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   INTRODUCTION BY SAM WEST. 

   

   

    

   

   

   I love extreme horror. The chances are you do too, seeing as you’re reading this foreword. I wanted to write a novella that played homage to a vast array of my favourite horror films that I simply don’t have the space to list here. Such as Texas Chainsaw, Hills Have Eyes, the first Wrong Turn and anything Nightmare on Elm Street, even the TV series from the 80s. Seriously, I love Freddy Krueger that much.

   In my humble opinion, horror should be fun. I don’t mean laugh out loud funny, I mean entertaining.

    Above all, you should have a good time, morals be damned. Because good horror, be it a book or a film, is a moral waste ground. It is a shameless exploration of our deepest, darkest fears. And let’s face it, our deeply buried, sadomasochistic desires. The second a moral message is inserted  the whole thing deflates like an old party balloon and you, the reader or film goer, end up feeling dirty and cheated.

   Can you remember the reasoning behind the banning of A Clockwork Orange back in the 70s? It wasn’t because the film was violent and people got murdered and women got raped, it was because the film was violent and the perpetrators were having a good time doing it. And that, to me, is what horror is all about.  Personally, when I write horror I leave my morality, my principles, and my fundamental human decency at the door. The gleefully malicious, sick and twisted side of me rocks up and do you know what? I have an absolute ball. 

    I love writing this shit. I relish every last drop of blood that flows through these virtual pages, I savour the snap of breaking bones and the blood curdling cries of the tortured… 

   I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it.

   






   CHAPTER ONE

   

   

   

   

   

   “Are you seriously fucking telling me I’ve trekked fifteen fucking miles for this?”

   “Doesn’t look too bad to me,” Craig said, not believing it for a second. 

   Beth had a point, but all the same. He’d just about had it with her moaning. This was supposed to be fun. 

   Note to self, he thought. Next time I invite a girl I hardly know on holiday with me, don’t. I don’t care how fucking hot she is…

   “Why don’t those two ever wait for us? They’re always like a hundred miles in front.”

   Maybe it’s because they’re sick of listening to you moan, and because there are slugs that move faster than you, Craig thought, but didn’t say.

   “Come on, they’ve stopped, they’re waiting for us to catch up.”

   Jessie and Tim had stopped at the fork in the path. Straight ahead the winding, cliff top trail continued into the far distance. Left led down into the village of Hanow. 

   Above, the sky threatened rain. It had been bright sunshine five minutes ago but now the wind stirred the surrounding foliage and the sea churned angrily against the high, rocky cliff face. Jessie and Tim stood still, their bright blue, pull on macs flapping around their bodies. 

   “Jeez, what a dump,” Beth moaned.

   Craig had to admit, the village wasn’t quite what he had been expecting. As far as he could see, it consisted of three tumbledown cottages. That was it. 

   Jessie threw him a smile as they approached and Craig’s stomach gave a little lurch. Even after a fifteen mile trek she still looked as fresh as when they had first set off this morning. She positively glowed with happiness at being out in the great open. 

   Why oh why did she have to be his best mate’s girl? Maybe, if he looked more like Tim, then he would be with her instead. Tim was over six foot, broad shouldered, and in possession of dark, film star looks. Craig was too short, too blonde and too average.  OK, so some chicks dug his boyish charms, but Jessie wasn’t one of them.

   And there he was, stuck with Beth the moaning ninny.

   “Pub must be down there somewhere,” Tim said. “I could murder a pint.”

   They walked in pairs down the narrow, gravel road. Of the three cottages, one was boarded up. Thick planks of wood were nailed haphazardly over the windows. But the thing that struck Craig as odd was that the planks were on the inside.

   “Bit strange this,” Tim called to Craig over his shoulder. “The old guy in the B and B said it was a village. Doesn’t look much like a village to me.”

   “Yeah,” Craig agreed, “I thought there’d be a shitload of holiday cottages here at least.”

   “Who cares, I’m starving, and my feet are killing me. If there aren’t any buses that go from this shithole back to Penzance I’m going to fucking kill you all,” Beth moaned. 

   Oh, shut up, Craig thought. 

   But Beth irritating him wasn’t at the forefront of his mind. Tim’s words were. He was right. Why would the old fart that had the B and B describe this place as a village when it blatantly wasn’t?

   It was just a bit weird. It made him uneasy, but he couldn’t say why.

   The road veered off to the left, taking them down into the heart of the village. If it could be called that. Craig figured it must be the centre because the pub was here. Just a pub. Nothing else. Nothing else except for wilderness, that is. 

   “See, there’s a pub,” he said to Beth. “How bad can it be?”

   She just glared at him.

   Craig noticed that her mascara had run and her foundation had settled into orange patches on her skin. He wondered why she had bothered with makeup in the first place. Jessie hadn’t. But then, Jessie didn’t wear much of the stuff in the first place. Jessie didn’t need to. Beth, on the other hand, wouldn’t be seen dead without a full face of porn-staresque slap.

   “It’s so pretty,” Jessie sighed. “I wish I lived in a place like this.”

   “You’re kidding me right?” Beth grumbled. “I’d rather fucking die.”

   That can be arranged, Craig thought uncharitably, then immediately felt guilty. He figured he was just tired and hungry. And fucking desperate for a pint.

   They stopped in front of the pub. It was a long, squat building. The faded sign nailed to the stone wall proclaimed it to be ‘The Dirty Swallow.’

   “Let’s hope they’re still doing lunch,” Tim said, pushing open the single door. “Or they serve dinner early.”

   “Amen to that,” Beth said, hot on his tail.

   Jessie, however, didn’t move. She stood staring up at the pub sign, her pale eyebrows drawn together in a frown.

   “What’s the matter?” Craig asked.

   She turned to look at him and he felt his heart kick. She really was quite beautiful, even if not in an obvious way. Her jaw was too square and her pale lashed, grey eyes were too far set above the slightly too long nose to be considered conventionally beautiful. But to Craig, she was perfect. Absently she brushed a strand of natural, pale blonde hair off her equally pale forehead that had escaped the hairband.

   “It’s a funny name for a pub, don’t you think,” she said, turning her attention back to the sign.

   Craig shrugged. “I guess.”

   “I don’t know, it’s just, strange.” She grinned. “Hey, ignore me, shall we go in?”

   Craig felt the first raindrop land in his eye. 

   “After you,” he said, holding open the door for her.

   It was dark inside. Once Craig’s eyes adjusted he took in his new surroundings. Everything inside was wood. Black wood. The floor, the bar, the long tables and benches, even the ceiling.

   Tim and Beth were already at the bar.

   The four of them were the only customers in there.

   “Do you have a wine list?” Beth was asking the old lady behind the chest height bar.

   Craig cringed.

   Oh Jeez Louise…

   The old woman shook her head. When Craig drew closer he realised she wasn’t that old. She was stooped, and had obviously dyed blonde hair pulled up in a bun. On second glance she looked nearer fifty than eighty. Her mouth looked sunken from lack of front teeth, maybe that was what made her look so ancient.

   “Well, I’ll have a pint of bitter. Better make that two,” Tim said, nodding towards Craig. “Jessie? What would you like?”

   “Just an orange juice thanks.”

   “Me too,” Beth added. “With a double vodka, seeing as the staff here wouldn’t know a decent wine if it came up and bit them on the…”

   “Beth!” Craig snapped. “Come and sit down with me, let Tim bring the drinks over.”

   Craig was mad at her. Why couldn’t she behave like Jessie? He hadn’t known she was this bad. 

   Well, he hardly knew her at all, not really. All he knew was she liked having her tits sucked when she rode him, she took her coffee black and she listened to the kind of crappy, boy band pop music that made him want to kill himself.

   Shit, he should’ve dumped her for that alone, not invited her away on holiday with them. But Tim had kept on and on with the, ‘you gotta bring someone.’ So he had.

   What a huge fucking mistake.

   “I’ve got blisters on my fucking blisters,” she moaned, kicking off a brown walking boot to massage her foot.

   He studied her face. How did he ever think she was cute? Her features were all scrunched up, kind of reminding him of a gerbil. Her nose was short and snub, her eyes small and close set and her mouth narrow. Her chin was weak and without makeup, or in this case, with smudged makeup, she was amazingly plain. Her roots needed doing too, he duly noted. There was a dark line along the parting of her long blonde hair.

   She had a banging body though. She was short and slim, but she rocked the most perfect curves Craig had ever seen. Her tits were full and high, her waist tiny. All four of them wore the same bright blue, pull on rainmacs that they had picked up cheaply in a gift shop in St Ives for this hike. Yet Beth still managed to look like she should be starring in some sleazy pop video, shaking her booty.

   Tim came up with the drinks. 

   “The lady behind the bar says they’ve stopped serving lunch but her husband is still in the kitchen and she’s gonna ask him to rustle us up some sandwiches.”

   “I would hardly call that withered old thing a lady,” Beth scoffed.

   “Oh come on Beth, she’ll hear you,” Craig hissed.

   “I don’t care,” she said in a loud voice. “I’m hungry. I’m sure her husband hasn’t got anything better to do, we’re doing them a favour, I doubt they see much business.”

   The sound of a throat clearing made them all snap round their heads.

   “Michael says he’ll be happy to make you something to eat.”

   All four of them stared at her. Craig almost choked on his beer when he saw that the old hag was unmistakably pregnant. The flowing, patchwork skirt she wore billowed out from her heavily pregnant belly. It looked like she might drop at any second.

   Jessie, dear, sweet Jessie was the one that knew what to say.

   “Oh, you’re expecting, congratulations. You must be due soon. Is this your first?”

   But she’s fucking ancient, Craig thought, how is that even possible?

   “I’m due anytime now. And no my queen, it’s most definitely not my first. Are you folks here on holiday?”

   Tim was the next to speak. He appeared to have sufficiently composed himself and his easy charm was back. He threw the old lady one of his special ‘Tim’ smiles, a smile that cracked open his entire face and made knickers drop.

