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      A crimson vision signals their arrival. Can one strange boy turn his trouble into a powerful gift to save them all?

      Raven Brown never fit in. Burdened with his deceased mother's gift to absorb recently passed souls, the haunted teen would trade every bit of his power just to see her again. Already fearing discovery of his ability, he flees when sudden red skies mark the return of an age-old enemy.

      Escaping through magical mirrors, Raven and his friends hunt for answers to the truth of who he really is. But without the secret to harnessing the curse he inherited, the young man's efforts could all be in vain…

      Can this brave youth unlock his ancestral mystery and fulfil his destiny?

      The Keeper is the chilling first book in The Keeper YA fantasy series. If you like heroes embracing their calling, repelling evil, and battling towering odds, then you'll love C.M Neary's soaring story.

      Click here for the free download of The Keeper.
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        A cursed child. A haunting vision through the rain. Can he save their souls while there’s still time?

        Raven Brown has returned to a home in disarray. While the brave boy desperately seeks a human connection after losing his father, the selfish townspeople have instead stolen all his possessions. And now his only hope for a way out lies in the twisted visage of a woman who only appears when it rains.

        Hunting down his missing articles, Raven stumbles upon a mysterious music box containing both clues and more questions. And as he undertakes a harrowing journey through magical mirrors, he encounters banshees, dead children… and an impossible future.

        Can this fearless youth fulfill his fate before the answers are lost to the world forever?

        The Keeper & Silvery Road is the engrossing second book in the Keeper YA Fantasy series. If you like conflicted characters, high-stakes drama, and shocking twists, then you’ll love C.M Neary’s dark tale.

        Pre Order The Keeper & Silvery Road to seize the truth today!
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            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t walked these streets in a long time. It seems they have not forgotten me as I have them. I’ve not missed Black Path Valley. Or the smog above that creates a gloom here that no one can escape. I’ve not missed walking down these red lanes with the red eyes glaring at me. Whispering their own secrets into the darkness. Keeping themselves hidden from the townspeople that avoid them.

      I walk pass two drunken Cove Pub customers. They give me their disapproving glare as I pass them.

      “She’s back,” says one to the other, as he sips his pint.

      It won’t be long until word gets around. The strange girl is back. The one that people avoid along the path. That is who I am to the people of this town. They look at me with suspicion. Even disgust. I’m unfamiliar to them, and they don’t like it. They don’t like what I am. Somehow, they sense something in me. Something strange, as they call it. They can’t put their finger on it. But it is there, lingering in the back of their mind whenever they see me. I’m someone they don’t want around. Even in Black Path, the strangest town of all. Even with the smog covering this town, that hint of red is still visible behind it. The clouds and smog cannot hide it. Even though it tries. I know he has been waiting to see the red I bring. He is the only one I’ve missed. He is the reason I walk down these lanes. The reason I have come back.

      Jonathan Brown has been more than a friend since we first met. The one that caught my eye the moment his own eyes met mine. The way he looked at me. His curious smile, a flick of his hair pulling away from his eyes. The spark between us. I wasn’t sure what it was. But it hooked me. What I have wanted since returning here is his soft, subtle touch upon my skin. His sweet kiss upon my lips.

      I stop at Pucket Street. A street filled with the dying on the pavements. The poor here have always suffered. The mines have not been kind to their health. The coal’s dust poisoning their breath with every exhale. It is a cruel existence. Now, as I stop on Pucket Street, I can see something worse has entered these streets. I can see it in the whites of their eyes, the blue on their lips, the fever that ravages their bodies.

      This is where I know Jonathan will be. The young Dr Brown, following in his father’s footsteps. The quiet boy with a heart filled with sorrow for the sick townspeople. He hands out his loose change to the hungry children on these streets. He comforts them. Offers them his kindness. He wants to give the dying families here some sort of comfort as death knocks on their doors. To tell them to stop heading down to the mines that are slowly killing them. Tell them what it is doing to their health. He wants them to live out their final years without the smog suffocating their lungs. He cannot. They won’t listen. They never do. All he can do is to ease their suffering and to give what he can at their last day’s end.

      

      Jonathan turns around. He finally sees me. He smiles. His eyes beaming like they always do.

      “Kathleen, you’re back?” he smiles and kisses me.

      I look into his eyes. His beautiful eyes, once filled with life, seem different. They are fading like the dying eyes of this street. They have a whiteness to them that scares me.

      “Jonathan, you’re sick.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Jonathan

          

        

      

    

    
      I take off my cotton scarf and place it around her neck. I kiss her gently on the cheek. I’m afraid to get too close to her. Even though all I want to do is kiss her, I resist it.

      “Jonathan, what is happening here? What is happening to you?”

      “There is something spreading here. A plague that we cannot stop on these streets. Everyone is dying, even young children.”

      “Jonathan, I fear you also have it.”

      “I'll be fine, Kathleen.”

      Since the first moment I met her, she is all I’ve wanted. I’ve longed for her to return. To gaze into her crystal-blue eyes. To run my fingers through her flowing, curly hair. She has been taunting me in my dreams since she left. I have not thought about anything else but her since the red in the sky returned.

