the end of the street.” 
 
    “Look,” Danny whispered next to her, tugging on her arm. 
 
    Jen looked. “Shit.” 
 
    The two women over by the gate didn’t hear Danny, the older woman draping an arm over the sobbing woman and gently beginning to guide her down the path. 
 
    Jen stared at the clown standing less than ten feet away from where they stood – the very same clown that had been on their TV and then on their phones. Leaving the promenade meant having to pass the clown, and suddenly it seemed like a very good idea to take up the woman’s offer of entering the house.  
 
    “Peekaboo, I see you,” he said. 
 
    Jen and Danny jumped into action, hot on the tails of the two women. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Danny said behind them. 
 
    He ran ahead of them and darted into the house with Jen and Anouchka close behind him. 
 
    The older woman trailed behind them, and it seemed to take her an age to reach the door, even though in reality it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Now, is anyone going to tell me what’s happening here?” she said when she finally joined them in the hallway. 
 
    Jen scuttled around her and slammed the door shut, shoving the deadbolt across. “We don’t answer the door to anybody, do you understand? Didn’t you see him out there?” 
 
    “See who?” the older woman asked, frowning slightly. 
 
    “Him. The clown-man.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anyone outside,” she replied, before turning her attention to Anouchka. “Where’s that nice husband of yours, dear?” 
 
    “He’s dead. The trick or treaters killed him,” Anouchka panted. 
 
    The older woman’s face remained impassive. “Shall we go through?” 
 
    Jen looked at her, aghast. “Did you just hear what she just said? Her husband is dead.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard, dear. Why don’t we just go through to the living-room and calm down?” 
 
    Something else nagged at the corner of her mind, permeating through the thick fog of fear: I do not like this woman, she thought. 
 
    “We need to call the police.” 
 
    “But all calls go through to him,” Danny whined. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, we have to try,” Jen snapped, then instantly regretted it. She put an arm round the poor kid’s shaking shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. 
 
    “Come along,” the woman said briskly, turning her back on them and walking down the wide hallway. “We’ll sort this all out now. I’ll make up some formula for the baby, I always keep a carton of it for when the grandkids come to stay.” 
 
    Jen glanced over at Anouchka, whose expression was pure shellshock. Now that they were in bright light, she was a lot older than she had first figured; her dark hair, slim figure, conventionally pretty face and abject terror when they were outside had made her seem nearer her own age. 
 
    “I’m scared,” Danny said. 
 
    You and me both, kid, she thought. “It’s okay. We’re safe now.” 
 
    The older woman stopped outside the closed living-room door. The layout was the same as the Pearsons’ place, with the kitchen door at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “Go on through. I’ll make up that formula.” 
 
    Why was the damn woman being so calm? Jen wondered. 
 
    In a daze, she pushed open the door. The sight which greeted her defied comprehension. All she could do was gape at the scene, open-mouthed. The baby continued to wail in her arms, and behind her, either Anouchka or Danny screamed. Maybe it was both of them that had screamed, but she was in such a state that she couldn’t tell. 
 
    Candlelight flickered and shadows licked the walls in the large living-room. The furniture was pushed back against the walls and in the middle of the room was a simple, long wooden table. On it, with leather straps running across his chest, hips and shins, was a naked man. Jen blinked, unsure at first quite what she was seeing, for his slim body wasn’t at all the right colour. No one had red skin. 
 
    When she realised that it was blood with which he was painted, the room lurched, her hearing and vision momentarily dimming. 
 
    Surrounding the table, and equally sheened with blood, were three more naked figures, two of whom were men and one woman. One of the men appeared to be elderly, the other man and the woman were middle-aged. 
 
    The younger two were also incredibly familiar. And then it hit her. 
 
    Mr and Mrs Pearson, she thought incredulously. 
 
    In her arms, Angie continued to cry.  
 
    “Give me my baby,” Mrs Pearson said, taking a step towards her, arms outstretched. 
 