   “Yeah, we’re staying in a B and B in Penzance. Actually, we wanted to ask you something.” He rooted through his backpack as he spoke, and pulled out an old bus timetable. “Says here that the last bus leaves from Hanow to Penzance at six pm. Would you mind pointing us in the direction of the bus stop?”

   The old/young woman chuckled. “There’s no busses that go from Hanow, my ‘andsome. My guess is your staying at old Jake’s Bed and Breakfast, The Jolly Sailor?”

   “Er, yeah,” Tim said, “how did you know that?”

   “Because he’s a bugger for handing out out of date timetables to unsuspecting tourists. I think he does it for kicks, he ain’t been right in the head since his wife passed on, God rest her soul. Did you even check the date on your timetable?”

   Tim frowned, and studied the pamphlet. “Shit. It says two thousand and seven.”

   “Ay. Hanow hasn’t been near a bus route for many years. Not since they built more of them fancy roads. We’re a bit off the beaten track, so to speak. Used to be that a mile hike would take you onto the main road. But the main road moved, now you walk two miles and you get to a road no one uses no more.”

   “Oh my God Tim, how could you be so stupid? That timetable’s like seven fucking years old.” Beth snapped.

   “Hey, it’s not my fault, I didn’t see any of you guys wanting to read the timetable. I said the last bus left at six and you all blindly took my word for it.”

   “You should of bloody checked the date of the thing,” Beth went on.

   Craig threw her a look and it seemed to work. She sat there sulking, her arms folded across her chest.

   “Tim’s right, it’s not his fault, we all should have checked,” Jessie said, ever the peace keeper. “What’s your name?” she asked the woman.

   “Margaret.”

   “Margaret. It’s a pleasure to meet you, and thank you so much for going out of your way to feed us. My name’s Jessie, and this is Tim, Craig and Beth,” she said, nodding to each of them in turn.

   “You’re more than welcome, my ‘andsome, and it’s a pleasure to meet y’all too. I hate to be the bearer of bad news, and all.”

   “It doesn’t matter, we’ll just call for a taxi,” Craig said, thinking aloud.

   “You do that,” the woman called Margaret said. “But if you want to, there are two double rooms going free above the pub. I used to have a B and B, but I gave it up when the family started growing. You folks are welcome to stay here for the night. You can even stay for free.”

   “We couldn’t possibly take advantage of you like that,” Jessie said.

   But Craig got it. Jessie didn’t want to stay in Hanow anymore than he did. Seems like he wasn’t the only one to be creeped out big time by this pregnant old hag.

   “I’ll make that call, I’ve still got that local firm’s number on my phone from yesterday,” Craig said, swinging a leg over the long bench to retrieve his mobile in the front pocket of his rucksack that was propped behind him. “No signal in here, I’ll try outside.”

   It was a relief to be outside. The threat of rain had passed and Craig closed his eyes for a second, lifting his face to the watery, late afternoon, September sun.

   “Shit,” he cursed under his breath.

   No signal out here either. He wandered down the road a little, staring at the screen of his phone.

   Still no signal bars.

   He walked a little further down the road that meandered off inland. It wasn’t really much more than a dirt track and he wondered how the hell any kind of car got down it.

   A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. He spun round. He was sure he’d seen movement in the upstairs window of the pub, directly above ‘The Dirty Swallow’ sign. Maybe it was just the low sun reflecting off the glass.

   And so what if it wasn’t. Somebody was watching him. It was no big deal. 

   He didn’t understand why he was suddenly so uneasy.

   He walked back to the pub. One of the others were bound to have a signal.

   “No signal,” he said, waving his phone at them when he walked through the door. “Maybe someone else can try. Where’s Margaret gone?”

   “To help her husband in the kitchen,” Tim said, retrieving his mobile, just like the other two were doing. “Shit. I haven’t got a signal either. Do you guys?”

   Jessie and Beth shook their heads.

   “We can try outside,” Jessie said.

   The three of them trooped outside, leaving Craig alone.

   He took a big gulp of his warm beer, wondering why the hell he was so jittery. He could faintly hear their voices and crossed his fingers under the table that they had got through to the taxi rank.

   “You here on holiday?”

   Craig sprayed out his beer.

   “Jesus! You gave me a fright!”

   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare yer.”

   Craig stared at the old man that had apparently appeared out of nowhere. He was stooped, skinny and had a walking stick. Sparse white hair decorated his mostly bald head and his skin was yellow and wizened, like parchment paper.

   “I’m Margaret’s father. We don’t get much passing trade nowadays. In fact, you’re lucky you caught us open.”

   Craig noticed the door behind the bar was opened and a dark staircase could be seen ascending into darkness.

   “Oh. Yeah, we’re here on holiday, we’re staying in Penzance.”

   “You hiked here?”

   “Yeah.”

   Craig could only just understand him as he had a thick Cornish accent.

   “Used to be a popular trail. That’s ‘til folks started disappearing when they walked it. Some say it’s haunted. Killed our passing trade stone dead, I can tell yer. What brings you folks here?”

   “Old Jake. We’re staying at The Jolly Sailor. He said it was a walk to die for with the best pub in Cornwall at the end of it.”

   “Ah, yes, dear old Jake. Me and Jake go back a long ways.”

   He smiled at Craig, displaying a gaping maw.

   Jesus, didn’t anyone here have teeth?

   There was one thing Craig knew for certain. When they got back to the B and B, he was going to ram the out of date bus timetable down ‘Old Jake’s’ neck. The stupid old fuck.

   The other three walked back in.

   “Any luck?” Craig asked eagerly.

   “Nope.”

   “Are you folks having some kind of a problem?” the old guy asked.

   “We’re trying to call for a taxi, and none of our phones can get a signal,” Jessie answered.

   “Ay. Hanow and the surrounding area is a dead spot for your there mobile telephones.”

   “Do you have a phone we could borrow?” Craig asked the old man.

   “No. Tree fell down on one of them telephone wires over by the old main road few days ago.”

   Craig’s mouth was suddenly dry. “Does anyone here have a working phone?”

   “No son, I told you, phone line’s dead. Besides, ain’t no one that lives in Hanow now ‘cept me and my family.”

   “I do not believe this shit,” Beth said.

   She actually stamped her foot and there were tears in her eyes.

   Margaret burst backwards through a door by the side of the bar. She was holding a big tray piled high with sandwiches. Craig caught a glimpse of an old, grubby looking kitchen, then the door swung shut again.

   Christ, he thought, I really don’t want to eat anything that comes out of that kitchen…

   “Lunch,” she said brightly, placing the tray of sandwiches in front of Craig.

   The others came back over to their seats. No one looked too thrilled to see lunch, despite a collective ravenous appetite. 

   Beth was the first to speak.

   “So what are we going to do?”

   Craig was painfully aware of Margaret and the old man who had edged closer. 

   A bit of privacy right about now would be nice, he thought.

   “We could walk back to the main road,” Craig suggested. “It can’t be more than a few miles and I’m sure we’ll pick up a signal before we even hit the main road.”

   “It’s five miles to the main road. But it will be at least that before you get a signal on your mobile telephones. Here’s a dead spot,” Margaret said.

   “Ay, it’s a dead spot alright,” the old man intoned.

   Craig bit down a wave of irritation.

   “I’m not walking five more bloody miles. And it’ll be dark soon.” Beth said.

   “You’re right there young lady,” Margaret agreed. “Ain’t really nothing but a dirt track leading out of Hanow. Gets dark as a dog’s guts at night.”

   “Ay. You wouldn’t see jack shit out there.”

   “Do you perhaps have a torch we could borrow for the walk?” Tim asked the old man.

   “I am not walking anywhere more today. You can go alone and order a taxi to pick the rest of us up,” Beth said.

   “Hold your horses, young lady, I was gonna offer you folks a lift to the main road seeing as y’all so keen to leave. But I hope ya alls understand that you’re more than welcome to stay with us tonight.”

   “That’s very kind of you,” Jessie said to the old man, “and we appreciate it, but we really have to be getting back. We’re going home tomorrow and we don’t want to miss our train.”

   That was a barefaced lie, but the three of them kept a poker face, even Beth. 

   Looks like none of us want to stay here tonight, Craig thought.

   The old man nodded gravely. “I can only transport two of you’s. I have a two seater Land Rover so I only got the room for two.”

   “Thank you so much,” Jessie gushed, “that’s awfully kind of you. We can pay you for your trouble.”

   “Ain’t no trouble young lady. If you really want to pay us then you can start off by eating those sandwiches my son-in-law has so kindly prepared for yous.”

   Jessie flushed. “Of course,” she said, picking one up. 

   She took a bite and everyone watched her. Those sandwiches didn’t look at all appetising. At first glance they were a pile of ordinary, white sliced bread cut into triangles.

   But on closer inspection, the bread had a greyish tinge and looked stale. And God only knew what the filling was, Craig’s stomach turned just looking at it. It looked like ham, except it was too thick to be ham.

   Jessie’s face said it all. Even the most polite out of their group was having difficulty swallowing.

   “What meat is this?” she asked.

   Margaret and her father exchanged a look.

   “Pork,” they said in unison.

   Jessie took a big gulp of orange juice. “Lovely.”

   “Come on,” the old man said, clapping his hands together and sitting down on the long bench to Craig’s left. “Tuck in. You have to eat something before I give the two of yous a lift.”

   So they each took a sandwich. Craig figured they all wanted to get the hell out of there as soon as possible.

   Tentatively, he took a bite. It didn’t taste as bad as it looked. The meat was a bit chewy, and pungent somehow, but not altogether unpleasant. He certainly had never tasted pork like it.

   “Margaret, get these fine people another drink. On the house.”

   “No, really, there’s no need for that…” Jessie began, then gave up when Margaret went behind the bar.

   Craig wasn’t about to protest too much. He’d drained his pint and another wouldn’t go amiss.

   Hell, he thought. He might as well get pissed.

   “So tell me a bit about yourselves,” the old man said. “My name’s Barry, but everybody calls me Bish.”

   Now that he was sat next to him, Craig noticed that he smelled a bit funny. It wasn’t something that he could put his finger on, and it was only faint. But it was sweet and rank, reminding him of the smell of shit lingering in the bathroom.  Perhaps it was just the odour of old age. Maybe the old guy hadn’t wiped his arse properly.