      “I hope you’re staying longer this time?”

      “Just for a little while. I wanted to come to see you. I’ve missed you.”

      “Come along, Jonathan!” snaps my father from the street.

      I can tell he is angry. Frustrated to see that she has returned. Since the moment he met her, he despised her, for reasons I’m not sure of. I’m guessing it’s because she isn’t considered ‘the right kind’ to be a Brown. She isn’t proper enough for our family. She comes from no money, nor a good family name. She dresses differently, acts differently. What can she offer my father?

      “Kathleen, there is the Black Path Ball in a couple of weeks. Would you like to come with me?”

      “I would love to, Jonathan, if you won’t be too embarrassed to dance with the strangest girl in town.”

      “I will dance with you all night long.”

      “Jonathan!” shouts my father again, this time more aggressively. I don’t turn around to him this time.

      “I will, Jonathan, but only if you bring me a single red rose; the reddest rose you can find. It will go with my dress.”

      “I will bring you the reddest rose, I promise.”

      I kiss Kathleen and head back to my father. He is standing on the side of the street. I’m already five feet away, and yet I can see his unhappy expression. He doesn’t hide his dislike of her. He doesn’t hide it from anyone.

      “Silly boy, falling for a girl like her,” he says.

      “There is nothing wrong with her.”

      “Nothing right with her. You are embarrassing yourself and me. Embarrassing the Brown name the way you act around her.”

      “I don’t care what others think.”

      “You have a lot to learn, boy. Come on, we’ve got more patients to see.”

      I carry on behind my father. I can’t keep up. I feel my body getting weaker by the day. The chills inside me are getting worse, as is my cough.

      I look to see if Kathleen is still by the lane. She isn’t. She will disappear again. Finding the mirror that calls her. Returning only when the Lime Stone Cottage opens again. That is the way Kathleen has always been. There is something about the mirrors that she cannot resist. The touch of it upon her skin, the way it eagerly calls her in.

      “Hello, Dr Brown, can I—” says a woman with a crow upon her shoulder. She tries to get my father’s attention. She tries to keep up with our walk. She is weak and old. She is slow and sick. My father keeps walking. He ignores the woman with the blood dripping from her mouth. “Dr Brown, my husband and child, and myself are very sick. Please help us?”

      “Father?” I say to him, “She is sick. She needs our help.”

      “She cannot afford our help,” says my father, tugging at his collar.

      “She is dying.”

      “No, no payment, no help!” snaps my father.

      He doesn’t look back. I turn to the woman that has heard my father reject her. I can see the hope she once had diminished in her eyes. The woman is well known on this street, her whole family is. The Morrigans warned us of a plague. They said they foresaw it. The twisted rat tails summoned it upon Black Path Valley, or was it them?

      Her family suffering won’t be eased; not now that the only doctor in this town won’t help. Like most on Pucket Street, they don’t look in my father’s direction. These people owe him money for caring for their dying family. Some owe him more than their lives are worth. I do not know why he chose to be a doctor. Someone who cares for the sick with little regard for them. He does nothing to help them if his pockets aren’t full.

      “No money, no help. What have I told you? Our time isn’t free.” said my father.

      I try to respect his wishes. Even if I don’t understand them. My father and I have never been close. I wasn’t what he expected out of a son. I’ve disappointed him for years, and I still do.

      “Can we not help them, even if they don’t pay? This plague on the poor streets is wiping them out. They need us.”

      “They will all die, eventually. Quicker now with this plague. What good would it be in us helping them now?” says my father with a smirk.

      I’m sometimes ashamed of my father. The man that I’m expected to admire. I don’t want to be a doctor. Not here in Black Path, nor anywhere.

      

      All I long for is Kathleen. Since meeting her, she has made me wonder about blue oceans and yellow sands. About tall greenery, mountains, and white snowy hills. A life worth having rather than what I’m condemned to have here at Black Path. Every time she returns, she tells me of her adventures. The mirrors she has crossed, the creatures that have crossed her path. I’ve longed to go with her to Paradise.

      “Take me away with you, Kathleen, far away,” I pleaded with her as we laid on the garden grass together.

      I stared into her eyes. She smiled.

      “If I could take you to Paradise, I would. But not even Paradise is the safest place to be right now.”

      “We need to run away. Go somewhere where we can finally be together. My father, he will do anything to keep us apart here. So will everyone else.”

      “We will be together soon, Jonathan. Once I find our own safe place in Paradise. I will take you with me, and we can be together forever.”

      She smiled and kissed me. I kept my gaze on her. She never understood. I had already found my Paradise. It was her.
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            Dr H. Brown

          

        

      

    

    
      I sip my ale. It slithers down my throat as I place my glass back on the bar. The bottle I paid a pretty penny for is nearly all gone—the special brand I get from the town councillor. I’m not sure if it is worth it. But all those worthy in this town buy it for the special name: McGlynn. Why would I be any different? Keeping up appearance is important to this family. Always has been. Even if it isn’t for my son.