    She was emotionless, her eyes flat, yet still Jen detected a glimmer of maternal love. Or at least, she thought she did. The situation was so fucked up, the circumstances so bizarre, so beyond her field of comprehension, that she no longer trusted her own judgement.  
 
    Jen clutched the baby all the tighter to her chest, edging backwards towards the door with Danny pressed against her side. The Pearsons were here? Her overheated brain was having trouble with the most simple of concepts, yet alone this one. 
 
    The fucking Pearsons, for fuck’s sake… 
 
    Next to her, Anouchka let out an ear-splitting shriek. “Brian!” she screeched, rushing over to the young lad strapped to the table. She shook him, but he didn’t respond. “Brian! What have you done to my baby?” she wailed. 
 
    “Run,” Jen said to Danny, shoving him towards the door. 
 
    After Anouchka’s outburst, everything happened at once. As Jen lurched towards the door, out of the corner of her eye she was aware of Anouchka being bodily lifted up by Mr Pearson, who was surprisingly broad-shouldered and in peak physical condition out of his clothes. The woman writhed and peddled the air in his arms, but Jen didn’t stop to stare. 
 
    In a heartbeat, she and Danny were legging it down the hallway. When they reached the door, her fingers scrambled shakily at the deadbolt, finally managing to slide it across, but when she went to yank open the door, it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    She banged her fist against the solid wood. Oh God, this couldn’t be happening. 
 
    “You can’t open the door without these, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Jen spun round, tears blurring her vision. Terror squeezed at her heart, forcing it to pump hard when she saw the old woman at the end of the hallway, arm outstretched, a set of keys dangling from her forefinger. The black robe had been discarded and she stood there naked, her long, sausage-like breasts hanging down to her waist. Like the others, from the knees up she was smeared with blood. 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” Jen whispered, close to losing it. 
 
    “No, dear, there’s no Jesus in this house. That is not the man we answer to. Please do come back into the front-room.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    Next to her, Danny whined and pressed his trembling body tight against hers. 
 
    “That’s not a very nice way to address your hosts. Your manners are a disgrace, you should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    As she spoke, the two naked men emerged from the living-room. Mr Pearson was holding a crowbar, smacking the end of it in his hand. The older man held a large breadknife with a serrated edge. 
 
    Jen pushed her back against the door in terror, wishing with all her might that the damn thing would just absorb her and put an end to her misery. 
 
    “Hello, Jen,” Mrs Pearson said, when she emerged from the living-room to join the others. “Please give me my child.” 
 
    Jen took in the sight of her naked body. Like her husband, she was in exceptional shape. Her high, large breasts were blood-splattered, as was her flat stomach. 
 
    The four naked fingers began to walk down the hallway and Danny whimpered in terror. Soon they were surrounded, and Mrs Pearson reached for Angie. 
 
    “Pass her over, dear,” the old woman said. “I don’t think I need to tell you that you have no choice.” 
 
    She locked eyes with Mrs Pearson, and that same look from before clouded her eyes. Behind the careful mask of indifference, something blazed. She wasn’t sure what that look was, but for a second, she sensed weakness. 
 
    Jen glanced at the men, at Mr Pearson in particular, who was still smacking the crowbar in the palm of his hand. With a heavy heart, she handed over the child, and she did so, so she handed over a little piece of herself. For as long as she may live, she knew that she would never forgive herself for giving up the baby so easily. 
 
    At its mother’s breasts, the child instantly quieted. Mrs Pearson smiled down at the infant. Her blood-soaked hand stroked the child’s downy blonde hair, leaving streaks of red in its wake. Jen closed her eyes in repulsion, willing herself to wake up from this nightmare from hell. 
 
    She didn’t even get the chance to open her eyes. Brilliant pain exploded in her head, followed by a flash of bright light, and then there was nothing.  
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    Jen came to with the mother of all headaches. She lay there groaning, her eyes closed and her mind one big fat blank.  
 
    Despite this, unease roiled in her guts and a great sadness pressed down on her chest. Understanding danced on the peripheries of her mind, but she made no huge effort to grasp at it. Life was ugly, life was bleak, that was all she knew and the sheer defeat of knowing this was overwhelming. 
 
