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The Prologue

––––––––
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The year is 1656, the countryside and isolated village in Sicily is where the dead walk at night feeding on their prey to survive. The dead roam among the folk that live in the village, and they grow their family with fresh blood. 

For centuries they survived in the dark and put fear in everyone who came in their path. The victims were never seen again. The crypt that lay under the ground remained a safe place for them for hundreds of years, until one night when a brave soul fought them and won. The village were very grateful, but he had to pay a price for doing this.

The price for beating them was to barricade himself in the crypt and seal the entrance with a set of runes that would keep the entrance closed forever. He remained in the crypt and became one of them.

The land remained peaceful until the year 1808. A group of villagers started to dig the land in preparation for the foundations of a convent. The convent was meant to be a place for the people to seek solitude and peace. Everyone got involved in the work as this they all agreed it had been a gift sent from God.

The convent was not built on sand, stone or soil like any other building, it was built on a salt foundation. Thick and white and bitter salt, it packed into the earth covering up what lay beneath the foundations. The salt had been donated by an old church that had been left to ruins over the years. The parishioners had all vanished and nobody had been found.

The convent was not built like any other. The villagers who once lived nearby spoke of it in hushed tones, calling it ‘La Terra del Silenzio’ – The land of silence. They claimed nothing grew there, not even weeds. That birds flew around it and that sound itself seemed to stop at the edge of the grounds.

The convent rose anyway, no planning, no discussion, no blueprints, stone by stone, with nobody asking any questions.  The chapel was the first to be built, its tall bell tower was built crooked, nobody questioned that, and it remained that way. The altar in the chapel was built with stone and marble that they had been given by the old church. 

Then the dormitories followed that were built in four wings, North, East, South and West.  East Wing was built over the crypt with nobody having any knowledge of this as they dug and built on the top of it. The garden was created in the centre of the building as the privacy of the convent was important to the people and the nuns that would live there. Finally, the East Wing had a mirror created for it especially. 

But it was not a mirror in the traditional sense, no frame, no glass just a polished surface embedded in the wall, showing images that were not real, as many had said when they were creating it. The nuns called it ‘La Finestra’ - the window. They said it showed not what you were but what you would become. 

The Reverand Mother forbid any of the nuns to look in the mirror and she covered it up so nobody would investigate it, but of course temptation was too strong for them. That came with a price as they all discovered.

One nun saw herself with her mouth sewn shut, another saw her hands buried in the soil and a third saw herself as a monster with long teeth and red eyes that looked dead. She screamed until she lost her voice. The mirror remained covered after that once more. Strict instructions were given that nobody would ever reveal the mirror ever again.

From 1918 the convent became a retreat and it accepted girls that needed spiritual guidance when they were depressed and mentally not well. No letters were allowed to enter or leave the convent, no contact would be allowed by any of the young girls who stepped inside, and short farewells were allowed. They only allowed correspondences on the day they should have left the convent. But none of them ever did. The families were always told that the girls had decided to join the house of God. 

The convent claimed its own and nobody ever saw the girls from the time they entered the convent.

The sisters did not ask any questions, they offered rooms, rituals and quietness. The girls were told to pray to cleanse their souls and seek guidance from above. They got nothing of the sort as they became the convent.

To begin with they walked the corridors confused and always at nighttime. But as soon as the sun came up, they never remembered the walking of the night. Some did but others did not. They were shadows of themselves, not knowing who they were anymore.

They whispered to the veil in the chapel, swearing that they had heard it whisper back. The convent took control of their minds slowly and carefully. They found a ledger in the library; it’s pages blank until touched. Once touched revealing things that they already knew deep down. They had already been there, but they could not explain it.

They counted the bell tolls, always thirteen at midnight on a full moon with no exemptions. These were the nights that they became the night.

The ground had been disturbed, and the dead had been awoken. The vampires became free to roam once more. Nobody was safe and everyone was a sacrifice. The nuns all became vampires and continued a legacy that would continue for decades to come. 

Beneath the foundations, the salt waited, waited for its prey; to become alive once more. It seeped through the floorboards and crusted the wooden windows. It bloomed in the garden like frost and snow. The garden had plants in pots as nothing grew there, yet the salt grew every day. The nuns swept it away, but it always returned more than before.