      I hear him upstairs. He is getting ready to sneak out for the night to be with her. That strange girl that seems to just appear out of nowhere. I’ve tried finding out about her, about her family. The best people have been on the job. I’ve paid much for such information, and yet nothing. I know less about her now than I did before. Even they find it strange. How can she just head into the woods and not be seen again? Why is she obsessed with my son? Why is he obsessed with her? Young, stupid love is hard to break but not impossible to shatter.

      Knock. Knock.

      “Dr Brown, there is a visitor for you? She is back,” says Maggie from the door.

      I don’t look back at Maggie. The ungrateful maid who has served our family for years has been stealing for me. My penicillin has slowly been declining from my bag since this plague. I’m disappointed in her. For her betrayal I will not be needing her services much longer. Once this plague is over, I can find someone else to serve me.

      “Send her in, Maggie.”

      It seems most of the townspeople feel that I shouldn’t have a break in helping them. Selfish. Most of those poor are always asking for handouts, begging for scraps. Now they come to my home in the evening as I’m trying to enjoy my own time. Mrs Morrigan, the stout woman, walks into my study. I smell her lingering scent of herbs and smoke before she enters. I never did like those sorts of women. Those who are said to cast spells, enchantments. Believing in superstitions and myths. She believes she can communicate with the gods. Pray for good harvests and celebrate the night of the dead. I remember my father telling me stories about them. He even told me about how they would curse people that have done them wrong. It is the reason he always gave them his services for free, in exchange for what they could offer. He was a superstitious man even on the day he died. I don’t believe in any of it.

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Dr Brown.”

      “Well, if you were that sorry, you wouldn’t be here, would you, Mrs Morrigan?”

      “I’m desperate,” she says.

      “What do you want then?”

      “My newborn son, he is terribly sick from the plague that has infected his body. So are my husband and I.”

      “Don’t you do spells, Mrs Morrigan. Maybe that can save them?”

      “They wouldn’t work, not with this plague.”

      “How convenient. Didn’t you warn people of such a plague months ago? Didn’t you think your family could get sick, too?”

      “Dr H. Brown, I know you have your suspicions about me and my family, but I assure you, all my family is responsible for is warning you of such a plague.”

      “Oh yes, the rat’s tails foretold it,” I chuckle.

      Mrs Morrigan’s eyes are wide. She knows I won’t help. Why should I? Her kind of family is always scrounging off others. Begging and pleading all their lives, never amounting to anything more than what they are.

      “Please, I beg you, Doctor. I can offer you what we have always offered your family. We have plenty of eggs, potatoes, and corn. Anything you need. I can even do some chores.”

      “I don’t want your sort in this house. Like I said before, no money, no help.” I sip my ale and turn away from her.

      “Please, Doctor, my husband and I are dying. So is my son. He is only a few months old. He has not had a chance of a life. I will give you whatever it is you want.”

      “Get out, Mrs Morrigan,” I say in disgust.

      The woman looks at me. The crow on her shoulder caws.

      “If you allow my family to die, I will curse you and your family.”

      I laugh.

      “Please, I don’t believe in your hocus pocus mumbles. I’m not like my father. Consumed with superstitions. You Morrigans have taken enough from my family over the years. The free services stop. Pay me or you get no help.”

      “There is more to life, then money, Dr Brown. You’ll soon realise that.”

      Mrs Morrigan leaves. Finally, I take my seat, and I listen to the fire spark in its hearth. I close my eyes. Suddenly, I hear a bang on the window. It startles me, and I drop my glass; the liquid staining my pants. “Dame it!”

      I turn to the crack in the window. Before I get close enough, there is another bang. Another crack appears. Then another. The murder of crows outside caw together in circles. They are louder than I ever heard them before. I can still feel Mrs Morrigan’s presence here. The smell of herbs and smoke gives me the chills.

      “Get away, you stupid crows!” I shout out the window to the crows sitting on the windowpane.

      That is when I see her. Mrs Morrigan standing in the garden watching me, mumbling words with the entangled rat tails in her hands.
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            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan waits with me at the Lime Stone Cottage as the Meadows calls me back.

      “Do you have to go?” asks Jonathan.

      “I do. I can’t help it. When I get the urge to go to a mirror, it is an impulse inside me. A part of me needs to go to it, hoping it is our place.”

      “Anywhere with you can be ours.”

      I smile at him. I know he means well. Blissfully dreaming of better things ahead of us. But he doesn’t understand what is inside these mirrors, how dangerous they can be. I cannot bear to tell him how I’m being hunted like a dog; wanted for the power I possess inside me. He doesn’t know I’m the only Keeper left that can open mirrors into other worlds, taking their souls with me. That I’m being chased by the dead souls called the Makers for a curse that I’ve had since birth. There is so much I need to tell him. But I can’t. I don’t want him to know the next mirror I cross may be the last one. That this moment could be our last. He kisses me. Not letting my hand go until the Meadows mirror closes behind me.

      The moment I enter, the chase begins. The Lurcher and their dogs had been waiting for me to return to the Meadows. I don’t know what scent I give out. No matter how fast I run, they are never too far away. I first hear the dogs howling, then the vibrations of the fast-moving feet stampeding towards me, growing louder. I run as fast as I can towards the mirror that guides me towards the waterfall. The mirror is there waiting for me. It pulls me in, and I escape my enemies. But it won’t be for long.

