
Copyright 2013 Amy Cross

All Rights Reserved 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events, entities and places are either products of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, businesses, entities or events is entirely coincidental. 

First published by Dark Season Books: November 2013

This Blackwych Books edition: July 2026

She vanished without a trace. Then she came back. Now, it’s happening again.

Twenty years ago, eight-year-old Charlotte Abernathy disappeared while playing outside her family's secluded home. For a full year, she was gone – until the day she returned with no memory of where she’d been or how she got back. No suspects. No clues. No answers.

Now an adult trying to live a normal life, Charlotte has buried the questions that haunted her. But when her eight-year-old niece vanishes under eerily similar circumstances, Charlotte is forced to confront the truth she’s long feared: her past was never buried – just waiting.

As Charlotte digs deeper, old memories surface, new dangers emerge, and a terrifying realisation sets in – what happened to her all those years ago is far from over. And this time, the consequences could be deadly.

The Girl Who Never Came Back is a gripping psychological thriller about a woman haunted by the gaps in her past, a family unravelling under the weight of secrets, and a race to uncover a truth that someone will kill to keep hidden.
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Then

Once upon a time, there was a girl who was the bravest girl who ever lived. Her name was Charlotte Abernathy and she was eight years old, and the reason she was so brave was simple: there were two of her. 

It's easy to be brave when there are two of you. 

While one of her was timid and cautious, the other was adventurous and daring. These two girls lived together in one head and one body, and they went everywhere together. The timid one was named Charlotte, and this was the girl that everybody saw; and the adventurous one went by the name of Ettolrahc, which was Charlotte's name spelled backward, and Ettolrahc lived deep inside Charlotte where nobody else could possibly know she existed. 

It was paradise, and it lasted until the day that Ettolrahc disappeared, which was a Saturday. 

"Where are you going?" her mother asked, grabbing her arm just as Charlotte was about to race out the back door. 

"Out." 

"Out where?" 

"Into the garden," Charlotte replied, trying in vain to twist free of her mother's grip. "Let go! I don't want to be late!" 

"Late for what?" 

"Late!" she half-giggled and half-shouted, still trying to get free. 

"Don't go where I can't see you," came the stern warning. 

"I won't," Charlotte said, using her one free hand to try prising her mother's fingers from her wrist one by one. 

"And don't get your dress dirty." 

"I won't!" She was trying to resist the urge to use her teeth to get free from her mother's grip. 

"And don't..." Her mother paused for a moment, before letting go. "Charlotte, don't -" 

"I won't!" Charlotte said, turning and running out the door, almost tripping on the step in the process but just about managing to stay upright as she raced from the porch, down onto the grass and across the lawn. She was vaguely aware of her mother shouting another dumb rule after her, but she didn't have time to stop and listen. All she cared about was getting across the lawn as fast as possible. It was a hot day, and hot days meant only one thing: Charlotte was going to go and visit the witch. 

It hadn't even occurred to her that anything bad could happen. 

"Charlotte!" Ruth called out, sitting cross-legged on the grass. "Where are you going?" 

Ignoring her older sister, Charlotte ran straight past her, skilfully leaping over the dolls that Ruth had laid out on the lawn. 

"Charlotte!" Ruth shouted. "Where are you going?" 

With a grin on her face, Charlotte kept running, past her father's derelict old greenhouse and then through the broken wooden gate that had once marked the boundary between the garden and the towpath that ran along the bottom of the family's land. Here, the well-manicured lawn gave way to overgrown bushes and low-hanging trees, and the sunlight that fell freely upon the lawn now had to fight its way through dense, overhanging foliage to leave spattered flecks of light on the mud, the grass and the rocks. Charlotte kept running, though, confident that she knew every raised tree-root and every errant stone that could possibly halt her progress; she was filled with the spirit and confidence of Ettolrahc, who had been bursting to get out all morning, and finally she (they?) came to a halt at the very edge of the river. In fact, they almost went too far, and for a precarious second they tried desperately to hold their balance and keep from toppling into the water. Waving their arms out at their sides as if they were trying to take off, they eventually brought themselves under control and stood panting for breath as the river flowed lazily past. 