    Discretely he shuffled closer to Beth.

   Tim was the one that introduced them all.

   “So what do you do, Tim?” Bish asked.

   “I’m a university student. We’re all third year university students. Well, apart from Beth, that is.”

   “And what do you do, young lady?”

   “I’m an actress and model,” she said.

   Code for barmaid and waitress, Craig silently added. Unless you count going to endless auditions and getting fuck-all-nowhere at the end of them.

   “Now I can say I’ve met a real life model and actress. What are you folks studying?”

   “I’m reading Law,” Tim said.

   “Training to be a primary school teacher,” Jessie said.

   “Reading English Lit,” Craig said.

   “Yowzer. We’ve got us a real bunch of bright young sparks here, ain’t we Margaret?”

   “Ay, that we have, Dad.” she said, placing their drinks in front of them.

   “How did y’alls meet?”

   “Halls of residence,” Jessie said, “the three of us just clicked so we rented a house together in the second year, along with a couple of others.”

   And that’s when my best friend hooked up with the girl I was in love with. It should’ve been me, Craig thought miserably. And that’s how much I love her. Even when I’m stranded in the middle of nowhere with the local weirdos I still think about how much I love her…

   “How old are y’alls, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

   Bish’s question struck Craig as odd. Why on earth would he want to know that? Then he figured he was just worried about them being underage. All pubs nowadays abided by that ‘think 25’ policy. Craig never set foot inside a pub without his driver’s license.

   “Don’t worry, we’re all old enough to drink,” Tim said, obviously coming to the same conclusion as Craig. “We’re twenty one. Would you like to see our ID?” 

   “Don’t worry son, I was just checkin’. Can’t be too careful nowadays.”

   “The under twenty fives are so much fresher,” Margaret said.

   Fresher? What the hell was that supposed to mean? Craig thought.

   Craig picked up on the warning look Bish threw her.

   “Ay Margaret, tis nice indeed to have some young blood around, liven the place up a bit.”

   The four of them sat there in awkward silence, which was eventually broken by Bish.

   “Well, it will be dark in less than half an hour, would a couple of you fine folk care for that lift to the main road now?”

   Tim got to his feet while the old man was still speaking. “Sounds good to me. Does anyone want to come?”

   Craig wished that Beth would volunteer so he could be alone with Jessie but he guessed there was more chance of hell freezing over.

   “I’ll come,” Jessie said.

   “No, I think I should go,” Craig said. “It will get cold when the sun goes down, you girls should stay here. You must be shattered,” he said to Jessie.

   “No more than you,” she replied. “Tim?”

   Tim looked from one to the other. “Craig’s right. C’mon mate, let’s go call us a taxi.”

   The two lads followed Bish out of the room. Craig saw the shadow that passed over Jessie’s face that her boyfriend had chosen him over her. He felt a pang of guilt when it suddenly occurred to him that perhaps she was a little disturbed by these people and didn’t want to be separated from her boyfriend.

   Oh well, they’d be back in no time and then they could be on their merry way. 

   The three men stepped outside as the sky was beginning to darken.

   






   CHAPTER TWO

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Jessie watched the departing figure of her boyfriend, tears dangerously close.

   She might be sitting there outwardly calm and relaxed, but inside she was frightened by these people. She felt a sudden flash of anger at Tim for leaving her. He should know her by now, hell, they’d been an item for almost two years and they shared a house. He should be able to sense when she was upset and anxious.

   But apparently not.

   “Just us girlies left,” Margaret said, the woman that was seriously creeping her out.

   “Yes,” Jessie said brightly.

   “Would you girlies care for another drink?”

   “Don’t mind if I do,” Beth said.

   “Don’t you think you should slow down?” Jessie said to her.

   “Who are you, my mother? We’re on holiday, remember?”

   Stupid girl, she thought angrily. How could Beth not pick up on their weirdness? Wasn’t she at all scared? She wanted to tell her to stop drinking, that she needed to keep her wits about her, but of course she couldn’t with creepy Margaret latched on to them like a leech.

   God only knew what Craig saw in her. OK, so she was pretty, but she didn’t have Craig pegged as that shallow. 

   Well, maybe a little bit shallow. Not like her Tim. 

   Her heart fluttered when she thought of her boyfriend. Even thought he was gorgeous he had no ego. He was as tall, dark and handsome as they came, his smile wide, bright and easy. But that wasn’t why she loved him. She loved him because he was a good person.

   “Dear?” Margaret asked her, dragging her mind away from her absent boyfriend. “Don’t you want something a little stronger this time?”

   “No, I’m good, thanks. I’m dehydrated after that long hike.”

   Beth rolled her eyes.

   “As you wish. You might wish you’d had a drink later though.”

   “What’s that supposed to mean?” she blurted out unthinkingly, forgetting to keep her cool.

   “Mean? Why, it doesn’t mean anything, dear.”

   The door by the side of the bar leading to the kitchen burst open, making both girls jump.

   Jessie could only stare at the newcomer in wide-eyed disbelief. He was huge. He was so tall his bald head almost touched the low, beamed ceiling, and he was wide with it. He was fat, but that certainly didn’t mean soft and squidgy. It meant shaped like a barrel. He was wearing a white, sleeveless t-shirt and a knee length, white apron.

   A blood splattered apron.

   “Girls, I’d like you to meet my husband Michael.”

   Jessie glanced nervously over at Beth and saw she looked close to passing out.

   “Hello Michael,” she said smoothly. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for the lovely sandwiches.”

   Margaret laughed, and walked back behind the bar.

   “I was just getting the girlies a little drinky poo. Would you like one dear?”

   The man mountain nodded and grunted.

   “Michael is a man of few words, aren’t you dear?”

   He didn’t answer, but stared at Jessie and Beth like he’d never seen tourists before. 

   Yet alone a human being.

   Oh my God, he looks so wrong. That bulging forehead, those tiny eyes…

   Margaret laughed. Her eye sparkled as she held Beth’s glass under the vodka optic. 

   The bitch is really enjoying this. Oh God Tim, please hurry up.

   “Don’t look so worried girlies, Michael can’t help the way he looks. And you’ll have to excuse his attire, he’s been butchering some meat in the kitchen, haven’t you dear?”

   Yet again, he grunted. He leaned against the bar and knocked back the pint his wife had poured for him in one fell swoop.

   When Jessie looked over at Beth she looked white with terror, despite the tan. Jessie had no idea what was going on here, but she did know that if Beth freaked out, then it would make things one hundred times worse. 

   She kicked her shin under the table to draw her attention, and ever so faintly and sharply shook her head.

   Don’t you fucking dare freak out on me, she tried to say with her eyes.

   “So,” Jessie said breezily as if she wasn’t scared enough to shit her pants, “is it really just you and your family that live here? We only saw the three houses on our way in. And your pub of course. It seems awfully small to be called a village.”

   “Size isn’t everything dear,” Margaret replied, a hard glint in her eyes that made Jessie desperately uncomfortable.

   “I didn’t mean to cause offense, I just thought a village had to consist of more than just one family to be called a village…”

   Her words trailed off, her mouth suddenly dry. The strange man in the blood splattered apron just stood there, staring at them.

   “Used to be more people that lived here, many, many years ago. But houses fall and people leave. It’s still a village though. It’s my home, and I love living here.”

    “I’m sure you do, it’s very beautiful. I would love one day to live somewhere like this, I couldn’t possibly imagine spending the rest of my life in London, it’s so overcrowded and polluted and noisy and expensive and…” I’m rambling, I have to keep calm… “It’s so beautiful here,” she finished lamely.

   “I’m glad you like it here dear, we’re very proud of our little village, aren’t we Michael?”

   Michael grunted.

   “In fact,” she continued, “we’re so proud of it, we will do anything to preserve it.”

   Jessie’s heart picked up its beat at twice normal speed. She didn’t like this inexplicably terrifying turn in the conversation.

   No, she didn’t like it one bit.

   “Would you mind pointing us in the direction of the toilets?” Jessie asked in a remarkably steady voice, getting to her feet.

   Beth stood up too. Jessie noticed her hands were shaking.

   The two girls stepped over their respective benches, meeting up at the end of the table to stand together.

   “Yes,” Margaret said simply.

   Michael watched them the entire time from the bar. Jessie noticed that his tiny little eyes mainly homed in on Beth. 

   Ever so gently Jessie placed a hand on the shorter girl’s stiff shoulder.

   “So where are the toilets?” Jessie asked again.

   “I answered your question dear. I said yes, I do mind pointing you in the direction of the toilets.”

   “What is this shit?” Beth said, speaking up for the first time since the boys had left them. “You’re a bunch of fucking weirdos!”

   “Beth!” Jessie hissed, digging her fingers into her upper arm, “that’s really not helping.” Then, turning her attention back to Margaret: “We just want to use the bathroom.”

   “Piss on the floor, dear.”

   “Fuck you,” Beth said, shaking off Jessie’s hand and heading for the door.

   Jessie watched what happened next in wide eyed horror. Michael pounced from the bar with a speed that completely belied his bulky frame and overtook the frightened girl.

   He stood blocking the exit, his arms folded across his massive chest like a demented, blood splattered, nightclub bouncer.

   Oh Jesus, Jessie thought. This is bad. This is really, really bad…

   She opted for a last ditch attempt at pretending everything was normal and went over to join Beth. Beth jumped when Jessie came up behind her, then she kind of leaned against her.

   “Could you let us pass, please? We’ll wait for the boys outside.”

   “Oh, you won’t be seeing those boys of yours again, dear.”

   “Let us go,” Beth wailed.

   Beth was sobbing quietly, the tears falling freely.

   It took all of Jessie’s willpower not to join in. She couldn’t go breaking down now. She had to keep a clear head, there had to be a way to get them to let them go.

   “I told you girls to piss on the floor.”

   Jessie simply could not believe what she was hearing. She could feel Beth trembling next to her and she placed a comforting hand on her arm.