      

      I walk alongside the rocky mountains. The wind is strong and violent. It knocks me to my knees. I get up and try to find my way to the lake below. When I finally make it all the way down, I hear something. It is a woman. She is singing alone. The old woman washing her clothes in the lake. She looks up at me.

      “Kathleen Raven, you are here?” she says.

      “Yes, I am. Do I know you?”

      “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      The woman smiles. She keeps on washing the clothes in the lake. I watch her. I see what is in her hand: a scarf with a red stain that is being washed away in the lake.

      “Why did you call me here?” I ask.

      She hands me the piece of clothing in her hands. The blood-soaked scarf resembles Jonathan’s. The one he gave me to wear, the one that is no longer around my neck.

      “What have you done to it?” She carries on singing. Ignoring me as I ask her again, “What is this? Tell me.”

      “It belongs to your love. It belongs to your Jonathan.”

      “Why is it soaked in blood?”

      The woman carries on washing the blooded clothing in the water. Fear rises inside me as I hold the blooded scarf.

      “Please, don’t take my Jonathan away.”

      The woman turns to me. She places her hand on my face.

      “I am not responsible for taking him away, my dear. I only show you whose life is about to end at the hands of someone else.”

      “Someone else?”

      “The one that will take his life. The man that chooses his own life, over his sons.”
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            Jonathan

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the tenth house I’ve been to today. The poor with no money to pay my father call me to help their loved ones in their last hour. I don’t have as much experience as my father. Nor do I have the money to get the drugs I need for them. No matter how much I take, it is never enough. I can only take so much penicillin before my father notices.

      “Doctor, is there any way to help her. Even to make her comfortable, at least?” asks young Miss Picket for her mother.

      “Place a hot towel on her feet every hour, on the hour. It may help sweat out the fever from the head down to the feet.”

      “I will, Doctor.”

      “If we can, get her up. Try to get some hot water to her lungs. It may help ease the phlegm. Also, give her some peppermint tea. It is good for stomach aches.”

      “You’re saving us, Dr Brown. You’re the only one that cares about us on these streets.”

      “It is my pleasure, Miss Picket. I will be back tomorrow to check on your mother.”

      “Thank you, Dr Brown. It means so much to us.”

      I leave. The Picket family will be my last call for today. It is time for me to head home before my father wonders where I’ve been all day. I wrap up warm in my blazer. I see the windows of the poor blocked out with black curtains. Candles are lit upon the windowpane outside for the loved ones they have recently lost. The pubs are crawling with townspeople who are drowning their sorrow for the dead.

      “Hello, Tony,” I say to Tony Cove outside his father’s pub, picking up empty glasses.

      “How is your father?”

      “Not good, Jonathan, he won’t make it.”

      “I’m sorry, Tony, do you need anything for him?”

      “No, thank you, Jonathan. We are lucky we can afford payment to your father. Help the others that need it more. A drink is on the house when you’re free, Jonathan.”

      “Thank you, Tony,” I say as he leaves and heads back inside the pub with the singing drunks.

      I turn the corner. Ahead of me is an old woman in a long baggy shawl. She is on her knees washing clothes in a horse basin. It is past dark. A woman her age should not be out this late and certainly not washing clothes as a plague washes these streets.

      “Miss, you should not be out this late. There is a plague on these streets. Can I walk you home?”

      The woman doesn’t turn to me. She carries on scrubbing soap into a cotton scarf. I hear her singing to herself as I step closer. The water is blood red.

      “Miss, what are you doing?”

      The woman turns. Mrs Morrigan is dressed in layers to keep warm.

      “Your death is coming.”

      “My death?”

      A feel a sharp sting upon my forearm. Within seconds, a loud wind blows through me. It breaks the woman apart as she disappears into the darkness. My blood drips on the cloth she was washing. It floats in the water with a crow watching me from above. The crow caws as I pick up the cloth. The smell of herbs and smoke drifts up my nose, and I collapse to the ground.
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            Dr H. Brown

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrap my blazer around me. I tuck my scarf inside my collar and pull my hat down. The touch of the wind is chilling. It is so strong, I fear the tall buildings reaching over me could tumble—burying me in nothing but bricks and wood. I don’t know what has made the winds like this. Since Mrs Morrigan came to my house, I have felt strange. I guess her visit startled me more than I let on. I try to forget it, but I can’t. The crows circling overhead keep reminding me as I walk towards Pucket Street.

      I should have stayed by the fire with my ale, like I do most evenings. Instead, I’ve been called to the dying of Black Path. My first stop is to Jacob Cove at his pub. They have called me to give him some peace during his last hour. If he lasts that long. Tony, his son, will be the new man of the Cove Pub. He is an obedient son, following in his father’s footsteps. Doing what he is supposed to do. Not like my Jonathan. He feels the need to disobey me any chance he gets with that girl. I haven’t seen him all day, and I suppose he is with her.

      

      I enter the home of Jacob Cove for only a few seconds before I leave again. The man will only last the hour, if that. I give him chloral hydrate to put him to sleep. All that is left to do is wait for the end.