"Now what?" they whispered with a grin. 

Silence. Well, apart from the sound of the river, but that was a kind of silence too. A dangerous kind. 

And then: 

"Charlotte!" Ruth called out breathlessly, a long way back but getting closer. "Wait up!" 

Charlotte and Ettolrahc ignored their sister, just like they ignored her every time Ettolrahc was around. They knew that Ruth didn't understand the lure of the water, and that she'd arrive filled with dumb questions, snide comments and reminders of what not to do. They preferred going down to the river on days when their sister wasn't around, but they figured they could put up with her presence for a while. It wasn't that they hated Ruth; it was just that they found their sister to be a terrible irritation. Ruth was two years older, and they often wondered whether those two years accounted for the gulf between their personalities. While they felt carefree and adventurous, Ruth was more serious and waspish. Ruth would never understand about Charlotte and Ettolrahc. 

Sometimes, it was almost as if there was only one of Ruth. 

Charlotte, though, had her two sides. The impish, adventurous Ettolrahc urged her on to explore the world, while the cautious Charlotte worried that perhaps they should be careful. Charlotte and Ettolrahc lived in the same body, which meant that other people often made the mistake of thinking that she was just one of them, but that wasn't true at all. There were two of them, and they knew together that this must be the factor that kept pushing them forward like some kind of unstoppable force. Sometimes, when Charlotte and Ettolrahc were in harmony, they seemed to fuse and become one happy, unstoppable girl, and those were the moments worth living for. Charlotte figured that either her sister never had this kind of two-sided personality, or maybe her two sides got stuck together one day and needed to be unpeeled. Whatever, Charlotte pitied Ruth a great deal. 

"What are you doing?" Ruth asked breathlessly as she came to a halt several feet back from the edge of the river. 

"We're in the middle of something," Charlotte replied, aware that her inscrutability would drive Ruth up the wall. 

"Who are?" 

Charlotte didn't answer. She was watching the light as it danced on the river's rippled surface. It seemed to be delivering a message, although she couldn't fathom the meaning. 

"Who are in the middle of something?" Ruth demanded to know. “There's only you here.” 

"That's what you think," Charlotte replied. “We're floating.” 

"Huh? There's no-one else around, dummy." 

“Ettolrahc’s here,” Charlotte said. 

Ruth sighed. "Charlotte -" 

“She's floating in me the way the lights float in the water.” 

“Light doesn't float in water, idiot,” Ruth continued. “What are you, some kind of moron?” 

"Ssshhh!" Charlotte said. 

"Don't Ssshhh me!" Ruth replied indignantly. 

"You'll scare it away," Charlotte continued. 

"Scare what away?" Ruth asked. "The light? Is that what you mean?" She sighed again. "Charlotte, you're just being stupid. That's not what's happening. Not really. It just looks that way, but if you actually read about these things, you'll find that the light is just -" 

"I have read about it," Charlotte replied, interrupting her. "It must be harder for you to understand, since there's only one of you. I've got Ettolrahc in my head. It's useful having someone to talk to in your head." 

"Mummy said not to play by the river," Ruth pointed out, as if their mother's decree resolved the whole debate. "She said there are two places we're not allowed to play. We're not allowed to play by the river, and we're not allowed to play next to Daddy's old shed." 

"And what does Daddy say?" Charlotte asked pointedly. 

"Daddy doesn't say anything," Ruth replied matter-of-factly. "Daddy's dead." 

"So we only have 50% of a decision," Charlotte replied. "Do you know what else I'm doing right now? I'm using the power of my mind to keep myself from falling forward into the river." 

"No," Ruth replied, "you're not! You're just standing there. Come on, get away from the edge. Mummy's in charge now, and we have to do what she says. Until we're older, anyway." 

"I'm already older," Charlotte said. "I'm older than I was when you said those words, and now I'm older than I was when I started that sentence. Every second, I'm older than I was before. Ettolrahc is too." 