The dead lay waiting and watching for its next victim to feed its soul. The convent always won. The vampires always got their prize at any cost.

The first winter in 1918 a girl vanished. Her name was struck from the ledger, her room was sealed, the nuns never spoke of this ever again. But the mirror had been found uncovered the next day. It was cracked. The girl had become one of the victims of the dead and she was home.

Since then, the silence deepened, the rituals continue, the salt thickens, and the girls still come.

They Kneel, they pray and they forget. But Santa Leana never forgets. It takes its food that it needs to live and breed. Every girl that went in would never come back out; the convent would speak to you by saying ........
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Chapter 1 
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Mirella sat in the back seat of the car; she sat in silence rubbing her wrists as a way of reassurance. She had not chosen to be in the car and to be driven to this place that they all said would cure her. She just wanted to be back home in her room away from the world and to just be by herself.

She felt uncomfortable as she sat in the back of the car knowing her parents were watching her all the time. Her parents had insisted on her attending this convent to get herself together and to get herself better. The whole family had said that she needed help, and the elders had put pressure on her parents to do this. They didn’t have much of a choice, but she wished they had spoken up and said no.

She was not well, that was what the doctors had said, and her family had taken that as she was loopy in the head. Those were the words that her family had used when they reached home after the doctor's visit. She knew they only wanted the best for her, but she didn’t see it in that way at that moment, she just hated them for what they had said and what they wanted her to do. She knew that she was okay without this convent, but she wanted to keep them quiet and shut them all up as she knew deep down it was the only way to keep them quiet.

She wore a brown warm coat as it was cold outside, as she felt the cold now more so than before. Even with the heater on in the car it made no difference to her as she felt the cold all the time. December was proving to be colder than normal month with cold winds and rain making it miserable. The weather men all said it would be a harsh winter, and they were not wrong. Her thick warm black trousers and a hand knitted jumper, made by her nan, kept her warm under her coat.

On her head she wore a hand knitted hat that her nan had made for her as well. Her long dark hair flowed down her back and kept her neck warm and cosy as she thought about the time ahead of her to come.

She sighed out loud as she really didn’t want to be in the car driving to a place that in her opinion would brain wash her. She was only young, and this place didn’t seem to be her cup of tea. She knew of better places to be than in the back of the car with her parents.

She closed her eyes as she tried to forget the image of her mother finding her in the bath with blood everywhere, she had slit her wrists because she had not wanted to live anymore, she felt like she was useless and nothing. The razor was still on the side, and they had seen everything. She didn’t care at that point, and she didn’t want to have that image in her head forever. Her mother always reminded her of what she had done and said that she was the devil's child for doing that. No children of God would do that in her eyes.

Her family had always said that she was not like her other siblings, and she had taken it to heart. Deep down she knew she had been different from her brother and sisters, but she knew that she was the person she was.

She opened her eyes as she saw the beautiful scenery as her father drove carefully round the twisting and sharp bends going up the hills and higher up from the town that they had left behind. It seemed like she was going to the middle of nowhere, wondering to herself where this convent was. They had been told that the scenery was beautiful, and they were not wrong.

It was peaceful just looking at the scenery she felt she didn’t need any treatment. It wasn’t long before she felt the road level out as they approached an open long driveway. It was quite a plain entrance with no trees or any grass around the driveway to the convent. It was just dirt and nothing else.   

Her father drove down slowly as it was not the best surface to go down with the potholes in certain parts and the unevenness of the gravel that was laid that was what they obviously called a driveway. The car gently pulled up where there were four other cars parked up. The convent stood in its own grounds; it was a big old stone building with many wings and open gardens around the main building. It looked eerie in its own way, not making it any more welcoming for Mirella.

Stepping out of the car she looked at the big wooden doors that embraced the front entrance. They reminded her of a cathedral entrance that she had seen on television, but these were plain doors which had no welcome feeling coming from them.  The sound of her dad closing his car door made her jump as there was no sound, just the sound of the soft cold wind blowing through the trees. It was so silent that she could hear a pin drop if did. She didn’t know why it was so quiet, but it was. Maybe this was a place of peace that she longed for after all. Only time would tell.

Her parents had closed the car doors and admired the building that stood in front of them. The big wooden entrance door opened as she and her parents walked towards the open door. It didn’t show much of the inside as it wasn’t well lit. But at first glance she was not expecting a lot anyway. 