    “She’s coming round,” a familiar, female voice said. 
 
    Mrs Pearson. 
 
    She opened her eyes and light pierced her retinas, making her suck in a sharp intake of breath. Above her, an unfamiliar ceiling undulated slightly before her eyes, and she blinked to clear her vision. Slowly, she became aware of voices around her. 
 
    And then it hit her. Every. Last. Fucking. Thing. 
 
    She opened her mouth and she screamed. She screamed until her lungs ached, until it felt like her brain might just implode. And she was okay with that. 
 
    No more. I can’t take anymore… 
 
    But it wasn’t long before her screams degenerated into scratchy cries that hurt her throat. 
 
    “Cry all you like, dear. Cry as loud as you can. It calls to his dark heart. Cry harder.” 
 
    She didn’t have to open her eyes to see who was speaking – the old naked hag who had enticed them into the house in the first place.  
 
    Insanity swirled in her mind, all-consuming and terrifying. She went to sit up but found her arms and legs wouldn’t obey that simple command. Her head thrashed from left to right, seeing all, yet taking none of it in. 
 
    No. 
 
    “There’s no good fighting it, you are with us now.” 
 
    A male voice this time – one she didn’t recognise. The old hag’s husband. 
 
    With great effort, she lifted her head, trembling with the effort. Her hands were nestled between her breasts, and she couldn’t move them. She realised that she couldn’t move them because they were bound with black electrical tape. 
 
    And she could see her own breasts. 
 
     Shit I’m naked. Oh dear God, I’m naked… 
 
    Her head swam with the magnitude of her situation. 
 
    Fragmented memories slammed into her head. Mrs Pearson snatching back her baby. Mr Pearson wrapping the crowbar around her head. Waking up to this. 
 
    She forced herself to focus. Slowly, she became aware of someone else’s flesh pressed against her left-hand side. Anouchka was lying unmoving next to her, her eyes closed. When she looked to her right, she understood that she was elevated above the ground. The four, naked, blood-stained figures circled the table, staring down at them. 
 
    Angie, she suddenly thought, trying to sit up. And where was Danny? Her muscles trembled with the effort of trying to haul herself into a sitting position, but it was to no avail anyway as hands pushed down on her shoulders, keeping her in place. 
 
    But while she had been halfway to sitting upright, she had seen Danny – still in his vampire costume – asleep or out cold on the long leather sofa that was pushed up against the wall. Next to him was Angie, also asleep. 
 
    Oh, dear God, please let her have been asleep. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she asked, her voice surprisingly strong. 
 
    “Because we worship a different lord – a lord that will reward us with worldly goods and who will protect us if we serve Him.” 
 
    It was Mr Pearson who had spoken, her view of him partly obscured by Anouchka lying between them. 
 
    “We are Satanists, my dear,” the old woman said, who was standing directly next to her. “And you are to be the sacrifices to Our Lord.” 
 
    Jen still didn’t understand, it was all just too much. “You can’t just kill us,” she said incredulously. “You’ll go to prison.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” the old man said, who was standing behind her so that she couldn’t see him. “Our Lord will protect us, and reward us for this sacrifice.” 
 
    The full magnitude of the dire situation hit her – they were fucking crazy and were capable of anything. 
 
    Keep them talking, was the only thing that she could come up with. 
 
    “Satanists? Two lots of Satanists that happen to live on the same street? What are the chances of that happening?” 
 
    “We are part of an ancient religion, a secret club that helps out its fellow Satanists. We like to live near each other, it’s safer to flock together.” 
 
    Her head reeled with the old man’s reply. This was absolutely crazy and the mere idea of what he was saying made her brain ache. 
 
    “What did you do with that other man?” 
 
    “Brian is dead. He was to be our one and only sacrifice tonight, until you all arrived, that is. How fortunate, because Our Lord needs more, the boy’s blood was not enough to satiate Him. He whispered in our minds for more blood to be spilled.” 
 