"Why are you always so stupid?" Ruth asked. 

Charlotte didn't reply. She was watching the water, and wondering how cold it might be, and trying to ignore the very faint pain in her belly. 

"Are you listening to me?" Ruth continued, clearly getting annoyed. "Mummy says -" 

"Don't distract me," Charlotte said hurriedly. "I might lose concentration and fall, and it'll all be your fault. If you say another word -" 

"Mummy wants -" 

“Ettolrahc says you should relax, Ruth.” 

“Ettolrahc's not real,” Ruth said dourly. “She's just someone you invented to make yourself think you've actually got a friend.” 

Opening her mouth to form a wide grin, Charlotte let herself fall forward. She heard the sound of Ruth calling after her, but it was too late, and she quickly plunged face first into the cold water, her ears filling with the whooshing sound of her body crashing through the current. She felt free, and at first she stayed perfectly still before using her arms to turn so that she could look back up. Through the dirty water, she could just about make out the light still dancing on the river's surface, and the dappled, constantly shimmering silhouette of her sister standing sternly by the water's edge. Holding her hands out, she found that she could see double, as if for the first time she was seeing Ettolrahc's body shifting and phasing around her own. 

They were perfect, and together, and no-one would ever be able to tear them apart. And they'd never have to grow up. 

Until one day they would. 
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Now

“Oh... fuck!” Charlotte muttered under her breath twenty years later, as she stared at the house ahead. “Fucking... fucking... fuck!” 

She leaned forward, accidentally hitting the car's horn. Startled, she sat back with a start. 

“You can do this,” she said out loud, before reaching into the glove-box and pulling out a pack of cigarettes. Her hands trembled as she tore the foil wrapping away, and she had the cigarette lit inside of twenty seconds. 

She took a deep, deep drag, hoping against hope that somehow her nerves would settle. 

“You can do this,” she said again. “You know you can. You're an adult, you're reasonably smart, and you don't take shit from anyone.” 

She hesitated, watching the house's front door. 

“You can't do this,” she stammered, reaching down to restart the engine. “Who the fuck are you trying to kid? Time to get back to -” 

At that moment, the front door opened and she saw Ruth stepping out to greet her. Already, her sister appeared rather annoyed by something. Or maybe not annoyed, exactly. Maybe just deeply, deeply unimpressed. 

“Ballsacks,” Charlotte said, resigned to the fact that it was too late to back out of the weekend now. Unbuckling her seat belt, she heard her aged car creaking slightly as she shifted her weight. “Big hairy ballsacks.” 
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Then 

"Why are you always trying to be weird?" Ruth asked twenty years earlier.

Charlotte ignored the question, focusing instead on the job of patting her clothes dry. The mid-morning sun was already helping to dry her off, but she knew she wouldn't be able to fool her mother, who would undoubtedly hold a major family inquest into the incident; she also knew that she would be unable to rely upon her sister, who most certainly would be all too happy to squeal and tell the truth, even if Charlotte managed to come up with a decent cover story. Besides, she still had that pain in her belly, and she was more tired than she wanted to admit. Her brief moment of union with Ettolrahc had ended as soon as she'd climbed out of the river, and they were two separate minds again. 

Obviously Ettolrahc was off having fun somewhere else. 

"You're always trying to prove that you're better than me," Ruth continued, sitting on a nearby tree stump and observing her sister with a hint of cynicism in her voice. "It's like you think everyone else is stupid for being normal, and you're special because you do stupid things like jumping into a river with your clothes on. You're very immature." 

"Go away," Charlotte said, shifting her attention from her clothes to her hair. Matted and unruly, she knew she could never tame it back into place, not unless she had a hairbrush. "Can you fetch something from the house for me?" she asked, turning to Ruth. “Please?” 

"No." 

"Pretty please? I need a hairbrush." 

"Go and get it yourself." 

"Mummy'll see me." 

"So?" 

Charlotte scowled. 