   “OK, you’ve had your fun, but we’d like you to stop now.”

   “We haven’t even started with the fun, but we will, don’t you worry. You girls said you needed to urinate, so I’m giving you both the go ahead to relieve yourselves. Michael, I think they need a hand.”

   Michael lunged forward and grabbed Beth. Both girls screamed. 

   Jessie watched in mounting horror when he lifted her into the air and threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Beth screamed and beat her wrists against his back and kicked her legs.

   It had no effect on the man whatsoever. A meaty arm pinned her to his chest just above her knees and his other hand reached across to hold her down by the small of her back. 

   The hand on the back of the squirming, crying girl roamed lower to knead her shapely backside through her jeans. 

   “Let her go!” Jessie screamed.

   In that moment she wasn’t scared. She was mad. How dare these bastards treat them like this? 

   She charged at the man, throwing herself against him. He didn’t even stagger. Instead he swatted her away like she was nothing more than a fly. His huge arm smacked into the side of her head, knocking her onto her rump with a sickening thunk. Bright lights flashed before her eyes and her stomach clenched around the nasty sandwiches. Her ears rang and her tongue floated in a pool of mouth water. She closed her eyes for a second, forcing the bad sensations away.

   When she opened them again Michael had pulled down Beth’s jeans and knickers. The material was bunched beneath her bare arse and her plaintive cries filled the air. Her pullover and thin blue rainmac were pulled up under her armpits so she was further immobilised, tangled up and trapped by her own clothes.

   “You can piss on Michael, dear, he really doesn’t mind.”

   She stared up at the monster holding Beth, sick to her stomach. He was massaging her buttocks with his shovel of a hand, hard enough to leave red marks on her flesh.

   “I might’ve known you’d go for the one with the titties,” Margaret said. “My husband has always had a thing for breasts,” she said conversationally to Jessie. “He loves it when I’m pregnant, only time I get a decent pair.”

   To her horror, she unbuttoned her blouse, exposing her distended, stretch-marked belly and dirty white bra. 

   When Margaret reached behind her back and unclasped the hooks of her bra, Jessie could only sit there paralysed with disgust and stare up at the grotesque strip show in disbelief.

   The woman’s breasts were vile. Despite being milk laden, they rested atop of her stomach like two long, shrivelled party balloons, the nipples pointing downwards. 

   “Do you think my tits are pretty?” she asked Jessie, scooping up the floppy, wrinkled flesh in her hands. “How about you get yours out, so we can compare?”

   Jessie blanched, and came to her senses.

    “Fuck you.”

   She scrambled to her feet but the man mountain was blocking the door. 

   She made a break for the kitchen, hurtling herself through the swing door. There had to be a back entrance in the kitchen, there just had to be.

   There wasn’t.

   She stood in the middle of the room next to the steel topped island, fighting back the tears.

   Shit, she thought. Now what?

   A distant part of her mind recoiled at the bad stench in the room, like forgotten meat rotting in the bottom of a bin. She glanced down at the wide island she was leaning against.

   And she screamed.

   “What the…” she whimpered.

   Her brain barely comprehended what her eyes were seeing.

   There’s a fucking dead body on the kitchen counter…

   It might have been female, but it was hard to tell. It lay face down on the counter top, great chunks of flesh missing from its back and sides. The flesh that hadn’t been hacked off, including the buttocks, were sheened in red.

   She stumbled backwards from the horrific sight, doubled over and threw up the contents of her stomach. There was no holding back the tide of nausea this time. Wave after wave of hot, stinging sick heaved up and out, leaving her trembling all over.

   She was joined by the others as she vomited. 

   She was still vomiting when she grabbed one of the knives that hung down from the hooks on the top segment of the island. 

   “Oh, for God’s sake Michael, will you put down your little toy and sort the other one out, she’s running wild.”

   Michael grunted and dumped Beth on the stone floor. She landed on her backside and toppled backwards.

   Jessie heard the sickening crack of the crown of her head bouncing on the floor, and she winced when it happened.

   Beth didn’t move and she figured she was out cold.

   Either that or dead. A knock like that to the head could easily be fatal.

   Michael took a step towards her.

   “Stay back,” Jessie warned, brandishing the knife in front of her, her shoulders hunched, ready for combat.

   Michael didn’t seem to care about the knife. He edged forwards and Jessie swiped at him.

   “I’m fucking warning you,” she screeched, not recognising the high pitched quality of her own voice.

   He overpowered her easily. Jessie wasn’t quite sure how it had happened. He just seemed to grab her wrist and twist her hand until she screamed in pain and dropped the knife.

   “You bastard,” she cried when he picked her up in the exact same way he had with Beth a few short moments ago.

   She writhed and thrashed but he held her pinned tight to his shoulder. 

   The smell of him was nasty. Her nose was too near his armpit and the stench of rancid, stale sweat assaulted her nostrils. Sweat and something else. She didn’t know if it was her terrified, overactive imagination, but the odour of death clung to him, threatening to undo the last threads of her sanity.

   He dumped her on the work top on top of the dead girl.

   In that moment Jessie’s panic was so all-consuming that she felt the last scraps of her sanity leave her. 

   She bucked and writhed and screamed and flailed her limbs like a woman possessed. She could feel the girl pressing into her back but there was no escape. Michael held her down, one big hand easily spanning the entire circumference of her waist and the other pressed over her face.

   “Tie her down, she’s a real struggler,” Margaret said.

   Michael grunted, and stared down at her with his tiny eyes. Looking into them Jessie felt as if she was being sucked down into hell.

   He let go of her a second to bend over and reach into the shelf underneath the island. That second was all it took. Jessie threw herself off the steel surface, landing miraculously on her feet behind Michael. 

   She ran for the door that topless Margaret was blocking. 

   Jessie didn’t let that hinder her. She threw herself at the woman, knocking her sideways.

   But that second delay was all it took for Michael to grab her waist from behind and sweep her off her feet.

   “Noooo!” she screamed.

   “I’ve had just about enough of your hysterics,” Margaret complained, a frying pan raised high above her head in both hands.

   The pan came crashing down across her temple, followed by a brief, excruciating flash of pain.

   And then nothing. Jessie was out cold.

   






   CHAPTER THREE

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Bish led Craig and Tim down the small alleyway that ran parallel to the side of the pub. 

   “Hey Bish,” Craig called out to the bald old guy hobbling along in front of them. “Why are we going down here?”

   “Car’s parked round back,” he said without turning round.

   Craig and Tim exchanged a look, a look that said, how is that even possible?

   Logic dictated that there would be nothing behind the pub besides the wilds of Cornwall. Craig frowned. This felt wrong. 

   Get a grip, will you, he chided himself. There must be a back road that ran the length of the village main road and joined up with it at some point. A high, dense hedgerow blocked the view at the end of the alleyway and Craig figured it must be obscuring the view of the parking spot.

   Even so, he couldn’t shake the sense of unease that seeped deep into his bones. 

   He knew they should turn around, get the girls and walk back to the main road.

   But of course, he ignored his good sense and kept on walking.

   Bish disappeared round the corner at the end of the alleyway.

   Craig and Time exchanged another look. It was in Tim’s eyes too. 

   Let’s just turn round and get the girls and walk…

   Craig threw his friend a wonky, sheepish smile, a smile that acknowledged they were being stupid. Tim shrugged and returned the smile, taking the lead and rounding the corner. Craig watched his broad shoulders and dark head disappear round the stone corner of the building.

   No soon as he followed, the gun fired.

   At first, Craig had no idea what was going on. It all happened so fast, one second Tim was upright in front of him, the next he was sprawled on the grass at his feet, his cries of agony filling the air around them.

   Bish waved a pistol at him.

   “I don’t wanna shoot both of yers, I want one of yers in one piece before I get to work on yers.”

   “What the fuck?”  was all Craig could say.

   Tim groaned and curled up in a ball on his side, clutching his walking boot.

   Craig saw that the old git had shot him in the right foot.

   “I coulda done yers in the pub, but I wanted a bit of fun with yers in my workshop first. Besides, you kids are more manageable when yers separated, divide and conquer and all that.”

   “You old fuck,” Craig shouted. 

   “Watch yer mouth, young man. C’mon, get over to my workshop, I don’t want to but I’ll shoot yer if I have to.”

   Bish gestured with his pistol, indicating the brown shed. 

   I knew there was no road back here, Craig thought abstractly. 

   “Tim,” he said, leaning over to gently touch his friend on the shoulder, “are you alright?”

   “What the fuck do you think?” his friend groaned. 

   Craig quickly assessed the damage. Maybe the boot had absorbed some of the impact.

   Maybe.

   It was impossible to tell without taking off his boot. His foot could be completely blown off, or Tim might’ve got lucky and the old fuck could’ve just scraped his toes.

   Craig wasn’t about to find out now.

   “Get the fuck away from him,” the old man said. “And get over to the shed.”

   Craig righted himself. He discovered he was trembling so badly his legs were in danger of collapsing beneath him.

   He focussed on the shed. It was a properly constructed, wooden outhouse, not your typical garden shed. Behind it there was absolutely nothing, not even a farmhouse to break up the endless rolling fields and clusters of trees. 

   The gun was trained on him as he made his way over to the building. 

   “Open the door, it isn’t locked,” Bish said.

   Just as Craig pushed open the door, another gunshot rang out. 

   Craig stiffened, sure for a moment that it was him that had been shot. 

   Tim’s ear splitting scream reverberated in the air, and Craig spun round.

   “No,” he cried, taking a stumbling step towards his friend.

   “Stay back,” Bish ordered, waving the gun at him once more. “I only shot him in the other foot so he don’t run off.”

   “You sick bastard.”

   “Get in the fucking shed, boy.”

   Craig was crying as he pushed open the door.

   Inside it was dark. There were no windows and the only light followed Craig in through the door.

   It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust.

   Then he wished they hadn’t.

   When Bish came up behind him and flicked on the fluorescent tube lighting, the space was more frightening than Craig could ever have imagined in his worst nightmares.