      “He’s as comfortable as I can get him,” I say to Tony at the doorway.

      “Thank you, Dr Brown,” he says as he hands me my fee.

      It won’t be long before they will draw the black curtains in this house. The candle alight outside the windowpane. The plague inside Jacob Cove finally winning the battle.

      I head out again into the windy streets. Two streets down is Mrs O’Grady’s house: my next patient. A woman that I have known for many years. A woman who has given much to the valley and its mines. I knock on the door. Ready to give her peace from her plagued body.

      “Hello, Doctor,” says Anthony at the door as he welcomes me in.

      “Hello, Anthony,” I say to Mrs O’Grady’s son.

      He leads me up to his mother’s bedroom. Mrs O’Grady is only bones. A skeleton in her bed.

      “What can you do for her, Doctor?”

      “Nothing I’m afraid, Anthony. This plague has no cure. All I can do is make her comfortable.”

      I do just that. I make her comfortable as I inject her with what I give all my patients ready to die. It is enough to put her to sleep.

      “Is she comfortable?” Anthony asks.

      “Yes, she’s very comfortable.”

      “Thank you, Doctor. I can’t offer to pay you now. My mother handled all the finances of the family.”

      “No need to worry, Anthony, you can give it to me next time. I know your family is good for it.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      I leave, allowing Anthony to grieve for his mother alone. I hear the sounds of the crows gathering around the homes of Olive Street. Even though the wind is strong, it hasn’t affected them. They move with the wind—overhead. I look away from them before seeing her: Mrs Morrigan and her dead child in her arms.
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            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      I wait impatiently for the mirror of Black Path to reopen to me as I sit by the fire. Meg is stirring the hot water in the pot. I’ve known Meg for many years. Her family has known mine. As the only surviving members of both, our bond has grown over the years.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Kathleen.”

      “I have,” I say to Meg, as I hand her the blooded scarf. “What creature is this?”

      Meg takes the scarf from me. She brushes it through her fingers. She smells it, hovers her hands above it. Her eyes are closed, and I lose her to her thoughts.

      “A Weeping Hag gave this to you?”

      “A what?”

      “A Weeping Hag. Most likely a shapeshifter. She gave you this by a lake, didn’t she?”

      “Yes.”

      “She comes to warn those in your life that someone you love is about to die. The one whose blood is on this.”

      “Jonathan’s.”

      “I’m sorry, Kathleen.”

      “The Weeping Hag told me he will die by someone else. That someone will choose his own life over his son’s. His father will do something. I have to stop him.”

      “You cannot change death, Kathleen.”

      “Even if it is by someone else’s choice?” I ask Meg.

      She places the blooded scarf on the table. She places herbs around it, as well as stones and something else that doesn’t smell pleasant. She then takes a bottle of white powder and shakes it over everything on the table. The white powder dissolves. A shard of white and red smoke drifts up. Meg mumbles words before falling silent.

      “Meg, what is it?”

      “There is something about his death that is strange.”

      “What is it?”

      “You were right. Death will take a life, but the one it takes will depend on someone else. Not his father, it will depend on you.”
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            Jonathan

          

        

      

    

    
      I have awoken in the gutters of Picket Street. My head aches, as does every bone in my body. I don’t feel well as my shivers have worsened. As I arrive home, I see Albert. “You’re late!” he snaps at me.

      I take no notice as I head upstairs to get ready. I don’t feel too bad knowing my father is also late. Very late. He is always on time for dinner. Especially when we have special guests dining with us.

      The rich widow, Miss Doyle, is sitting by Albert as I make my way to the dining room. I am, of course, sitting by the young girl, Angie, looking for a wealthy husband. I am the eligible bachelor, Brown, with a potential wife by his side. I have no interest. Never have in any of the girls in this town. I pick at my steak with my knife and fork. I feel more nauseated than hungry. The heat from the fire behind me is not heating my cold bones, yet the sweat drips down my forehead. I wipe it with my napkin and hope no one sees. Miss Doyle and Albert are in conversation.

      “I had to get thirty new workers this week and last week it was another twenty workers. Such stressful times,” says Miss Doyle as she snaps her fingers for some more wine from Maggie. “You would think they would stay alive long enough to finish a day’s work.”

      “Terrible news, Miss Doyle, it has kept me terribly busy with the Meat Stall down Bucket Street. It seems people think my meat should be free,” sniffs Albert.

      Miss Doyle’s daughter, Angie, sits quietly beside me. I keep catching her glancing at me. A slight look my way. I try not to show her I’ve noticed.

      “So, Jonathan, are you going to the Black Path Ball?”

      “Yes, I am, Angie. Are you?”

      “Yes, but I don’t have a date,” she says.

      “Well,” pipes Albert, “Jonathan would be happy to take you, Angie.”

      “I can’t,” I say, “I’ve already asked someone.”

      “Oh, I see,” says Angie.

      Angie picks up her fork and plays with her vegetables. I don’t look in anyone’s direction. I don’t want to. They know who it is I’ve already asked.

      “Well, I hope it’s not that strange girl, Jonathan,” says Miss Doyle.