"Why don't you want Mummy to see you?" Ruth asked, with a faint grin on her lips. "I thought you were the smart one, Charlotte. Didn't you have a whole plan worked out before you jumped? That's what a smart person would have done, you know. A smart person would have -" 

"It doesn't matter," Charlotte replied, turning and glancing along the towpath. "Maybe the witch'll get it for me." 

"Don't say that," Ruth grumbled darkly. 

"She might." 

"Don't be stupid." 

Charlotte smiled, recognising that she'd managed to successfully turn the tables. Her sister hated it whenever the witch was mentioned, and Charlotte knew full well that all she had to do was to keep going on about the subject for a few minutes and Ruth would turn and stomp away like an angry baby. 

Who's immature now? she thought. 

"The witch probably has a hairbrush," Charlotte continued, concentrating very hard on the job of not laughing. Spotting her own shadow, she saw that it was doubled over with laughter, as Ettolrahc guffawed at Ruth's stupidity. "Don't worry," Charlotte continued, "I'll just go and see her and ask if I can borrow it. Of course, she'll probably want something in return, but I suppose I can think of something. There must be a way to get her to help me, don't you think?" 

"You're so stupid," Ruth replied. 

"No," Charlotte said, "you're stupid, because you've never seen the witch. She's down there, though. She stays well back, at the bottom of the cave, and she only lets you see her if she thinks you're worthy. She has very high standards, so most people have no idea she exists." 

"And I suppose you're special enough, are you?" Ruth replied. "You're the only one who's allowed to see the witch?" 

"Not the only one," Charlotte told her, "but... one of a very small number. She likes people who understand her, and most people think she's evil. She's not, though. She's a good witch, and she does nice things for people who she thinks are on her wavelength." She enjoyed the look of disgust on Ruth's face. "Like me," she added eventually. 

"Whatever," Ruth said. "I'll tell Mummy if you -" 

"You always tell Mummy everything anyway," Charlotte said. "I don't care. Do what you want." With that, she turned and started walking along the towpath, away from her sister and toward the cave a few hundred metres further along the river's course. She knew she could easily spend the entire morning - maybe even the entire day and evening too - arguing with Ruth, and sometimes that kind of thing was fun, but right now she just wanted to be on her own. Sometimes, just sometimes, it seemed as if there was more to life than playing. 

"Come back here!" Ruth shouted. "Charlotte!" 

Instead of replying, Charlotte just kept walking, with a big grin on her face. 

"Get back here right now!" Ruth screamed, her voice filled with every ounce of indignation and anger she could muster, as if she was channelling their mother's overbearing, authoritarian personality. "Charlotte, get back here! Right now! Don't go another step! I'm ordering you to stop!" 

Once she was around the bend, Charlotte did stop, just long enough to look over her shoulder. She half-expected Ruth to come running after her, but finally she supposed that her tattletale sister had probably gone and raced back to the house. Within a few minutes, their mother would undoubtedly be listening in stunned silence as Ruth recounted every one of Charlotte's transgressions. One side of Charlotte wanted to run after Ruth, wrestle her to the ground and prevent her from ratting her out; the other side of Charlotte, however, was determined to keep going and at least reach the edge of the cave, even if she didn't go all the way inside. 

It only took a few minutes for her to find the spot where the towpath took a long curl to the left, with the cave partially hidden to one side in the nook of the turn. Charlotte had been to this spot many times in the past, of course, but she'd never dared to go further. This was the one point upon which her more adventurous side was never able to prevail; Charlotte's cautious side always won the argument and prevented them from going into the darkness, although they often loitered at the edge, and - like today - Charlotte enjoyed the thrill she felt every time she even contemplated going all the way into the cave and perhaps meeting the witch. Ettolrahc, of course, had returned and was now screaming at her to be brave, to go all the way in and demand to see the witch face-to-face, but Charlotte felt that this was the ultimate adventure, and that as such it had to wait until she was ready. 