    The woman lying next to her groaned, and Jen could feel her shifting around next to her. 
 
    “A mother’s love for her child is strong,” the old woman said. “Just speaking her son’s name has brought her round. It was fortuitous that we intercepted Brian today on a visit home to surprise his parents. We had intended to pick up a hitchhiker, or a homeless person, but Brian just fell into our lap.” 
 
    Of course, she thought. Brian is Anouchka’s son. All too vividly, she remembered the woman’s violent, heart-wrenching reaction on seeing her son bound to the table. 
 
    “Where’s Brian?” Anouchka slurred next to her. 
 
    “In the back of the car, divided up between five binbags. When we dispose of his body, He will protect us.” 
 
    Anouchka struggled next to her. “No,” she cried. 
 
    She let out the most awful scream when someone – Jen saw not whom – plucked her head up off the table and slammed it back down again.  The sickening crack of the back of her skull smacking into the table made Jen cry out in misery. Anouchka groaned and shuddered, mumbling something incomprehensible. 
 
    “What about Angie, Mrs Pearson? What about your daughter?” 
 
    From the other side of Anouchka, Mrs Pearson’s replied: “It was not our intention to bring her into our ritual tonight. Angie will not be sacrificed.” 
 
    Mr Pearson’s response chilled her to the bone. “Now, dear, if it is His desire to take her, then we must honour that. The Lord works in mysterious ways.” 
 
    “No. We will not sacrifice our daughter. We have these two. And let’s not forget about the boy.” 
 
    “It is time,” said the eldest of the two men who stood at her feet. “Time for their blood to wet Our Lord’s appetite.” 
 
    She lifted her head to look at him, her neck trembling with the effort of holding up her head. In his hand he held a knife. 
 
    “Where are the others?” she gasped, her head flopping back down against the table, hard enough to make her teeth clack together. 
 
    “Others? What others?” Mr Pearson asked. 
 
    “The trick or treaters. The zombie girls from the party, the clown-man.” 
 
    The older woman reached out to brush her long blonde hair off her forehead. “The power of Our Lord is strong tonight, and the more blood we shed, the stronger he becomes. We understand that he saw fit to take Anouchka’s husband.” 
 
    “And the rest,” Jen blurted. “All the people at the party, Danny’s mum, my friend…” 
 
    For some reason, just thinking about Neil made the panic well up to a dangerous level. 
 
    “Others have died?” Mrs Pearson said. “Shouldn’t we go out and look?” 
 
    “No,” her husband said. “We will continue to do His bidding, and He will show himself to us in good time.” 
 
    Their casual indifference to all the madness that had happened tonight was mind-numbing. The hand that had been gently stroking her hair suddenly fisted great wads of it and tugged hard, snapping back her head so that she was forced to peer up into the old woman’s eyes. 
 
    “You are going to die a slow, painful death, and it will call Him to us,” the old woman said, leering down at her. 
 
    She gasped in pain as the old bitch pulled on her hair even harder. Jen twisted and writhed on the table-top, kicking her legs wildly. Strong hands grabbed her ankles, the pressure lifted from her hair and she found herself being tugged down the table until her bare rump was balanced on the edge. 
 
    Mr Pearson was between her legs, his hands gripping her hips, the table at the perfect height for his hard cock to nudge between her legs. 
 
    “Get off me,” she gasped. 
 
    She bucked and writhed and thrashed, but the old woman was holding her head again, viciously twisting her hair to keep her in place. Brilliant pain prickled her scalp, enflaming her anger more than her fear. 
 
    Mrs Pearson came round to her side and squeezed her left breast. “What a beauty you are,” she said. 
 
    Next to her, Jen became aware of Anouchka sliding back and forth across the table-top. The woman moaned and babbled like she didn’t have a clue what was going on. Jen hoped for her sake that really was the case, for the old man had climbed onto the table between her legs and was fucking her. 
 