   On the face of it, it was just a common tool shed with plenty of cluttered shelves. Big hooks were screwed into the walls and some from the ceiling too. Various sharp tools hung from these, chainsaws, hammers, pliers, power drills, garden shears…

   It wasn’t the sight of the tools that terrified him as such. It was the fact that they were covered in blood.

   It was that which sent his imagination into overdrive.

   In the centre of the space was an empty, wooden workbench. 

   It looked long enough for a person to lie down on and not hang off either edge.

   That thought wasn’t exactly comforting.

   “Hop up onto the bench, young man.”

   “Jesus,” he gibbered, not giving a shit about the tears that streamed down his cheeks and the sobs that hitched in his chest. “Why are you doing this?”

   “Get a hold of yourself, boy. The whining and the moaning really pisses me off. And you don’t wanna piss me off.”

   “Oh God, please, don’t do this. Do you want money, I can get you money, however much you want…”

   His hysterical pleading was cut short when in one swift movement the old man swivelled round the gun and smashed him across the temple with the butt. 

   “Lie the fuck down, boy.”

   Craig saw stars and his head exploded with pain. He lay down shakily on his back, his head throbbing in a mix of terror and pain.

   “Don’t do this,” he sobbed, not caring how pathetic he sounded.

   “See them straps either side of your waist? I want you to buckle yerself up nice and tight for old Bish.”

   Craig lifted up his head and through his blurred vision he saw the straps. He hadn’t noticed them before. They were attached to the sides of the table and hung down to the floor. They looked like two thick, leather belts.

   His hands trembled when he reached for them.

   I can’t do this, he thought. I can’t willingly tie myself up for this crazy old coot…

   But he did, going against every natural instinct he possessed. With trembling hands he buckled up the two straps, making him feel like a fat man doing up a super long belt.

   “Just to stop yer slipping sideways off the table when I get going,” he explained.

   “Please, Bish, you don’t have to do this. Just let me go, please.”

   “Lie back down, son.”

   The old man kept the gun trained on him and edged backwards. Without taking his eyes off him, he reached behind himself and felt along the wall for something.

   He threw a pair of thick handcuffs at Craig.

   They hit him square in the chest and he winced slightly on impact.

   “Put these on. And these,” he said, throwing a second pair at him.

   “Two pairs? How am I supposed to put on two pairs?”

   “You attach each of yer wrists to that there belt round yer waist so’s yer arms are secured to yer sides.”

   Craig’s head reeled. There was no way he was going to do that. Such a relatively simple action would render him completely immobile.

   Not completely, he reasoned. All I would have to do is undo the belt and I would be free and the handcuffs would be nothing more than bracelets.

   Besides, what choice do I have?

   Shakily, he did as instructed. The click of the handcuff snapping around the first wrist filled his heart with dread, like it was the sound of his own impending death.

   Once his wrist was attached to the belt he slid his hand along the strip of leather towards the middle, doing the same to his other wrist on the opposite side of the buckle.

   Discreetly his fingertips grazed the buckle. Yes, he could easily undo this in a heartbeat. All he had to do now was wait for the chance.

   “Very good son, I’ve got a feeling you and me are gonna get along just fine.”

   Craig’s tears had dried up. He wanted to live. He wanted to badly and his survival instinct had gone into overdrive.

   “Whatever you want from me Bish, I can give it to you willingly, there’s no need for all of this.”

   The old man’s pale, watery eyes gleamed with humour. “Sorry son, I’m afraid that there is. Because it’s this that I want. Slide your hand along to your sides, there’s a good boy. We don’t want yer fingers anywhere near that belt buckle in case you get any funny ideas.”

   Fuck you man, Craig thought.

   He glared at the old bastard and felt his stomach clench in renewed terror as he stared down the barrel of the gun.

   “Close your eyes son, or I’ll pop a bullet through yer eye. Old Bish has a surprise for yer.”

   Craig hesitated for a second, then squeezed his eyes tightly shut.

   “Please don’t hurt me,” he whimpered.

   “No peeping now.”

   The sense of helplessness was all consuming. He could hear things, things that made his blood run cold. Clanking sounds. Scraping sounds. 

   The sound of tools being lifted off hooks and shelves…

   He didn’t dare open his eyes. He turned his face away from the madness and let his mind drift to other places. Like the time he had locked himself out the house when he was ten years old and he had sat in the back garden on a freezing January afternoon, waiting for his parents to come home so he could get in. He had felt then like he did now. Lost. Scared. Forgotten.

   Damned.

   Jessie’s face flashed before his eyes, eyes that were pooling with salt water behind the closed lids. He loved her so much, he really did. He should’ve told her.

   Then came the pain. 

   It was so intense it had a colour. The colour white. Pure, brilliant and blinding. 

   He sat bolt upright on the table, his arms straining uselessly against his binds.

   One of them anyway. This was a hard concept for Craig to grasp through his haze of agony. He could see his left hand was still cuffed to the belt at his waist, but his elbow rested on the table top. He didn’t understand how that could be. Because he could see that his elbow was not attached to his arm. 

   He looked down at his arm. At the spot where his arm just stopped above the elbow. And the blood. So much blood. 

   Craig lost his mind, right there on the table. It was to come back to him, albeit damaged beyond repair, but at that moment, he was crazy. Completely gone. Out of it with delirious terror that bounced around inside his skull like a madman in a padded cell.

   The agony was unspeakable, but in a way his insanity cushioned him from the worst of it. The brilliant white light faded to grey and somehow, he didn’t know how, or care, he was lying on the table once more.

   Bish’s voice drifted to him from very far away.

   “Have to make a tourniquet and seal it up, can’t have you bleeding out on the table.”

   Craig panted and stared up at the slatted ceiling which was now looking a little grainy and rapidly swimming in and out of focus.

   It was getting darker in here by the second. His body thrust back and forth over the table top with whatever the old man was doing to his arm and he could no longer hear what he was saying, his voice was so faint and the whooshing noise in his ears was so loud.

   Craig sank gratefully into blissful nothingness.

   

   When Craig came to, his nightmare was only beginning. He had no idea how long he’d been out. Ten minutes? Half an hour? Three hours?

   He didn’t remember a thing, not at first. 

   It was nice, not to remember. The stench of burnt meat hit his nostrils, reminding him of a pork joint that had been left in the oven for too long.

   The pain followed.

   He let out low groan of agony. The pain radiating through his left arm and torso was indescribable. It raged and danced and rendered him paralysed. It hurt so bad he thought he might just close his eyes once more and drift away on the sea of pulsing agony…

   “Craig!” called out a familiar voice. “Oh God, I thought you were dead.”

   “Jessie?”

   It hurt to lift his head; the muscles in his neck and shoulders trembled with the effort. The sight of her was so improbable, he thought she was a hallucination. She was naked, her arms stretched high above her head, forcing her onto the tips of her toes. 

   She was hanging from the ceiling from a meat hook.

   His head flopped back down again.

   “Are you hurt?” he managed to croak out. 

   “No. Apart from being hit over the head with a frying pan, knocked me out cold. But I’m OK. What about you Craig? Jesus Christ, what have they done to you? Your arm…”

   Her voice trailed off into sobs.

   “What about Beth and Tim?”

   She didn’t answer, she just continued to sob softly. He lifted his head once more to look at her. 

   Despite everything, his gaze lingered on her breasts. He had dreamed about her naked body for so long. And now here she was, starkers. He watched the way her little tits trembled slightly with her sobbing, the way her small pink nipples were fear hardened and poking out between the golden curtain of the hanging hair on her bowed head.

   His gaze travelled lower, down the flat plane of her stomach to the downy blonde curls that exactly matched the hair on her head. His gaze fixed on the shadowy cleft between her legs, at the partly hidden, fleshy folds he had fantasised about filling up with his cock for so long.

   Then he looked away in shame.

   “The others,” he said, staring up at the ceiling, disgusted with himself. “Have you seen the others Jessie?”

   “No!”

   She was crying in earnest now. The sound of it damn near broke his heart.

   “I need you to tell me what happened,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a retarded child. 

   “Things got ugly quickly when you and Tim left,” she said between choking sobs. “That bitch’s husband made an appearance, he attacked us. I fought him, and got knocked out. Last thing I saw of Beth she was out cold on the floor... And then I woke up here, hanging fucking naked from a fucking meat hook.”

   Craig could hear her growing hysteria.

   “You need to calm down Jessie.”

   “Stop telling me what I need to do. This is all your fault, you never should have left me and Beth alone with those animals.”

   Why the fuck am I still lying here? Craig thought. I still have one arm, don’t I?

   With a sickness in his heart and soul that threatened to undo him, he forced himself to look at the place where he used to have an arm.

   He noticed for the first time that he was topless. The old fucker must’ve removed his bloody mac and t-shirt when he was out cold. There was a leather belt much like the one at his waist pulled tight around his stump.

   That’s when he realised that the smell of burnt flesh was coming from him.

   Oh Jesus fuck, the old guy’s cauterised me.

   The sight of his own, blackened flesh was almost enough to tip him over the edge.

   His jeans were wet down the front, a mix of his own piss and blood. 

   Oh Jesus Christ, I’m near fucking death here…

   He groaned through gritted teeth when he hauled himself into a sitting position. His right hand was still cuffed to the belt and with trembling fingers he began the laborious process of easing the thick leather strap through the buckle with the tips of his fingers.

   “Hang on Jessie, I’m coming.”

   The door burst open.

   “No son, you’re not.”

   “You fuck!” Craig screamed at the toothless, grinning old man. “Let us go.”

   Although he wasn’t even sure he could hear him over Jessie’s high pitched screaming.

   “Noisy bitch, ain’t she?”

   He hobbled up to Jessie and slapped her hard across the face. Her face snapped sideways and the screaming stopped dead. Her mouth was smeared with blood where a tooth must’ve caught her lip.

   “Just let us go,” Craig howled.

   “Just let us goooo,” Bish mimicked, then laughed.

   He pulled out a dirty looking handkerchief from the pocket of his old man style, grey trousers and stuffed it in her mouth. Jessie groaned, her eyes bulging over the makeshift gag.