      “She is not strange,” I say.

      “Poor boy doesn’t see it. You eventually will,” says Miss Doyle, as she laughs. “A girl like that is only trouble.”

      “Well, let’s hope he sees it sooner rather than later,” says Albert.

      “Strange that, Albert, considering you were interested in her at the beginning, remember?”

      Albert purses his lips. He fills his mouth with blood from his meat. Miss Doyle has stiffened. She is clearly uncomfortable—as is Angie.

      “Where is Dr Brown?” asks Angie, changing the subject.

      “I’m not sure. I’m guessing he is still out helping the sick. Too generous my uncle is,” says Albert.

      “Oh, it is horrible for him, having to go to all those houses. He is a good man. You should be proud of your father, Jonathan.”

      I look up at Miss Doyle and smile. Albert looks annoyed with me. I guess he wanted me to say something nice about my father. I don’t. I haven’t got much nice things to say.

      “Your garden is lovely, Jonathan, you cousin says it’s you that planted all those roses?” says Angie, looking at me.

      “Yes, his little project,” says Albert.

      Everyone hates I spend so much time out in the garden planting my roses. Mostly my father. He never understood my obsession with the garden; why it was I wanted to plant those roses. I just did it for a time. Enjoying my own time alone with no one disturbing me. Then Kathleen saw my roses. The blood thirty red that covered them so elegantly.

      “Well, you have the most beautiful roses I’ve ever seen,” says Angie.

      “Thank you, Angie.”

      

      The dinner goes on late into the night. My father has still not returned home. It is not like him to miss his evening ale and gossip with Albert. They seem to have more in common with each other, than I do with either of them. I have retreated to my room after dinner. Leaving Miss Doyle and Albert to complain about the poor dying on the sides of the streets.

      I wait by the window. I hope to see that hint of red in the sky that I’ve been dreaming about seeing since Kathleen left again. I know that once it appears, the mirror has opened up in the Lime Stone Cottage. I wonder what other mirrors she has crossed since she left. What adventures she has had that I long for with her. I feel my head thump. The fever is getting worse. I don’t know how I can stop it. The penicillin isn’t helping. The cold rag on my forehead isn’t easing it. I cough and hold myself up on the wall. I’m about to make my way to bed when I see a light. A flash of flickering light outside my window by the garden. Someone is out there. Someone is standing in my garden watching me. I look closer and see who it is. It is my father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Dr H. Brown

          

        

      

    

    
      The crows have followed me home. I’m standing in the garden where my son spends most of his time. I can no longer smell the roses. All I can smell is her over my shoulder. I knew when I saw her on the street, something was not right. Something was very wrong. I felt it inside me. That darkness that had consumed her has now consumed me.

      

      “Mrs Morrigan, what are you doing?”

      I remember Mrs Morrigan standing there upon my path home. She was whispering words underneath her breath. I walked closer to her. Her husband and child were wrapped and laid in a white cloth in a hearse behind her. I felt remorse for her loss. Her agony was overwhelming.

      “You did this,” she said, as she looked at me.

      “Mrs Morrigan, this plague is wiping out…”

      “No, it was you!” she snapped. “You refused to help my family when we needed it. Your money is all you care about.”

      “Mrs Morrigan, my family has helped you for years, for nothing.”

      “We offered what we could to your family. We offered food, clothing, labour. We have helped protect your family with those so-called enchantments you despise for many years.”

      “Then why not use it for your family?” I regretted those words.

      “Because enchantments cannot cure a plague like this. It is an omen to Black Path. The disease is inside me. I, too, will die, but not before my revenge.”

      “Stop this nonsense, Mrs Morrigan, you’re grieving.”

      “You are a plague to this town.”

      Mrs Morrigan’s eyes are bloodshot. Her mouth was spewing blood from the sides of her lips. I took a step back as her eyes turned black as coal. Blood tears fell down her cheek. She mumbled. A doll covered in white, cloaked in blood, was in her hands. She was wrapping twine around its chest and head.

      “What are you doing?”

      Mrs Morrigan looked up at me with a rage I’ve never seen. It was like the wind dragged her towards me. She was an inch from my face. I felt her icy breath. Her cold black stare. The smell of the plague over her. She screamed out into the night with the crows. They covered me and pecked me until I bled all over.

      Now I’m here. Waiting in the garden. Not feeling like my body is my own. I feel a torn and broken man. I’m consumed with a plague, and with a curse. Mrs Morrigan did something to me, and my rage ensnares me. A choice I need to make. I hear her haunting words as she whispers in my ear. “You took my family from this world. If something is taken, something else must be given back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      I return to my mirror inside the Lime Stone Cottage. Black Path Valley is off in the distance. The smell of the smouldering smog suffocates my lungs. But there is another smell. A distinct smell of death that I cannot escape from. I run to find Jonathan; eager to make sure he is safe. I hear the crows flying close to me. I whack them away, but it is no good. They keep coming back as I keep running.

      I stop at the garden. A woman is standing there watching me. She is dressed in many layers of clothes. I’ve been to too many mirrors. I’ve seen many things. I’ve known Meg all my life, and I know when a witch is close by. But this is no ordinary witch. This witch has darkness in her. She has the sort of magic that isn’t good.