She couldn't see the witch right now, of course, nor could she hear her. She knew she was there, though. It was as if the most powerful presence in all the world was waiting just beyond the shadows, daring her to go further. 

"One day," she whispered, hoping to calm Ettolrahc's desire to go rushing ahead. "I promise we'll be brave enough to go in one day. And then, once that's over, maybe we should grow up after all."
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Now

"Auntie Charlotte," Sophie said, shielding her eyes from the late morning sun, "why don't you have any children?" 

Charlotte opened her mouth to reply, before instead turning to check her sister's reaction. Ruth, as per usual, looked distinctly unimpressed as she refilled her glass of lemonade and focused her attention on the magazine in her hands. Recognising an opportunity to sow discord, Charlotte turned back to Sophie and tried to work out exactly what to say. 

"What makes you think I don't have any children?" she asked eventually. 

"You don't," the girl said, wrinkling her nose. For an eight-year-old, she was remarkably direct and precocious. She was holding a chocolate biscuit in one hand, but although she brought it close to her mouth a couple of times, she never quite took a bite, as if she was too distracted by her aunt's claim. "I know you don't have any children," she added uncertainly. "You just don't." 

"But how can you be sure?" Charlotte continued, deliberately teasing her niece. 

Sophie thought about the question.

"I've never seen any," the young girl said eventually, with utmost seriousness. 

"Maybe that's because I keep them all locked in a dungeon," Charlotte explained merrily. "I've actually got twenty children, Sophie, but I never let them out in the daylight. I could never take that risk." 

Now Sophie’s mouth was hanging open, as if she wanted to ask a question. 

"Do you want to know why I can never let them out in daylight?" Charlotte continued eventually. 

Cautiously, hesitantly, as if she wasn't sure whether to believe her aunt or not, Sophie nodded. She was still at that age where it was possible for someone to pull her leg and make her get reality and fantasy muddled together. Raising the biscuit to her mouth once more, she hesitated again, still observing her aunt. 

"It's because they're all hideously deformed," Charlotte continued. "Hunchbacks, hooked noses, peg legs, webbed feet, you name it... Every single one of my poor darlings came out wrong. At first, I thought they could pass in the world, so I used to dress them up in beautiful little clothes and take them into the town when I went shopping. Even though their bodies were twisted and melted and wrong, I thought they looked so beautiful with their bonnets and their booties and shawls. I was the only one, though. Other people would run and scream, and eventually I knew that I had no choice but to hide them away from the world. There was no other way to keep them safe. I was worried the locals would turn up with pitchforks and burning torches." 

"Oh, for God's sake," Ruth complained.

"Can you believe that?" Charlotte continued, leaning closer to Sophie. "Can you believe that people could be so mean to my poor, ugly little babies? The world is a cruel, cruel place. For people who are different, at least. For people who are ugly." 

"Am I ugly?" Sophie asked tentatively. 

"No," Charlotte replied. "No, you're not. Neither's your mummy, or your daddy. My poor babies, on the other hand..."

Sophie brought the chocolate biscuit to her mouth, only to lower it again. "You don't have any children," she said quietly, still doubting herself. "You're making it up." 

"I'm afraid I've been a very mean and cruel mother," Charlotte added, amused by the look of rapt attention on Sophie's face, "not like your Mummy at all, and I keep all twenty of my offspring chained in my dungeon. It's simply the only way. I didn't want to use the chains, of course, but they're always trying to get away, and besides, if I didn't secure them, they'd scratch each other's eyes out. Several of them have already been blinded that way, unfortunately. They hate each other, you see, even more than they hate me. I keep them in the dark, so they can't see one another's horrific forms, but they call out and moan. It's the most horrible place in the world. Don't worry, though. I feed them from time to time, and I torture them to keep their minds alert -" 

"That's enough," Ruth said tersely, putting her glass down noisily on the table. "Jesus Christ, don't you have anything better to do?" 

"She asked," Charlotte said, unable to miss her sister's discomfort. "Secrets aren't healthy."

"You don't really have twenty children," Sophie said, "do you?" 