    “Debasement before death satisfies Our Lord, and we will make use of your flesh in every conceivable way,” Mrs Pearson said, her voice thick with arousal as she plucked viciously at her nipple. 
 
    Jen cried and writhed uselessly as Mr Pearson’s cock pressed more insistently at her vagina. He spat on his hand and stabbed at her with it, guiding it lower so that it pushed against the entrance to her arsehole. 
 
    Her mind lurched in terror. “Please, I’m a virgin.” 
 
    No sooner than it had left her mouth, she regretted it. She was so stupid. Saying that would only make these sadist fuckers want to hurt her all the more. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Mr Pearson said, sounding delighted. “That’s fantastic. In that case I should be thrilled to take the front-entrance, after all.” 
 
    He guided his cock back to her vagina and unceremoniously shoved himself into her tight, dry cunt. She howled up at the ceiling, the pain in her scalp all but forgotten. Fierce cramps seized her lower gut, and it felt like he was fucking her with a baseball bat wrapped in sandpaper. 
 
    “You like that, little virgin?” Mr Pearson said, slamming into her hard. 
 
    She couldn’t answer, couldn’t even scream anymore because the breath was knocked out of her with each hard jolt. 
 
    “Oh, the little slag loves it,” Mrs Pearson said. 
 
    She quit pinching her sore nipple and climbed onto the table, planting her knees either side of Jen’s contorted, red face. She found herself gazing up into Mrs Pearson’s cunt.  
 
    “Oh my, I really need to go,” she said, then proceeded to void her bladder. 
 
    Hot urine splashed on her face, stinging her eyes and blinding her, going up her nose and in her mouth. She coughed and spluttered, the disgusting, acrid taste of it making her stomach clench in protest. 
 
    “Shit in her mouth,” she heard Mr Pearson say. 
 
    Mrs Pearson giggled. “I don’t think I need to go.” 
 
    “Oh baby, please try,” her husband grunted as her body slid violently back and forth across the table. 
 
    “Oh, okay, I guess I can give it a shot.” 
 
    Jen scrunched up her face, rapidly blinking to try and clear her vision. The pain in her guts and vagina was abominable. It consumed her flesh like fire, blazing and relentless. 
 
    In the second that Mrs Pearson knee-shuffled down the table slightly to get herself into position to lower her arse onto Jen’s face, she glimpsed what was happening to Anouchka. 
 
    As the old guy continued to fuck her, the old lady was leaning over the woman’s head, her long tits hanging down, knife raised high. 
 
    Then Mrs Pearson’s cunt and arse smothered her face, obscuring her vision. Her cries of protest were muffled by slimy, sexually-aroused flesh and she panicked. Instinctively, her bound hands flew up to try and push the woman away but unseen hands stopped her. 
 
    When she breathed in, the musky, sweaty, oily moisture that poured from her vagina invaded her nostrils, making her gag. She couldn’t breathe, and the panic intensified. Mrs Pearson pushed her rump down harder on her face until she felt the tip of her nose disappear up her vaginal canal. Dimly, she was of fingertips grazing the side of her face. 
 
    She’s spreading her arse-cheeks. 
 
    She groaned in horror, feeling parts of Mrs Pearson on her nose and mouth that went far beyond mere invasion of privacy. Her ears began to ring with the scant oxygen, her head starting to feel pinprick tight, as if there was air surrounding her brain that could explode her skull at any second. 
 
    Then Mrs Pearson farted; a long expulsion of red-hot, bubbling gas that slithered past her pursed lips. Jen groaned, a sound wrenched up from her lowest guts born of utter misery, her mind spiralling into chasms of despair. The smell, and taste, of Mrs Pearson’s fart was that of thin vegetable soup, left to sit unchecked in a metal saucepan on a stovetop for a few days. Rotten, but still with that slight savoury edge that made it almost palatable. It was the fact that the hot gust of air was near edible that made her stomach finally clench painfully tight and expel its contents in a violent contraction up her esophagus. The act of vomiting consumed her, blocking out all else. Sick erupted in her mouth with nowhere to go, forcing burning drops of it into her lungs. She coughed violently, the vomit blazing in her lungs like acid. 
 