      Her black, hollow eyes watch me as I step closer to her. Her hair is blowing in the wind that I know she is creating. The crows land around us in the garden. The wind brings her towards me. Her icy breath stings my cheeks.

      “What is it you want here?” I ask her.

      “He took them from my world. If something is taking, something else must be given back.”

      “What? Who took them? What was taken?”

      I watch as blood tears drip down her face. A frightening expression of sorrow and revenge distorts her face. She places her hands around my neck.

      “What is it you want given back?”

      I feared asking, already knowing the answer.

      “The doctor and his son,” she says.

      “No, take me instead.”

      “No,” says the witch.

      I hear a bang. I look up towards Jonathan’s window. I see a light, but I don’t see Jonathan. The crows caw.

      “Please do not take him.”

      “Why do you care?” she asks.

      “Jonathan is good. He is not like his father. He is kind.”

      The witch doesn’t listen. She keeps her grip on my neck. Her blood tears dripping upon me. All I can feel from her is her grief. Her anger at what has happened to her. “Jonathan!” I shout out.

      “Kathleen,” he shouts back within seconds from the window.

      I look up. I see him. He is there. Then something behind him takes him away, and I hear him scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Jonathan

          

        

      

    

    
      I had been staring out this window, waiting for my Kathleen. But all I saw was my father. He looked different. He looked like a man consumed with something. I rush downstairs towards the garden. But my father is no longer there. Instead, he stands inside the house by the dining room door. The wind has brushed his hair all over his face. His eyes have turned black like the bottom of the coal mines. Blood drips from his clothes as he holds a poker iron in his hand.

      “Father, what is wrong? What has happened to you?”

      “I took them from this world. If something is taken, something else must be given back.”

      His voice sounds different. Vague and cold. I turn towards the dining room. I see Miss Doyle and Angie still sitting at the table. Their eyes looking up towards the ceiling. The blood from their heads dripping on the floor.

      “Father, what have you done?”

      He walks towards me. I take a step back. This isn’t my father. I know it. I feel it. Something is wrong with him. Something is making him this way.

      “Father, stop!”

      He doesn’t listen. He keeps walking towards me. His arms reaching out to grab me or hit me. A rage on his face. A rage that I never saw my father have before. He launches towards me. I dodge him. I run back upstairs to my room. I lock the door.

      “Let me in, son,” says my father as he bangs on my door.

      “No,” I shout.

      “Let me in,” he says, now kicking at the door.

      “What is wrong with you? Please, stop this!”

      “I took them from this world. If something is taken, something must be given back.”

      My father is still punching the door. Then he stops. There is silence. An eery quietness that feels uneasy. I place my ear on the door. I wait to hear my father. Hear anything.

      “Father?”

      A bang. Then another bang. The wooden door frame breaks. My father makes his way to me.

      “Jonathan!” shouts Kathleen.

      I turn towards the window. I see the red in the sky. I heard right. It is Kathleen. I run towards the window. I see my Kathleen in the garden. But she is not alone. I see Mrs Morrigan with her hands around her neck.

      “Kathleen!” I call out to her.

      That is when I feel my father’s hands upon me. He pushes me to the ground. My father is stronger than I thought he would be, and I am weaker than I should be with the plague that is consuming my body. The fever is hot upon me. My father breathes his icy breath on me. I feel it drift down my lungs as a hot flush brushes through my head. I feel the fever cool. My lungs, filling with fluid, are frozen by my father’s breath. The plague’s disease sweeps through my whole body as it did my father’s.

      “I took them from this world. If something is taken, something must be given back,” he says, again.

      My father gets up from the floor.

      I hear Kathleen and her terrified screams as my father watches on from the window. I lie on the floor in fear. He will take her away from me as he always wanted to do. Even as I lay here dying, Even if I don’t make it there with her. I want her to live. I want her to find her Paradise. The place she searches for, for us,  I get to my feet as quickly as I can. I raise my hands towards my father. He turns back to me. I push him. The window shatters. He falls through it. There’s a loud bang, but I don’t look down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      I feel the fall of Dr Brown as he hits the ground. It is fatal. He doesn’t get up. The witch screams out as she looks up towards the window. Jonathan doesn’t look down. His face is frozen in shock at what he has done.

      I turn to the witch Morrigan, whose hands are still gripped tight on my neck.

      “Please, do not take Jonathan,” I beg her. “Take me.”

      The witch looks at me. The crows swallow the sky above us. I can feel the plague inside the witch that has consumed her.

      “Why take you? You are like me. Different.”

      “Because I do not want Jonathan to die.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I love him too much.”

      “You would sacrifice your life for his?”

      “Yes, always.”

      The witch inhales heavily as she looks up towards the sky. I can see a white fog inside her mouth. I turn to Jonathan in the garden. He looks terrified. He is sick with the plague.“Let her go, take me,” Jonathan says.

      “Jonathan, run.”

      “No, not without you.”

      “Young love,” says the witch in a wicked voice.