"Have you ever been in my dungeon to check?" Charlotte asked. 

Sophie shook her head. 

"Then how do you know?" Charlotte continued. "It's all true. Ten boys and ten girls, of various ages, and I keep them chained up because they keep attacking each other, and also because I like it. Because I want to hear their moans at night. They're very good at moaning, almost like a choir. Sometimes, I think they're actually trying to harmonise -" 

"Charlotte!" Ruth hissed. "Is this really necessary? You're going too far! You'll give her nightmares!" 

"It's not my fault," Charlotte replied, tousling her niece's hair. "She asked! Would you rather I lie?" 

"Sophie, are you going to eat that?" Ruth asked harshly. 

Sophie looked at the chocolate biscuit, which had begun to melt in her hand. 

"Auntie Charlotte doesn't have any children," Ruth continued, pouring a glass of lemonade for her daughter before grabbing a tissue and cleaning the girl's chocolate-covered fingers. "She doesn't have a dungeon, and even if she did, it wouldn't be full of deformed children. She just..." She wasn't sure how closely to stick to the truth. "She just never had any, that's all," she said eventually. "She might do one day, but for now, she has all the time in the world to focus on her favourite person. Herself." She looked over at Charlotte, with an expression that threatened horrific retribution if her sister didn't start to toe the line. "Isn't that right, Charlotte?" 

"Sure," Charlotte replied. "Sorry, Sophie. I'm afraid I was being kinda mean there. I don't really have twenty children locked in a dungeon." 

"I knew you were lying," Sophie said quietly, confused as she took a bite of the biscuit. 

Once Ruth had turned her attention back to the magazine she was reading, Charlotte smiled at Sophie and winked. 

Sophie frowned, not sure what to believe. 

"Do you want to know the real reason I don't have any children?" Charlotte continued, as the sound of the nearby river drifted across the lawn. 

"Why don't you go and play down by the river?" Ruth said, grabbing Sophie by the arm and forcibly turning her to face the lawn and, in the distance, the river that flowed past the house. "See if you can find any dragonflies, sweetheart. You might even find some blue ones! Wouldn't that be nice? Much nicer than sitting up here and listening to adults talk about stupid things. Anyway, I want to talk to your aunt about something." She spoke those final words with a peculiar air of menace. 

"Lucky me," Charlotte said. 

Sophie grinned. 

"Go and play, sweetheart," Ruth said, waving her hand dismissively toward the river. "Go on. It'll be fun." 

Sophie paused, as if she was far more interested in talking to the adults rather than obediently running down to the river. She was a slightly cautious girl, although given to occasional bursts of curiosity. In this regard, she was very much in line with the other women in her family, all of whom had in the past shown a tendency to swing between absolute conformity and occasional moments of rebellion. Sophie was still trying to find a balance between the two. 

"Go on," Charlotte said. "Someone needs to keep an eye on those dragonflies, and it might as well be you. If they bite you, just bite back harder. They're mean little things, and sometimes you have to put them in their place." She glanced at Ruth, checking for the usual expression of irritation; sure enough, her sister had a face like she was chewing on a wasp. "If you see a dragonfly named Henry," Charlotte continued, turning back to Sophie, "tell him he still owes me a rabbit." 

"You're silly," Sophie said. 

"All the best people are silly," Charlotte replied. 

"Go and play," Ruth said sternly. “And ignore your aunt. All the best people are not silly. All the best people are smart and sensible.” 

As Sophie ran toward the river, Charlotte took a sip of lemonade before turning to her sister. She immediately knew that she was in trouble: Ruth looked even more annoyed than usual, as if she was ready to bring hell-fire down on the entire house. In a way, it was a miracle that things had been going so well. Charlotte had already spent a night in her sister's house without there being an argument, so conflict was overdue. 

"I suppose you think you're clever," Ruth said eventually, with obvious disdain in her voice. 

"Not particularly," Charlotte replied. 

"Liar!" Ruth continued, keeping her voice low as
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