A sister came out wearing the nun's tunic and the long gown with the white habit.  and approached them slowly. She stood in the shade under the big porch that was the front door entrance. She looked very solemn and very quiet as she stopped a few feet away from them. The gown seemed to float rather than drag against the ground. It had seemed strange that the sister had appeared so quietly that none of them had heard her. Even the door had opened before she had even been anywhere near it.

‘Welcome to Santa Leana, the retreat. I am Sister Agatha; it is lovely to meet you all.’ she said. Not smiling at any time, she just stared at them. This gave Mirella the shivers, as this was not the welcoming experience she had imagined. The eyes penetrated Mirella as she found Sister Agatha stare through her rather that at her.  Mirella noticed how pale she looked. It was as if no blood flowed through her, with her face having no colour at all, not even any rosy, red cheeks. It was as if she was saw a dead woman stood in front of her. Another thing she noticed was the small wooden cross around her neck; it hung upside down. From the look of the cross, it had been made by hand with wood.

‘Thank you, this is Mirella. I am Giovanni and this is my wife, Florenza. Thank you again for accepting Mirella into your retreat.’ said Giovanni, feeling uneasy as he didn’t feel like he was welcome there either. The look he had been given was not a good introduction as he felt uncomfortable stood there and about to give them his daughter.

The sister looked eerie and ill in his eyes, and she looked odd not the look he had expected from a nun that lived in a convent. He had seen too many films probably, but it still made him feel uneasy.

‘It is our pleasure. Let me take Mirella inside and get her settled in. I can’t let you in I am afraid, the rules of the convent must be always abided to. No males allowed except the fathers.’ she said, looking straight at Mirella.

‘That is fine, we understand.’ agreed Florenza. She couldn’t wait to get rid of the problem and have 28 days of sanity. In her opinion Mirella was a big problem, and she needed help urgently.

‘Mirella,’ said Florenza, as she turned to hug her. ‘Get well and we will see you in 28 days when the program has ended. If you need anything, ask the sisters to let us know. ‘She said as she hugged her.

There was no I love you or take care or any emotional comfort. Florenza was very cold in her emotions, and she only showed emotions to her oldest brother, he was the favourite, and she was what she called herself the black sheep of the family. This was what she felt comfortable calling herself. Her younger sister had more respect for her than her own mother. 

Giovanni had gone to the car and got the big black suitcase out for Mirella to take inside. The suitcase held all she needed for the time she was there and some extra things like a torch and alarm clock with a teddy bear that her sister had put in for her. At least her sister was the nice one in the family, unlike the others. He placed the suitcase next to Mirella who looked down to see that he had placed it close to her legs.

Cautiously she picked up the suitcase that her dad had placed next to her, she looked at her father, who showed more emotion with his stare of concern than her mother had done.

‘Take care Mirella, may the Lord protect you and come back to us safe. See you in one month.’ he said as he hugged her the best he could with her holding her suitcase in the one hand. He didn’t let go for a few seconds and hugged her with the love he had for his daughter, the opposite of his wife, who still had not and could not forgive Mirella for what she had done.

‘I will papa, see you in one month, mama see you soon.’ she said as she looked at her mother hoping for one last chance to give her some emotional outcry. But there was none. Her mother had become so cold and heartless, making her think if she had any feelings for her anymore. Her father looked at her as she felt his pain and knew he cared.
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Chapter 2
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Mirella stepped away from her parents towards Sorella Agatha. Her parents remained where they stood until she was inside and the doors were closed with a soft shudder. This was her new home for the next month. A place where she could be herself and not have any prying eyes watching every step she did and watching every word she said. She couldn’t wait to just be without them and the family for a whole month. But she would miss her dad and sister though, they were the only two she would miss because they meant something to her.

Mirella looked at her new surroundings and sighed. She saw high arch ceilings made with stone and stone floors. There were deep red long rugs scattered around with low lit lights on the walls. The atmosphere was very strange, not even a pin could be heard if it dropped. The atmosphere was eerie that made her feel anxious and not at ease. The smell of old and waxed wood was the prominent smell as she stood inside the big entrance space. It didn’t feel homely as she thought it would, but she had never set foot inside a convent before. This was her first time, and she hoped her last.