    So consumed was she with the vomiting, coughing and the spluttering that she didn’t immediately notice that Mrs Pearson’s hateful arse-crack had lifted from her face. She gulped down great mouthfuls of air and her own stomach acid, trying to find her equilibrium. 
 
    Mr Pearson was also gone from between her legs. A disgusting, wet stickiness smeared her inner thighs and squelched in her scraped-raw vagina. 
 
    As she came back to herself, she became aware of laughter all around her as the ringing subsided in her ears. Groaning, she turned her head to the left, only to find herself eye to eye with Anouchka. The woman’s eyes had rolled back in her head, so that only the whites showed, and her mouth was twisted open in a silent scream. Jen twisted her head away immediately but not quick enough to avoid seeing the gaping slit in her neck. 
 
    Jen howled in misery, rolling away from the dead woman with all the force she could muster. Maybe they had intended to let her fall to the ground, maybe they hadn’t, but either way, fall she did. She twisted in the air, landing heavily on her side. Pain ricocheted through her body, the air exploding from her burning lungs, momentarily paralysing her. 
 
    “Get the bitch back up on the table,” a woman’s voice said from seemingly very far away. 
 
    Mrs Pearson. 
 
    Hands scooped her up under her armpits and dragged her to her feet. She buckled at the knees, unable to gain purchase on the ground, her ankles as slack as cooked spaghetti. 
 
    Like an animal carcass in a slaughterhouse, she was dumped back onto the table next to the dead woman. The unforgiving wood smacked into the back of her skull with a resounding crack that resonated through her entire body. 
 
    I can’t take much more. 
 
    But they weren’t done with her yet. She opened her eyes, her vision swimming. Mr Pearson leaned over her, undulating slightly like she was viewing him from under water. At first, she didn’t understand what she was seeing, her brain not wanting to acknowledge what it was that he was holding. Because surely that couldn’t be an electric drill? 
 
    The metal screw whirred into life, the spiralling length of it hypnotising her as it went round and round. Absently, she noticed that it wasn’t a thin, spiral shape like a regular screw, but kind of hairy looking, except these ‘hairs’ were made of metal. 
 
    She groaned, trying to roll off the table again, but strong hands held her in place by the shoulders. 
 
    “I’m going to take your ass virginity,” Mr Pearson said. 
 
    Everything lurched around her, the ceiling feeling like it was collapsing on top of her. 
 
    If only it would, she thought numbly. 
 
    “Now, this might sting a little,” Mr Pearson laughed. “It’s a rotary rasp, designed for shaping and widening holes. Your virgin arse might just need a little widening.” 
 
    Mr Pearson positioned the end of the rotating rotary rasp at her fear-puckered arsehole, and she screamed shrilly, surprising even herself with the volume of her voice. 
 
    Brilliant pain exploded in her lower guts and back passage; a pain that was indescribable and unlike anything that had gone before. In and out the drill went, sliding her body back and forth across the table. She could hear the drill whirring in her brain, like the drill bit was in her cerebral cortex, drilling a hole. 
 
    The stench of shit hit her nostrils and the room seemed to fold in around her, the flickering lights of the candles dimming down a notch. Slowly, she became aware that it was in fact her that was falling into darkness, rather than her surroundings. She welcomed the blackness, and the modicum of pain relief that it provided. 
 
    “…at the door,” a voice said, she knew not whose. 
 
    The words made little sense to her, for she was dipping in and out of the soothing darkness. But then she too, heard it; a ringing doorbell. 
 
    “…late for trick or treaters,” someone else said. Mrs Pearson, perhaps? 
 
    A bubble rose up from her guts, and only when it exited her mouth did she realise that it was the giggles. Except it didn’t sound much like laughter, for it was nearer a howl. 
 
    Through her delirious state, she used every last ounce of her strength to lift up her head. Her entire body shook with the effort, and in the brief moment that her head was lifted, she watched the old lady shrug on the black robe that she had been wearing earlier before padding barefoot out of the room. 
 