   Craig shuddered when he thought about what the old fuck might have wiped on it. Poor Jessie.

   Craig’s neck started to tremble as he continued to lift his head to watch the horror show. The old fuck circled Jessie. He did it slowly, inspecting her as if he was a farmer inspecting his livestock.

   “Nice specimen,” he approved, running a hand over her flanks as if testing for firmness. She visibly flinched under his touch. “It was a tough choice, I can tell ya. You shoulda seen Michael trying to choose, he was like a kid in a sweetie shop.”

   “Who the fuck is Michael?” Craig gasped. “And choose what?”

   “Michael, my brother, you dumb shit. The guy who made your dinner.”

   Jessie groaned and her entire body shook with sobs.

   “Anyways, it was a tough call. I’m guessing that maybe this one has the edge on good genetics, but Michael had his heart set on the other. And even though my tastes don’t run thataways, I appreciate that the other has a more comely body.” He squeezed one of Jessie’s breasts, eliciting an ungodly sounding groan from her. “this one ain’t got as much meat up top and she don’t go in and out as much as the other. The arse is a bit flat, even if the face is prettier.”

   “Don’t talk about her like that. And choose what?”

   “For breeding or for eating.”

   “What?”

   “You heard. Truth is, our gene pool has gotten a little shallow in recent years. The kids are suffering. We need a fresh injection of new blood otherwise we might just die out. But hell, we also gotta eat. We all get hungrys for a different kind of meat.”

   Craig shivered on the table. He understood what the old man was saying, yet he didn’t, all at the same time. 

   “Just let us go,” he said, knowing it was pointless but unable to stop.

   He was feeling weaker by the second. Having an arm lopped off wasn’t doing much for his energy levels.

   “I don’t think so, son.”

   “What are you doing, old man,” he asked, slipping in and out of the blissful darkness. 

   It would feel so good, right about now, to sleep. But he couldn’t. Jessie needed him. He closed his eyes and rested his head on the table.

   “Jessie, I’ve never told you this before but I love you.”

   His speech was slurred, he could hear how his words were running together. It was like he was drunk; drunk on pain and despair. He could hear things. Clattering noises that could only be bad. But he kept his eyes closed and focused on the love he felt for Jessie.

   “I’ve always loved you, since the first second I saw you. But I guess Tim did too. It should’ve been me, Jessie. I love you so much…”

   His words were cut short by the kind of noises that no person had any business hearing in their lifetime. 

   There was an ungodly sawing sound, followed by the type of high pitched wail that could curdle milk. Bish was grunting with the effort of whatever it was that he was doing and Craig felt his mind closing in on itself, as if to protect the last vestiges of his sanity.

   Jessie, his mind groaned, close to irreversibly ripping apart. Her scream splintered his brain.

   And then the silence.

   He didn’t dare lift his head. It could only be bad. Bad beyond the realms of his comprehension.

   He flinched when he heard an object clatter to the concrete floor. A discarded tool of some kind, something quite heavy. He wasn’t going to look. Uh uh. No way.

   A giggle escaped his lips. It started off small then seemed to grow. It reverberated in his chest, gaining momentum until his entire body shook with a laughter that was wrenched up from the depths of his guts.

   “You think this is funny boy? You laughing at old Bish?”

   The old cunt sounded pissed, and it made him laugh all the harder. He laughed so hard the pain had dimmed to a dull, distant ache and his mind was filled with laughing.

   “Open yer eyes boyo, Bish has got a surprise for yer.”

   Craig didn’t want to. He kept his eyes tightly shut and felt something hot and wet splash on his Adam’s apple. 

   Oh boy, oh boy, that can’t be good…

   A fresh burst of hysteria gripped him and he sprayed more laughter.

   “I said open yer God damn, mother fucking eyes or I’ll slit yer throat like a fucking pig.”

   Craig figured he had to open them eventually.

   He found himself staring up into Jessie’s gentle grey eyes. They were wide with terror. Her face lowered and her cold lips touched his.

   His laughter turned into a scream. 

   Because before her lips pressed down on his, he saw the jagged, bloody stump of her neck. He glimpsed the severed spinal column and the red pulp of the sawn open neck.

   He twisted his head from side to side, desperate to escape the macabre kiss. But the more he thrashed, the harder the mouth of the once love-of-his-life bore down on his.

   “What’s the matter boy, I thought you loved her. Has she got bad breath or somethin’?”

   The weight lifted from his face and he gulped down air. His heart was beating so hard he thought it might explode right there on the table.

   He kind of hoped it would.

   The old fucker held up Jessie’s head by the tangled matt of her blood soaked, blonde hair. It swayed above his face, and he could see right up the bloody stump.

   He closed his eyes, but it was too late, the image of it would be burned there for the rest of his life.

   “Ay, she’s a pretty ‘un alright. I normally bat for the other team, but hell, an ‘ole is an ‘ole. And this ‘ere throat ‘ole is one of the mightiest fine ‘oles I ever did see.”

   Jessie’s head dangled from his fist by the hair, bumping against the side of his spindly leg.

   Bish proceeded to unzip his blood splattered, grey trousers and raised the neck stump to his stiff little cock.

   Craig wanted to look away. Truly, he did, but somehow he couldn’t. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the bastard’s shrivelled penis. The thing looked like it had been embalmed, it was a horrible shade of grey and no more than a few inches long.

   When he held the base of the vile thing with one hand and rammed Jessie’s neck down onto it, Craig threw up.

   He couldn’t roll away from the horrific sight and in his effort to escape the vision he twisted his head and threw up over his arm stump.

   Dimly, he wondered if his puke would cause a fatal infection.

   The wet smacking sounds and the old man’s grunts pierced his brain. 

   He lay there panting, whimpering to himself to drown out those sounds. Even with his eyes closed, he could still see it. Jessie’s lifeless eyes staring up into the face of her murderer as her head was rammed up and down the stiff shaft.

   “Oh yeah,” the old man groaned.

   Judging from the increased speed of the slapping, squelching noises, he was nearing completion.

   With a final, inhuman growl that made Craig’s flesh crawl, everything went silent for a moment.

   “Oh yeah boyo, that was one hell of a nut. If you play yer cards right, I might just let you have a go. You ain’t ever experienced real pleasure until you fucked a neck stump, I can tell ya.”

   Craig kept his head turned away from his captor. He was beyond voicing his disgust. He was in a whole new, dark place where any attempt at speech would fail to express his feelings.

   Instead he let the tears roll freely down his cheeks, not giving a shit what the old man might think of him for crying. He held the image of Jessie in his heart and mind, at a time when her head was still attached to her neck.

   “Stop yer whimpering boy, lucky for you I just got me rocks off so I is in a happy mood.”

   Craig’s crying grew louder in his own ears. 

   The old man began clattering around, doing things that Craig didn’t want to know about. 

   The sound of an engine revving and spluttering into life after two or three attempts made him involuntarily swivel his head round.

   Bish had a chainsaw. The circular blade of the thing whizzed round at speed. The old man threw him a toothless grin and turned his attention to the decapitated, hanging corpse of Craig’s dead love. 

   He started on her leg first. As the metal teeth of the noisy machine sliced through the flesh, Craig noticed that Jessie’s head had been placed by his feet.

   She lay on the side of her face and stared accusingly up at him. 

   You bastard, you should’ve saved me.

   “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

   Bish hadn’t heard him. He must have reached the femur, for his frail shoulders looked locked tight and his entire body shook with the effort of sawing through her young, healthy bones.

   Oh God, those noises…

   He cried louder so he didn’t have to listen. The cries turned into screams, blending with the revs of the chainsaw in a grotesque duet.  A distant, still sane part of his mind warned him that he was hysterical.

   The engine of the chainsaw cut out just as the leg thumped to the floor. There was so much blood. It didn’t spurt in hard jets from her stump like he expected it to, but then, she was a corpse. It just kind of dropped out of her, a red puddle growing around her solitary ankle.

   Bish leaned over to pick up the leg. His old, thin arms trembled with the effort and he groaned when he straightened his back.

   He staggered over to Craig and dumped her leg sideways across his lap. Their stumps touched in a grotesque greeting and Craig felt those pesky giggles making a reappearance. 

   “Shit, I’m too old for this,” Bish moaned, revving up the chainsaw once more.

   Craig laughed and stared up at the ceiling as Bish set about dismembering Jessie. 

   Craig didn’t think things could get any worse.

   But they would, before the night was over.

   






   CHAPTER FOUR

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   During the hour that Jessie met her demise, Beth was living a nightmare all of her very own. 

   Her nightmare, however, was of an entirely different kind. 

   Unlike her boyfriend, who came to on a table in a shed, Beth came round on a bed. 

   She must’ve drunk a shit load last night because her head was pounding with a hangover from hell and she couldn’t remember anything. 

   It was pitch black and Beth was deeply disorientated. 

   A bad, bad feeling gnawed in her guts but she couldn’t place it.

   What happened last night, she thought uneasily. And what is that smell?

   The bad odour hung all around her, rancid like rotten eggs. Her arms were thrown above her head and she went to bring them into her body but they wouldn’t move.

   A horrible vision flashed behind her eyes. The fat, bald man in the blood splattered apron throwing her over his shoulder and pulling down her knickers…

   She tried to sit up and realised fully for the first time that her wrists were bound above her head.

   This isn’t my bedroom. And this isn’t that dive of a B and B in Cornwall either…

   “Hello dear, how did you sleep?”

   A voice, in the darkness. Her heart tripped in terror.

   As her eyes acclimatised to the dark she could make out a short, wide figure looming over the end of the double bed. 

   Beth screamed.

   “Oh, don’t start screaming, I’d hate to cut out your tongue, you’ll be needing that to service the men folk.”

   The figure moved away from the bed and suddenly the room was bathed in brilliant light which stabbed her retinas.

   In a split second she took in the room, and her predicament. 

   It was Margaret, the crazy bitch from the pub in the room with her. The room had been so dark because the window was boarded up with planks of wood. 

   There was nothing in the small room apart from the bare, double mattress on the wrought iron bedframe on which she was lying on the right hand side. The room was a shithole. The wallpaper was peeling off the walls and the floorboards looked as though they hadn’t seen water and soap for years. 