      Jonathan runs to me as the witch screams out into the night. She lifts me off the ground. The witch grabs him by the neck. We are both entwined in her grip, and she releases the breath she was holding. I feel the pulse inside me slowing down. A coldness inside my body takes over. The air thins. My breath fading. I look at Jonathan. He takes my hand. Slowly, our lives are being taken away. We can both feel it. Then… just like that… it stops. It all stops.

      The witch screams out. I drop to the ground as Jonathan falls with me. I look up towards the witch, swallowed whole by the crows that gather around her. She looks at me with remorse and pain.

      “I foresaw your future. The path you are to take together. I cannot take you for what you are in the possession of,” says the witch before she disappears. We are alone in the garden of roses that bleed red.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Jonathan

          

        

      

    

    
      Weeks have passed. I hold in my hand my letter from Kathleen. The one she left me before she crossed back into the mirror to the Meadows for the last time. My father is buried with the other deceased Browns in the graveyard. His death, Miss Doyle, and her daughter was a scandal for our town. Rumours quickly spread about Mrs Morrigan having a breakdown over her family’s deaths. She wanted revenge. She murdered the doctor. Sadly, Mrs Doyle and her daughter were in the wrong place at the wrong time. So the newspapers said. Albert was not mentioned. I guess he knew people would not think highly of him hiding in the closet when my father came in with the poker.

      Kathleen stayed longer than she has ever stayed here in Black Path Valley. Our days have been quiet as I come to terms with what I have done. It is a terrible secret I’ve been left to keep hold of. One that I’m not sure I can forgive myself for.

      “Don’t blame yourself, Jonathan. The witch Morrigan possessed him. It was not your father,” said Kathleen to me by the mirror before she crossed over.

      I understand Mrs Morrigan’s rage and hurt over her family. My father could have helped them. Could have helped many of the poor on Black Path Street. Still, I don’t understand her revenge, and I never will. I wasn’t sure why she didn’t kill us. Why, seconds before our last breath, she changed her mind. I have wondered what she saw in our future together and what pity she felt for us. I found out the night of the Black Path Ball.

      “Will you dance with me, Dr Brown?” asked Miss Marmon with a glint in her eye. The fifth girl to ask.

      “No, thank you,” I say as she fixes her pink corset in my direction.

      She walks away in disgust. She and the other girls gather themselves in the corner. They know why I have declined all the dances they have asked for. I’m only waiting for one to dance with, and they know who she is.

      

      Kathleen arrives. I watch her walk towards me in her dress and mask. I give her my hand and her roses.

      “You said that you would dance with me, if I brought you a red rose.”

      “I only wanted one, Jonathan,” says Kathleen, with a smile.

      “Ah, but I want to dance with you all night.”

      I lead us to the dance floor. The eyes of the rich upon us with envy. I’m a young boy, knowing little about life, and they wonder what it is I see in a girl like Kathleen. A woman who doesn’t belong to this town.

      She is a lost soul, like me. Unaware of what our purpose was in this lifetime. I know what I was born to do. I was born to love this girl. To kiss her in the morning sun. To walk with her along the woods. Listen to her every spoken word about her adventures. To admire her as she writes my letter by the fire, so I can still hold her in my hands.

      I try not to feel sad when I think about the truth. Knowing that we have already outlived our years together. That soon another mirror will call her to the Makers to make a deal. The Makers that chase her for what she has growing inside her. Even if our moments together in this life are ending, I know it was all worth it for our forbidden love. Every single moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Kathleen

          

        

      

    

    
      My dear Jonathan,

      I write you this letter because I must leave again. A mirror calls, but this time, I have found the one we have been searching for. The Makers are getting closer to me each day. I feel them now as I write this letter to you. Time is not on our side, and so tonight will be our last night together until I return with a deal from the Makers.

      

      I watch you sit in your chair. The fire is burning. You are immersed in your book. Every moment we have shared together has been moments I have cherished. You have made me happy, Jonathan. These moments together are our paradise and I wish I could spend the last few months I have left by your side. But I know you understand why I must go.

      We know now why the witch Morrigan didn’t take us that night.  She felt it inside me before I did. The one that grows inside me, the one we are trying to save, our child was why she spared us.

      

      I wish I could have grown old with you, Jonathan. I wish we could have raised our child together. Now, I only wish for my son and you to remain safe. For you both to have a chance to live together as a family. Our adventure may end soon, but our child’s adventure is only beginning.

      Forever and always yours,

      Kathleen Raven Brown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from C. M Neary

          

        

      

    

    
      If you enjoyed this short story I would love it if you let your friends know so they can experience the joy with us, as well as with all my other books. I have enabled lending on all platforms in which it is allowed to make it easy to share with a friend.

      If you left a review for The Keeper, Silvery Road or Boreen Gardens on the site from which you received the book. I would love to read it! Email me the link at info@cmneary.com

      
        
        Review The Keeper here

      

      

      
        
        Review Silvery Road here

      

      

      
        
        Review Boreen Gardens here

      

      

      

      If you haven’t already you can stay up to date on upcoming releases by joining my newsletter below.

      

      
        
        Sign up to my newsletter
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