How this was a retreat was the question on her mind, she couldn’t see how a convent could help her. Her family were very religious and being roman catholic was what they had installed into the family.  She hoped that maybe for once the church could help. She had found they had not helped her in the past, but maybe this time was different.

But the fact remained that she was stood in this vast empty space with a sister who gave her the creeps. Not the most inviting person to be with. A person of God should be kind and happy and comforting, that was what was wrote in the bible, maybe these were the exception to the rules. But she was not there to judge, she was there to get better.  

‘My dear, the Reverand mother Maria always meets the new girls. So please place your suitcase down there by the stairs and Sister Bernadette will take that to your room ready.’ she said as she pointed to the bottom step where there was a box that her suitcase fitted. The box reminded her of an old-fashioned wooden chest from the age when she could not remember. It was a pretty chest never-the-less.

‘Is that okay?’ asked Mirella, nervous now, hoping that she was doing everything right. Deep down hoping that the 28 days would go fast. Something felt wrong but she was here now and that it was the way it had to be. This feeling had overcome her as soon as she had stepped in the convent, a feeling she had not been able to shake off. It was like she had been there before, yet she had not as far as she had recalled.

‘Yes, come let us go. Reverand Mother is waiting.’ she said showing still no emotion, as she started walking through the middle arch on the left-hand side of the vast entrance.

There were three arches either side of the tall steep staircase. They were high and looking at the workmanship impressed her very much. In her head she thought on how they had reached that high to complete the work and produce a beautiful building. Somebody with skill had done this. The floors matched the stone that created the arches. There were small lights along the far wall in between the windows, creating enough light where she could see where she was walking, but nothing more than a small lamp would achieve at its best.

Mirella walked at a slow pace now as to not overtake Sister Agatha, she  had a very slow walk, her long black tunic swayed gently with hardly any movement, it was as if her feet did not touch the floor, but they must have done, people walked using their legs and feet. She smelt of honeysuckle, a smell that was quite refreshing and made the smell of the wood more bearable. The smell of polish was strong in certain areas of the corridor, as if the polish was hiding something maybe. But here her mind was going into overdrive already.

The long corridor that she was led down seemed to have no end, with the high ceilings and the tall doors she knew it had been built a long time ago. The new buildings never looked anything like this. She noticed that there were not many crosses or crucifixes on the wall, for a convent, a place for the Lord, that was odd. But maybe there was a reason for this. She counted one big crucifix and that was based on the inside of the veranda that extended the side door that led to the outside space. She saw a sign ‘La Chiesa Porta’ - meaning the church door – as she walked past it not knowing where she was being taken to.

‘This is the West wing, all the rooms that belong to us, the sisters, are along here. If you ever need us, we will be here after our evening mass each night. You will meet us all over the next two days as we will all work with you.’ she said as she stopped at a door towards the end of the long dark and cold corridor.

Sister Agatha knocked on the big wooden tall door and waited with Mirella standing closely behind her. It seemed to take a while, but eventually the door opened by itself as the sister and Mirella stood waiting to be asked inside. 

‘Come in.’ came a quiet voice from inside the room.

Mirella followed Sister Agatha inside the Reverand Mother’s office. Once they were both inside Sister Agatha closed the door quietly and gently.

‘Welcome Mirella. Please take a seat. Let us talk.’ she said as she waited for Mirella to sit down.

The office was very basic; it had a plain wooden desk and a gold crucifix. The crucifix was flat on the desk rather than upright which surprised Mirella, but remembering the cross-around Sister Agatha’s neck that was upside down, was no shock. There was a small lamp with a notebook and a handful of black pens placed on the desk in a tidy pot in the corner.

The stone floor had a rug that was under the desk and the chairs. The black curtains were drawn across the window, as they reached the floor. It was the daytime, and the Reverand Mother had her curtains closed, this seemed strange to her, but she was not there to question any of it she was there to get well. The room was cold, as she noticed there were no radiators anywhere, maybe when the convent was built heaters didn’t exist, so she knew she would be wrapped up in warm clothes the whole time she would be there.

Reverand Mother Maria sat behind her desk with her full tunic on and looked solemn. She had seen many films with nuns, and she looked like one of those.  The only difference was that she too had a small wooden cross around her neck that was upside down too. There were no crucifixes on the walls or anywhere except for the one on the desk. That she thought was strange as the boss’s room in her opinion should have a big cross in there, or maybe she was thinking wrong.

