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The Raleighs had been lucky, discovering the perfect residence on First Bank and Loan’s foreclosure list. The antiquated mansion sat on three acres of virgin woodland. Its previous occupants had restored the house to its prior glory, adding modern amenities. Sidney enjoyed the hour-long commute along the scenic highway while Lilly worked from home. 

Since the nearest neighbor was miles away, Sidney purchased two hunting rifles and kept them loaded in a locked cabinet next to the door. Even though Marshville was a quiet suburb with a low crime rate, Sidney wasn’t taking any chances, shooting first and asking questions later.

The newlyweds had been living in their ideal surroundings for about three months before the first incident occurred. It wasn’t anything major, just weird noises in the still of the night, but loud enough to awaken a person from a deep sleep. Since the Victorian-style dwelling had been built in the nineteen twenties, the sounds were attributed to structural aging. Creaking stairs and floorboards were common even in modern buildings and posed little concern to the Raleighs.

A few weeks later, a dead rabbit was found in a pool of blood on the back porch, and the jagged neck wound suggested an animal predator was frightened away and left its prey while fleeing to safety. A fortnight passed without further occurrences, but throughout the full moon phase, wolves howling in the surrounding forest was quite unnerving.

Within seventy-two hours, an unexplainable event almost sent the Raleighs packing. During dinner, Lilly glanced at a portrait hanging over the fireplace. Stifling a scream, Lilly pointed to the woman’s eyes. Red fluid flowed down the canvas, the liquid collecting on the frame. An optical illusion was the obvious explanation. After inspecting the portrait, now stored in the attic, the Raleighs replaced it with a simple landscape print.

Since nothing untoward happened after the artwork was replaced, the Raleighs became complacent in their surroundings, without fearing supernatural reprisal; the bizarre encounters had been logically resolved for the present.

Sidney had no idea that Lilly was a Goth until he came home early and found his wife entertaining a group of unusually dressed men, thirteen to be exact, the correct number for a witches’ coven if such things existed. Mumbling pleasantries, Sidney acknowledged the group before disappearing into the library. Overwhelmed by the newly acquired information concerning his wife, Sidney poured himself a drink that he swallowed in one gulp before refilling the glass and sitting in front of the fireplace. Some questions needed answering, and what, specifically, did all this mean? How long had Lilly been involved? What was their purpose? And where did they all come from?

“Who’s there?” Sidney shouted after hearing laughter, but the room was empty.

All of a sudden, the hearth was ablaze, the fiery talons reaching towards him, and the intense heat scorching Sidney’s face.

If they’re trying to frighten me, it’s working, Sidney thought as he ran to the door, which was locked. 

“Let me out of here!” Sidney yelled as he pounded the wood with his fists.

“There’s no cause for alarm,” Lilly said soothingly while entering the room through a secret passageway. “Come with me; I want you to meet my friends.”

“I don’t want to meet your friends!” Sidney shouted. “I want them out of my house!”

“That’s not very hospitable,” Armand told him, “But if anyone should leave, it’s you. This is my ancestral home, and you are trespassing.”

“Lilly, what is he talking about? I don’t understand,” Sidney asked.

“You should have let me know you were leaving work early,” Lilly whispered as Armand injected her husband with a sedative.

“Now we have to keep him locked up until the ritual,” Lilly said, quite annoyed while pacing the room, much to Armand’s amusement. “It’s not funny. And what do I tell Sidney’s boss?”

“Tell him there’s a death in the family; that’s a great excuse; besides, it’ll be the truth soon enough,” Armand replied.

Lilly nodded as she picked up her cell and called her husband’s employer. Her performance was impeccable. She cried at the right moments, and her voice cracked with emotion between sobs.

“Well, at least we have the place to ourselves again,” Lilly said after hanging up. “No more sneaking around in the middle of the night.”

“How’s the search going?” Armand asked. “Have you found a replacement?”

“Not yet. Your standards are very high,” Lilly replied sarcastically.

“If you’re not careful, it will be your blood I drink,” Armand said menacingly.

“Not if I drink yours first,” Lilly replied. “We serve the same master, remember?”

A rising fog enveloped the countryside on the evening of All Hallows’ Eve. Armand led his band of followers through the dense trees, stopping when they reached the clearing that housed the circle of stones. Sidney’s body was placed upon the altar, his limbs bound by chains. Lilly’s husband had been given a hallucinogen, and the mind-altering drug was already distorting his perception of reality.

A silver blade glistened in the intermittent moonlight, its sharp point stained with years of sacrificial blood. Burning incense permeated the air, its fragrant smoke rising towards the starless sky.  

Lilly stood next to Armand while the men chanted, softly at first, but the words grew louder as they summoned the supernatural being they served.