   Most alarmingly of all, she was naked, her hands tied with rough rope to the iron headboard. She peered over her breasts at Margaret, who stood at her feet. Beth kept her legs tightly pressed together, at that moment more mortified than she was scared. 

   The smell seemed to be getting worse, making her want to puke.

   “What do you want with me?”

   “Your young, fertile body, dear. You’re going to make babies for us. You could say we need a dose of fresh blood brought into the family.”

   Tears streamed down Beth’s face, blurring her vision.

   This couldn’t be happening.

   But it is. You have to calm down.

   “Where are the others?”

   “You’ll be seeing them all again soon, don’t you worry about that.”

   “Let me go, Margaret.”

   “No dear. You live with us now.”

   Beth’s head flopped back on the mattress. She stared up at the mould ridden ceiling, trying desperately to calm her wildly beating heart.

   Margaret doubled over suddenly and let out a low groan through gritted teeth, clutching her swollen stomach.

   Beth raised her head to watch her, taking that moment to tug violently at the rope binding her wrists.

   All she got for her efforts was rope burn.

   Margaret straightened up and Beth stopped struggling.

   “Michael!” she shouted. “The baby’s coming!”

   Beth stiffened in fear when she heard footsteps creaking on what sounded like a flight of stairs.

   The door burst open and she cringed when Michael’s huge bulk entered the room. He was still wearing that blood splattered apron and the mere sight of him made her want to scream. 

   She was sure his apron was painted with more blood than before.

   She remembered how easily he had swept her off her feet, the sheer brute strength of him.

   “Michael,” Margaret said as she doubled over once more. “The contractions are closer together, it will be here soon.”

   Michael put his arm around his wife and gently steered her towards the door.

   “No, no, no,” she said. “I want the baby here. I want Beth to see why we need her.”

   With that she howled in pain and grabbed hold of the footboard on the bed.

   Beth peered down the length of her body at the woman. Michael lifted up her long skirt and threw it over her back like a blanket.

   At least I’m spared the sight of the baby coming out…

   Margaret howled, gritted her teeth, and pushed with all her might. 

   Beth watched the grotesque spectacle in wide eyed horror. 

   Michael, who was ever silent, diligently rubbed his wife’s back and continuously peeked at her backside to check for the imminent arrival. 

   “Oh God, it’s coming!” she panted.

   Michael crouched down behind her, and then the room was filled with the sound of a baby’s cry.

   He handed the baby to his wife, neatly wrapped up in his blood soaked apron which he had removed from his torso.

   Margaret cradled the infant to her chest, sitting next to Beth on the empty side of the bed by her head.

   Both mother and baby were blood soaked. 

   Beth’s gaze was helplessly drawn to the child. It wasn’t just ugly. It was wrong. Its head was too big and lumpy, and even through the covering of blood and slime, she could see the thing was the colour of milk.

   Margaret struggled out of her billowing top, discarding it completely. Her saggy breasts hung down her fat, if slightly deflated stomach.

   “I’ve had myself plenty of babies,” she said, guiding the child’s mouth onto one brown, saucer like nipple. “and after a while it’s like popping out a big shit.” She sighed deeply, and critically eyed the child. “This one is the same as all the rest. Shame. Still, at least we have you now.”

   Beth was hyperventilating, she could barely catch her breath as the bawling infant was silenced by the nipple. 

   “Darling, could you go and start dinner? Me and Beth are going to have a little chat.”

   The infant suckled at his mother’s breast and Margaret leaned her head back and closed her eyes for a second.

   Michael left the room, throwing Beth a final, hungry look that made her shudder.

   Margaret yelped, making Beth jump.

   When she saw why Margaret had screamed, she recoiled in disgust. 

   The baby had drawn blood. Margaret’s nipple was ringed with red, and blood dripped from the infant’s mouth. But still Margaret let the baby suckle. 

   Jesus Christ, are those fangs? What kind of fucking baby has fangs?

   When the kid lifted up its hand to stroke its mother’s breast, Beth saw that its fingers were webbed.

   “Like I say, we need you,” Margaret said, squirming with obvious discomfort as the kid sucked down the blend of milk and blood. “Our babies have a hunger of a different kind, and the older they become, the stronger their hunger gets. Don’t get me wrong, me and my family have always had that particular kind of hunger, but we knows how to control it. We ain’t stupid, it’s just a special treat and we have it when we can. But the kids, they can’t control it, they’d do anything to have it so we have to keep ‘em in check. And I love my babies, I do, but it’s real lucky they can’t have children. Heaven knows, they’ve tried...” she shook her head, as if too saddened to finish the sentence. “Look, I’ll be completely honest with you Beth. My family sticks to their own. And it’s never been a problem up ‘til now. It’s just the next generation that are suffering.”

   She fell silent, the sound of the baby’s suckling filling the room. 

   Beth was having a hard time computing her words. “Is Michael your brother?”

   “Yes dear. My brother, and my father too. Oh, don’t look so confused, you’ll meet them all at dinner, and I’m sure you’ll be happy for your new role in life when you see the alternative.”

   “You’re sick.”

   “And you, my dear need to mind your mouth.” The blood trickled from her breast and she no longer seemed to care, staring wistfully into space. “It’s just such a shame that it’s all gone wrong for me and Michael. It’s like we’ve reached the end of the line, genetic wise. We need a fresh dose of genes to keep our family going.”

   “Just let me go,” Beth sobbed.

   “Don’t be like that, dear. I would love to stay and chat but I have just given birth. I’m going to go and lie down before dinner.”

   The woman got up, cradling her still feeding child to her breast and left the room.

   The second she was gone, Beth stared wildly around the place, searching for something, anything, that might help her.

   She saw nothing.

   God damn you, Craig, she thought, fresh tears of panic welling. She should never have agreed to come away with him on this stupid holiday. She should’ve listened to her gut instinct.

   The gut instinct that said Craig was in love with his housemate, Jessie. 

   She hadn’t realised the full extent of his crush until she had come away with them. Which is why she had acted like a total bitch the entire time. He had made a fool of her, and Tim was a prick not to notice he was in love with his girlfriend. And as for Jessie. Wow. What a dumb bitch that girl was, because she genuinely didn’t seem to know.

   And now she was going to die for not listening to her good sense.

   Thank you Craig, you complete cunt.

   She forced herself to take a deep breath. Panic would get her nowhere. There had to be a way out of this.

   The door creaked open and Beth shrivelled inside.

   Michael’s bulk filled the doorframe. 

   “No,” she said, digging her heels into the mattress, uselessly trying to scramble away from him.

   He took a step towards the bed, his little eyes shining with lust.

   “Please,” she whimpered.

   He smiled and closed the gap between them, sitting next to her and reaching out to tenderly brush a strand of long blonde hair off her face.

   His hand travelled lower to cup a breast and her sizable chest was instantly swamped by his outsized palm.

   His touch sickened her. More than that. It made her want to crawl out of her skin. If she could’ve chopped her own breast off in that moment so he wouldn’t touch her, she probably would’ve been tempted.

   All the while he stared at her with a little, beatific smile that made him look like a spastic child trapped in a giant’s body.

   She looked down at herself, at the rapid rise and fall of her chest and the way the breast that wasn’t being pawed by the man-monster was sheened in sweat.

   He smelt disgusting. As if it didn’t smell bad enough in here already. His white t-shirt was filthy and the rank odour that emitted from the dark patches under his arms made her tongue curl up atop a pool of mouth water.

   When he lowered his face to kiss her, she couldn’t hold back the wail of abject disgust and terror. She screamed through pursed lips.

   Oh God, the stench of him. His lips felt like slugs, pressing down on hers. 

   The bed squeaked when he lay down next to her, pressing his massive body against hers. Those disgusting, rubbery lips edged round to her neck, where he snuffled like a pig. His hands roamed her body, surprisingly gentle but nonetheless abhorrent to her very soul. 

   Through her haze of disgust, the thought occurred to her; he wants me to want him.

   “Untie me,” she whispered, thinking clearly for the first time since she had set foot in this fucking hell hole of a village.

   He hesitated, his huge body falling still.

   Going against every natural instinct she possessed, she lifted up a leg and ran her foot suggestively down the length of one tree trunk leg.

   He grunted, and it sounded approving.

   “Untie me, big boy,” she said again.

   He straddled her and she whimpered. She wrapped her legs around him.

   Oh God, what am I doing?

   Surviving, that’s what…

   His shovel hands engulfed her wrists. But he didn’t untie her, instead he just held his hands there and moved down to latch his mouth onto a nipple.

   Beth moaned in desperation, shuddering when his fat tongue circled the fear stiffened bud. Instantly her entire breast was wet with his slobber and there was nothing she could do to stem the tears.

   She forced herself to massage his side with her inner thigh. Every time the scratchy material of his trousers grazed her pussy she felt something inside her wither and die.

   His fingers hesitantly explored the knot of rope at her wrists as he made a meal of her tit. He was getting rougher by the second; she could feel teeth scraping her nipple. 

   “That’s it baby, let me use my hands on you.”

   He fiddled with the rope some more, but then stopped to move further down her body. 

   A moan of abject terror escaped her lips when his mouth went straight between her legs. His tongue stabbed at her labia, parting the dry folds with his slimy tongue.

   Her mouth opened in a silently inhaled scream of repulsion.

   She looked down over her heaving, spittle sheened chest to the bald head rammed between her legs.

   “Oh God,” she moaned, pulling with all her might at her restraints and writhing helplessly.

   She felt something give slightly at her wrists and instantly she stopped squirming. 

   She tugged her hands again and she felt the rope slip slightly over her skin, chaffing her. When man-mountain was contemplating untying her, he must have loosened the knot.

   Her heart surged in fresh hope. Maybe she could whack him one over the head while he was eating her out…

   His tongue stabbed at her clit. Was he seriously wanting to arouse her? That thought was more terrifying than anything else he might do to her.