Only being able to see the face and hands was a thing with the sisters, but she also noticed that the Reverand Mother Maria had pale skin too. It had to be a thing here she thought to herself. Did they have a sunlight deficiency? This was a question that went through her mind. Her imagination had started to run wild now as she had every question that needed answers.

‘Thank you.’ she said as she sat down on one of the chairs that was the opposite side of the desk.

‘We are here to help you. I understand that you are not well. We can help you with that, just follow the program that we have in place here and we will try to make you well again. Here it is a place to think, to be quiet, to pray and to find oneself again. Everyone who comes through these doors is lost, with our guidance, you will find yourself again. Now have you any questions?’ she asked.

From the time that Mirella had set foot inside the office, she had a thousand questions in her head, but she needed to keep them to herself for now. Realizing while sat in the chair, the Reverand Mother had not once smiled, she just looked solemn and quiet like Sister Agatha. But Mirella did have one question that she was desperate to ask.

‘I have one question, what happens next?’ she asked.

‘Well, Sister Agatha will take you to your room and go through the rules with you. She will give you basic instruction on where you go and what you do every morning once you have finished your breakfast, which is at 06.30am each day.’ she replied.

Mirella looked horrified at the words 06.30am. This was a convent not jail, yet it seemed to resemble one with the words she had just heard. That was a sentence, even at home she never got up that early. Here the rules sucked, but she had to follow them for just 28 days. It was not a lifetime.

‘Okay, thank you.’ she said. She was afraid to ask and just kept her mouth shut at this point. She just had to get out of the room and begin her 28 days of hell. She might have got the wrong answers if she asked anything else.

‘Come let me take you to your room.’ said Sister Agatha as she placed her cold hand on Mirella’s shoulder. She felt a shiver go down her spine as the cold skinny hand lay on her shoulder.

‘Thank you, I would like that, I am tired.’ she replied as quickly as she could feeling very uneasy at being with these two women.

With that Mirella stood up and followed Sister Agatha to the door.
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Chapter 3
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Once they had left the office and Reverand Mother was by herself, she stood up from behind her desk. She put her head forward and then lifted it back up. Her eyes were bloodshot red like devil eyes, and her skin had black veins with the appearance of a spider effect. Her mouth opened as her teeth showed two big, long fangs that went over her lips. She picked up her glass of what looked like wine, but it was blood. She sipped at the blood and sighed as she savoured the moment of the blood as it went down her throat and satisfied her thirst.

‘Breakfast is every morning at 06.30am in the dining room which we will go past in just a moment. I will come to you all in the breakfast room at 07.15am and guide you to where you will be that day. The program is set out with an activity each day except for Saturdays and Sundays. Breakfast is still at the same time, but the rest of the day is yours. All wings are accessible except for East wing. That wing needs work doing so it is dangerous to walk or go into.’ she stopped suddenly and looked at Mirella. Mirella had to stop and control herself as she nearly had walked into Sister Agatha.

‘Do you understand about East wing?’ she asked.

‘Yes Sister.’ she replied nervously. She wondered if that was the truth or not, as she didn’t have much trust for many people these days and didn't trust anyone she didn’t know or felt uncomfortable with.

‘Good, let us continue,’ she said as she continued walking, ‘Here is the breakfast room, this door here.’ she said as she pointed to a door on the right-hand side.

‘Okay.’ Agreed Mirella.

‘Let us go up the stairs, your dormitory is on the first floor. You share with five other girls who will become your new family for the next 28 days. You will do the activities together, sleep together in the same room and eat together at the same table. They all have reached us today, so you are all in the same situation.’ she said as they reached the top of the stairs.

‘I got it.’ said Mirella. She looked down as she was led to her right, the downstairs seemed miles down, there must have been more than the normal number of stairs that she had climbed, but she had to be wrong they couldn’t be, could there?

‘Let us continue. The dormitory is just down here, it is never locked and there is no key, that is why we said no valuables when you were enrolled by your parents. The other girls are already there so you can get settled in. The bathroom is next to the dormitory, and you can have a quiet day now.’ she said as she stopped by a door and looked at her.

‘This is your room.’ she said as she pointed to the door.