    “I wonder who it is?” Mrs Pearson was saying. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing, probably just kids. But then, who knows? The Lord works in mysterious ways and His presence is strong tonight,” the old man replied. 
 
    Jen knew perfectly well who was at the door and she wondered what had taken them so long. Although on an unconscious level, she understood perfectly where they had gone; when something didn’t exist in the conventional sense in the first place, it was easy for them to simply ‘not be’. 
 
    She closed her eyes, gratefully allowing the blackness to wash over her. Her breath came in ragged little gasps as she dipped in and out of consciousness. 
 
    When the screaming began, it came as no surprise. She sensed movement all around her; movement and panicked voices. A shrill, female scream coming from the hallway kick-started it all, and then there was just chaos. The screaming was closer to her now, also joined by male voices. 
 
    She kept her eyes closed, praying for a swift death. 
 
    “Jen,” a child’s voice said urgently in her ear. 
 
    A little white, vampiric face peered down at her. 
 
    Danny.  
 
    He was shaking her, and just the small movement sent her body into spasms of agony and she closed her eyes again, groaning. 
 
    “Open your eyes. Sit up, please sit up. We have to go, I’ve got Angie.” 
 
    Angie. 
 
    She opened her eyes. Sure enough, Danny was standing over her, the child pressed to his little chest. All around them, insanity ruled. The creatures were making a meal of their three naked hosts. They lay squirming and twitching on the ground as the trick or treaters tore great chunks out of them. 
 
    “Sit up,” he cried, sounding much older than his years and awkwardly sliding one hand under her shoulders to lever her upwards. 
 
    Somehow, Jen found herself upright. The pain was astronomical once more, that cushioning darkness having receded. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” she managed to ask. 
 
    “No, I’m okay. My head hurts, but I’m okay.” 
 
    “Angie…” she began, unable to finish the sentence due to the stabbing agony that consumed her lower gut like wildfire. 
 
    “She’s okay.” As if on cue, the child started to cry. “Lean on me,” he said, pressing his side against her. 
 
    She went to swing a leg over the side of the table, but just that one tiny movement had her gasping in pain. “I can’t.” 
 
    “You have to.” She felt him stiffen next to her. “Shit.” 
 
    Of their three hosts, only one of them was still moving and screaming, except now the screams had degenerated into more of a wet rattle. It was Mr Pearson that clung to life by the thinnest of threads as one of the creatures made a meal of the insides of his stomach. 
 
    The other three things had ceased their feast of the two women, and were staring right at her and Danny. 
 
    “Run,” she said weakly. 
 
    Danny sobbed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Go,” she barked. “Save Angie.” 
 
    The three creatures edged closer, and Danny danced around the other side of the table, out of reach. He reached the door before any of them could catch him, and then he was gone. 
 
    Jen felt a vicious stab of satisfaction on watching him escape. 
 
    “Come on then, you fuckers, do your worst.” 
 
    The creatures, whose heads barely came up to the table, tugged her to the ground. That short fall was pure agony. She blacked out for a second, coming too to see two of the grinning trick or treaters crouching down next to her body. 
 
    Her head snapped sideways as the creatures silently pawed at her body. Her line of sight fell on the TV and as soon as it did, it flickered into life. The grinning, white-face clown in the green suit with the green hair was on the screen. 
 
    “Evil attracts evil,” the clown said, as the monsters continued to grope her body. “Our promises are built on lies, we do not reward, or protect. We do not care for worship, we do not bestow immortality and riches. Evil destroys without conscience, we are equal opportunists down here. Oh, if only this night would last forever, but alas, we cannot stay…” 
 
    The man on screen started dancing again to The Time Warp, at the same time as searing agony exploded in her stomach. 
 
    She threw back her head and howled up at the ceiling as the creatures tore into her. 
 
      
 
    * * * * 
 
      
 
    Outside, Danny could hear Jen screaming. He clutched the baby tighter to his chest, wrapping her in his vampire cloak. His heart broke for Jen, but he couldn’t help her. She was dead, just like his mum. 
 