At midnight, when the portal opened, the Specter appeared. The sinister apparition licked its lips when Armand slammed the knife into Sidney’s chest. Ripping open the wound, Lilly filled a cup with blood and gave it to the evil spirit. After drinking the liquid, it handed the empty goblet to Armand, who filled it to the brim and drank the warm fluid before repeating the process for Lilly and his followers.

“I am not pleased,” the Specter said. “Bring me more souls to keep your immortality. Otherwise, you’ll be thrown into the flames.”

“Yes, master,” the voices said in unison.

“I love you,” Lilly whispered into the malevolent entity’s ear before it returned to the realm of the dead.

Lilly sent a resignation email from Sidney’s laptop and assumed nothing more was needed to avoid suspicion since her late husband was the last of his line. Armand no longer had to live within the shadows until Lilly found another spouse. Researching candidates was not a tedious task since the advent of the Internet, and within a day, Lilly had three contenders. A heated debate followed before Lilly eventually selected Tristan because of his interest in the Goth subculture. In the end, Armand acquiesced despite his preference for a different applicant.

“You’re not jealous, are you?” Lilly asked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Armand retorted. “I don’t think bringing him into our circle is a good idea. Why choose someone who could embrace our beliefs?”

“Because I’m tired of games, my darling husband.”

“Very well, but if this plan of yours backfires...”

“It won’t,” Lilly interrupted. “Trust me.”

The Requiem was a popular Goth hangout, which Tristan frequently visited. Lilly kept her distance on the first night her prey walked into the lounge, preferring to observe his behavior while looking for the proverbial Achilles’ heel. Tristan was left pretty much on his own, barely speaking while drinking sparingly. It was as if the man preferred solitude in a public setting rather than drowning his sorrows at home alone. Lilly accidentally brushed against his shoulder as she left the establishment.

“Sorry,” Lilly said while heading for the door.

On Friday night, The Requiem was bustling, which is when Lilly decided to approach Tristan. It was easy to bump into him because of the crowd, but this time, she started a conversation. By the end of the evening, Tristan and Lilly were making weekend plans.  

Once Tristan was smitten, Lilly invited her paramour to the house to meet Armand. For whatever reason, the men liked each other instantly, and from that day forward, Tristan was indoctrinated into the world of the dark arts.

With each full moon, a human sacrifice was demanded by the malevolent entity Lilly and Armand both faithfully served. The victims had been chosen carefully from an incessant pool of unfortunate human beings who had nothing and no one to care if they lived or died. There were plenty of skid row areas in the hundred-mile radius hunting zone. The disappearances had never been solved, but the authorities were not aware that anyone was missing.

Tristan was selected to perform the sacrificial ritual on the evening of the summer solstice. After drinking the victim’s blood, Armand recited the required incantation, a summoning spell, which invoked the evil deity to transform a willing Tristan into a malevolent creature with superhuman powers. As the chanting intensified, the evening sky darkened, thunder shook the earth, and wind gusts enveloped the circle of stones. Cloud-to-ground lightning struck the altar, the vibration forcing everyone to their knees, which was when a voice was heard.

“The portal must be open; return at the appointed time.” 

Lilly was annoyed that Armand had not taken her into his confidence, but she also had secrets that would not be revealed until All Hallows’ Eve. Yet a few more months meant nothing when time had no meaning.

Halloween, when spirits roam the earth and supernatural powers thrive. Armand’s followers would not be attending the ritual. The evil one was displeased and claimed their souls during the fall equinox. 

Tristan, Armand, and Lilly approached the clearing in silence. Upon reaching the altar, Armand drank blood laced with psychotropic drugs before handing the cup to Tristan, but Lilly only pretended to drink the tainted liquid.

“It is time, Armand,” Lilly said.

The addictive substance clouded Armand’s judgment. He was complacent when placed on the altar and offered no resistance when fastened in chains. Armand screamed in terror as demonic visions flooded his mind while sharp fingertips scratched his flesh, burning his chest. 

“I’ve done all that was asked of me. I do not understand,” Armand said, his voice a mere whisper while he watched Lilly lift the knife and plunge it into his chest just as the portal opened.

“I am waiting.”

Lilly was elated, smiling at the nefarious entity before turning the knife on Tristan. Unable to defend himself, Tristan succumbed to the fatal wound. 

“You have earned your place at my side,” the evil spirit said while taking on a human form.

Weeping tears of joy, Lilly embraced her master. She was a willing partner for the Prince of Darkness, and the seduction proved fruitful. The demon’s seed would sprout, obscuring the light in the throes of battle. But was Lilly truly immortal? And would she see the Devil’s spawn come to power? Only time would tell.
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