‘Don’t leave your room when it gets dark.’ said Sister Agatha.

Mirella placed her hand on the door handle and turned it to open the door. Before she went inside, she had to see Sister Agatha once more.

‘Thank you.’ she said but the sister had disappeared as she turned round. She had been there one minute and gone the next. She couldn’t see where she had gone too but she could see that it was just her standing there by herself now. There was no other way that she had gone without anyone seeing her. This felt odd and strange. How could that be? She stood there for a minute and thought on how she could have just vanished so quickly, but she had no answers.

Mirella wondered why she had said that. After dark she had to stay in her room with the other girls. That was a rule that scared her.

* * * * * * * * * * *
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Sister Agatha had stepped away from Mirella once she had placed her hand on the door handle. She walked straight through the stone wall that was to the right of the door. No noise, silent and quiet.

* * * * * * * * * * * * 
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Mirella pushed the door open and smiled as she heard voices; she smiled as she was not by herself. She didn’t feel nervous about meeting these girls, she felt comfortable knowing she had five roommates that were all in a situation that they all could share.

The sister had been right in saying that there were another five girls waiting for her. Inside the dormitory were six beds and five girls sat on each of the beds except for one. The empty bed near the window had her bag on the top of the duvet. Everything was white and grey; Mirella saw no other colour in the dormitory.  She stood at the entrance of the room and closed the door behind her.

‘Hello. Welcome to our dorm.’ one of the girls who was closest to the door said as she stood close to her in a cheerful and happy voice.

‘Thanks.’ she said as she looked around and saw her five room mates who stared at her with excitement. She liked them already; she had a good feeling about them. 

‘I am Catarina, this is Alexa, Centonza, Antonia and Carla. We all came this morning early.’ she said as she pointed to everyone in the room.

‘Hi, I am Mirella.’ she said as she smiled at her new friends. She felt nervous but happy to be with the girls, they all were in the same boat. These would be her room mates for the next 28 days.

‘Glad to meet you, come over here, this is your bed and it’s next to mine.’ said Catarina excited that she had a bed buddy next to her, as she helped Mirella over to her bed. The others were happy to see her too. 

‘I like the window view. Thanks for choosing this for me.’ she said as she sat on her bed.

‘That’s okay, we thought you might like it there. We were told that you had to travel from a distance to get here.’ said Carla.

‘Yes, it took over two hours, I come from the other side of the Island.’ she said as she examined her mattress. It was not the thickest of mattresses, but it smelt clean, and it was not lumpy or horrible, it would do for the next 28 days.

‘The mattresses are okay, but the dorm is very basic. At least we have our own space.’ said Centonza.

‘That is right.’ she said as she looked around the dorm. It had the six beds and basic bedside cabinets with a basic small lamp that was enough to take the darkness away in the night. There were two dressing tables with a mirror on them. There were no chairs in there but six small stools that were placed at the end of the beds. Where there had been a chimney breast was a fireplace, it was now blocked. 

Above that on the wall was a wooden crucifix. The walls were painted a boring white colour, very sterile and not home looking at all. The floor was stone and very grey and bland, there was a small rug by each of the beds which were all the same plain grey colour. It didn’t seem to be fancy, but it was enough for what they needed it for. 

They would only be there for a month after all. It was a retreat for the ill, that was what it had been promoted as, and of course Mirella’s parents thought that the Godly way was the only way now.

Catarina stood up and looked out of the window from her bed and stared out. She had short brown hair, very pretty and a figure to die for.  She had said that she had come from only ten minutes away. She kept on rubbing her right leg, this intrigued Mirella.

‘So, girls, what brings you all here?’ asked Mirella, hoping to break the ice and in the process not knowing if they would tell her why they were there.

‘I came here because I threw myself down the stairs and broke my right leg in four places. I wanted to fly.’ said Catarina, stood by the window and looked out, not knowing what reaction she would get.

‘Well, that was different.’ said Alexa, who sat on her bed by the wall in the corner. She had long red hair, she was a little chubby and had a lovely smile. ‘I came here because I wanted to hang myself, I was bullied for being fat. I don’t like myself and my parents think that this convent can help me love myself and get better.’ she said.

‘They are stupid, you are lovely. Stay the way you are.’ replied Centonza. Centonza was sat on the rug pulling at the wool that was loose on
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