    Thinking of his mum was like a knife twisting in his heart and tears blurred his vision as he staggered onwards. He had passed the last house – the one he had just escaped from – and thankfully this time there was no clown-man in front of him. 
 
    Next to the last house was a patch of green that ran for about a hundred metres before it gave way to an alleyway that led onto the main road. He had almost reached the alleyway, when behind him, he heard feminine giggling. 
 
    He ran faster, and when he reached the mouth of the alleyway, he looked back. Catwoman and Little Red Riding Hood weren’t far behind, and were gaining on him at alarming speed. 
 
    Sobbing, he hurtled down the alleyway, at the end of which he could see the town’s wide, main-road which led down to the harbourfront. 
 
    He was so close now, just a few more steps. He didn’t dare look behind himself, didn’t dare see how close the women were. He spilled out onto the broad pavement and went careering into the main-road. Luckily for Danny, there wasn’t much traffic given the lateness of the hour and he staggered back onto the pavement, unharmed. 
 
    “Help,” he went to scream, but all that came out was a whisper. “Please help me.” 
 
    A car pulled up next to him, its hazard lights flashing. 
 
    “Kid?” the middle-aged man behind the wheel asked. “Are you alright? What happened?” 
 
    Danny could only gape at him open-mouthed, utterly exhausted. “Police,” he managed to say. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder – he was still too close to the alleyway for comfort, and he fully expected one of the nightmare girls, or the horrible clown, to burst through the entrance… 
 
    None did. 
 
    I’m safe now. They can’t get me now I’ve left the street. 
 
    He sure hoped that he was right about that. The man behind the wheel was calling the police on his mobile. Relief surged through him. His call hadn’t been diverted, therefore the evil couldn’t reach this far. The woman in the passenger seat – a kindly looking woman a bit older than his mum – climbed out and came over to him. 
 
    “What happened to you, sweetheart?” she asked. 
 
    Danny couldn’t even begin to answer. “Police,” he said again, hugging Angie tighter against him. 
 
    “Where’s the baby’s mummy?” 
 
    Danny didn’t answer her. Her husband climbed out of the car, and peered down the alleyway. 
 
    “Don’t go down there!” Danny gasped. 
 
    The man ignored him, and set foot inside the alleyway. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” the man said, coming back out again almost immediately.  
 
    “What is it?” the woman gasped, going over to him. 
 
    “No, don’t come any closer. There’s a couple of dead girls in the alleyway in fancy-dress costume. Christ kid, what the hell happened tonight? This is a goddam crime scene.” 
 
    Danny sagged in relief. It really was over. Whatever evil that had kept those two girls animated, had worn off. The couple huddled Danny between them, perhaps worried that he would run away before the police got there. But Danny wasn’t going anywhere. He hugged Angie and cried right along with her. The lady hugged him, and neither she or her husband pressured him with any more questions. 
 
    Before long, flashing blue lights appeared behind the couples’ parked car. 
 
    What if no one believes me? he thought in terror. He was the only survivor, what if they thought that he had killed everyone? 
 
    Briefly, he contemplated running away, but what good would that achieve? He had to be brave, he had no choice but to tough this out. But there was one thing that he knew for sure; from this moment on, his life was never going to be the same again. 
 
    At the same time as a uniformed policeman climbed out of the car, movement over the road in front one of the five-storey, once-grand, Edwardian houses that overlooked the seafront caught his eye. It was him. The clown-man. Danny stared in horror as the man in green raised his hand in greeting, mouthed ‘hello’, and grinned broadly. A huge lorry thundered up the road, blocking his view, and when it had passed, the man was gone. 
 
    “Hey, it’ll be okay,” the woman said, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “Don’t be scared.” 
 
    That was easy for her to say, Danny reasoned, seeing as she hadn’t just seen him. 
 
    The policeman came over, and so Danny’s future had begun. 
 
      
 
    The End. 
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