   His hands roamed back up to her breasts as he lapped at her clit. She winced in physical and mental pain at the onslaught to her senses. He squeezed her soggy breasts so hard he left finger marks. 

   She couldn’t take much more. She was so close to ripping her hands free of the loosened rope and running for the door, for all the good it would do her. She knew it would be a mistake. She knew she wouldn’t get far, but if it meant a mere five seconds respite without this animal mauling her, then it was worth it…

   She was saved from making the most foolhardy decision of her life by a voice calling out.

   “Michael? Get down here and give me a hand!”

   The voice was familiar. The old fucker from the pub. The one that had offered the boys a lift to the main road…

   Although somehow she doubted very much that was where they had ended up.

   Michael paused, his tongue ceasing to swirl on her spit drenched vagina. With an almighty sigh, he rolled off the bed.

   Beth found herself staring in horror at the erection straining the crotch of the dirty grey trousers when he stood by the side of the bed. The bulge was huge, in proportion to the rest of him.

   Relief swept through her when he walked towards the door. 

   At last, she was alone. Frantically she jerked and tugged at the ropes. Her entire body was a trembling, quivering mess but nothing would stop her straining at that damn rope. Not even when she scraped off skin and drew blood.

   Finally, the rope had loosened enough and she was able to tug her hands free.

   She sat up, a funny sounding, strangled sob of relief escaping her lips.

   She was free. Sort of. She cradled her bleeding wrists in her lap, wondering what the hell she should do next. 






   CHAPTER FIVE

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Bish had finished dismembering Jessie and Craig wasn’t faring too well. He shared his table top space with the love of his life, who was now in six pieces. Her arms and legs were slung over him, and her torso and head lay by the side of him.

   Craig slipped in and out of consciousness, the pain in his arm stump causing him to run a fever and black out sporadically.

   When he came too for the countless time, he found he was no longer looking up at the shed roof, but at a twinkling night sky. The moon was full, he duly noted, and his teeth rattled as Jessie’s body parts bounced up and down on top of him.

   His slow working mind realised that his table had wheels and he was being trundled by Bish down the same alleyway he had walked through with Tim on their way to the mythical car.

   They reached the end of the alleyway and came out next to ‘The Dirty Swallow.’

   Bish stopped the table. Or trolley.

   “I heard you and your fancy lady out here talking when yous first arrived. She was sayin’ it were a funny name for a pub, and I was up there listening,” the old man said, pointing up at a window above the sign. “I’ll tell yers why it’s called The Dirty Swallow. Ain’t got nothing to do with dirty birds. It’s ‘cause our family likes to eat a special kind of meat, if you know what I mean.”

   Craig just wished he would pass out again but the fresh, cool air was keeping him awake. 

   Bish laughed.

   “A lot of folks might consider what we put in our mouths dirty. We like human flesh you see. Obviously, it’s better cooked, but I quite got a taste for it raw in recent years.” With that the old man picked up one of Jessie’s arms and slurped the bloody stump. “Ain’t put my teeth in today, so I can’t take a bite.”

   Craig’s eyes flickered back in his head and in that moment he prayed to a god he didn’t believe in to just die. The old man’s grotesque sucking noises filled his brain with madness.

   “Shit, no time for this now, we gotta get you inside and prepare dinner.”

   Craig expected to be wheeled into the pub. He wasn’t. Instead he was trundled down the road. They turned left at the end and went back up the little road with the boarded up cottage the four of them had come down when they’d first arrived.

   “We’re going to my place for dinner. And you ain’t never been to a dinner party like this one before.”

   Why was no one coming out to help him?

   “Help!” he cried, amazed at the strength of his own voice, it had been so long since he had spoken. “Somebody help me!”

   “Save your breath, son. Not that it matters. Ain’t no one that lives in this ‘ere village ‘cept me and the family. And the kids, of course, but they don’t get out much. Never during the day because of their skin complaints and only supervised at night.”

   Craig had no idea what the old fucker was going on about. Neither did he care.

   “Please,” he whimpered to no one in particular.

   The table wobbled from side to side as he was wheeled up the narrow path to the front door of the boarded up cottage. 

   Bish opened the door and wheeled Craig in feet first. 

   Now he found himself in a narrow hallway that the table only just fit down. A staircase was dead ahead and a few closed doors led off the corridor. Bish pushed him through one.

   Craig lifted his head.

   The sight which greeted him defied comprehension. 

   “Tim?” he called out to the familiar, naked figure lying on his back in the middle of the long dining table.

   Tim didn’t stir.

   “What the fuck is this?”

   “Excuse me a moment,” Bish said, going outside into the hallway. “Michael? Get down here and give me a hand!” he bellowed.

   “Tim,” Craig frantically hissed. “Wake up, for fuck’s sake.”

   Tim groaned, and Craig breathed a sigh of relief.

   He’s not dead. Yet. But he sure as shit ain’t moving either…

   The dead weight of Jessie’s arms bore down on his chest and as much as he longed to shake them off, he didn’t dare. 

   “Craig,” Tim called out in a hoarse voice. “I can’t move man, I’m fucking paralysed. I can’t feel my legs, I can’t feel a fucking thing. Where’s Jessie? Have you seen Jessie?”

   “Shit, man,” Craig replied, his heart breaking all over again.

   Craig assessed him. There was nothing obviously wrong with him that he could see. Apart from his fucked feet, that is. He was missing the toes of his right foot and the side of his left foot was a pulpy mess. But surely that was no reason for paralysis? In that split second Craig was just grateful that he wasn’t able to turn his head and see his dismembered girlfriend draped over him in segments. The long wooden table on which Tim lay on long ways was the same as the tables in the pub, complete with long wooden benches running either side of it. It must have been over twelve foot and almost ran the length of the room. At either end of it were two, plain, wooden dining chairs.

   The room itself was spartan and the window was boarded up. 

   On closer inspection Craig saw that Tim was lying on what looked like the biggest, fuck off wooden chopping board he had ever seen in his life.

   Fuck man, that’s not good…

   “Craig. You didn’t answer me. Where’s Jessie?”

   Craig was saved from answering by the arrival of Bish, accompanied by man mountain Michael. Without a word Michael scooped up a leg and an arm of Jessie’s and exited the dining room.

   Three trips later and Jessie had been completely removed.

   Next Michael unbuckled Craig and effortlessly threw him over his shoulder.

   Craig screamed in agony, his stump bashing against the man’s chest. 

   Humiliation mixed with terror when he felt his jeans and underpants being tugged down his thighs. Cool air hit his bare rump and inside he curled up and died of shame.

   He was dropped into a chair at the end of the table. He landed with a painful thump on his backside, knocking the blood curdling cry out of him with a hard whoosh. 

   “Get off me,” he sobbed, fresh pain so extreme coursing through him his entire body convulsed.

   “Oh God man, I can’t feel a fucking thing,” Tim said, crying softly all the while.

   Craig had no idea what to say to him. He was sick to his soul of this grotesque nightmare that there was no waking up from.

   “What are you cunts doing?”  he said.

   All he could do was sit there sobbing, mentally and physically exhausted as Michael proceeded to tie him to the chair with a length of thick rope.

   Bish sat down on the bench next to him and regarded him thoughtfully while Michael silently finished the job at hand, then left the room.

   “The family’s coming round for dinner. There ain’t many of us left. Apart from the kids, of course. Michael’s making a stew of Jessie and yer arm. Us grownups will eat first, and then the kiddies get to feed afters.”

   Tim didn’t speak, he was trapped in his own nightmare and trapped in his own body. He made funny little mewling noises, sounding very much like a run over cat dying in a ditch.

   “Why can’t he move?” Craig whispered, refusing to avert his gaze from the old man’s watery blue eyes, despite how much the cold gaze filled him with terror.

   “He’s been paralysed. When I was seeing to you and your girlfriend in the shed, Michael came to pick him up. He’s been waiting here on the table ever since, ain’t you Tim?”

   Tim just groaned.

   “What do you mean, paralysed?”

   “I mean his spinal column’s been severed in various places, you dumb shit, what the hell else do you think I mean?”

   Craig’s head reeled. Tim was fucked. He was dead from the neck down. Craig might’ve lost an arm, but if they ever got out of this alive, then at least he would have some sort of quality of life.

   Tim was better off dead.

   You ain’t ever getting outa here alive, so there’s no point even thinking it.

   “Why are you doing this?” 

   “I ain’t going over that again. I’m going to go help Michael in the kitchen. Don’t go anywhere now, dinner won’t be long.”

   To Craig’s total relief, Bish got up and left him and Tim alone.

   “Tim? Tim! Don’t pass out on me, man.”

   Tim groaned and opened his eyes.

   “I can’t even move my head. Fucking hell, why are they doing this?”

   Craig didn’t have the heart or stomach to tell him that Tim was on the menu. 

   At least he’s paralysed. At least he won’t feel anything when they fucking eat him…

   “I don’t know,” Craig said.

   “Has he gone?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Go and get help for fuck’s sake! Get out of here and run like fuck.”

   “I can’t. I’m tied to the chair. And I’ve lost a lot of blood, I’m in a lot of pain, it’s not like I’d get far anyway.”

   He didn’t tell him he’d had his arm chopped off. What was the point in sickening him even more?

   “What kind of defeatist attitude is that?”

   “It’s an attitude of someone defeated.”

   Tim laughed, but the sound was hollow and made his skin feel crawly and tight.

   “Craig? Did I hear right? I was kinda dozing back there, but did I hear that old fuck say he was making a fucking stew out of Jessie?”

   Craig couldn’t answer. The lump in his throat was too big.

   “I didn’t dream that up did I? Craig?”

   “Yes.”

   “Oh God.” 

   Both guys were silent for a moment, lost in their own misery.

   “I’m the one on the fucking block here. If they start, you know… If they do that, will you find a way?”

   “A way?” Craig asked, although he knew with a sick heart where this was going.

   “A way to kill me, man.”

   “I ain’t exactly in the best shape here myself.”

   “Please.”

   “I’ll try,” he said hoarsely.

   “Don’t try. Promise me.”

   “Don’t talk like that man, we’re not dead yet.”

   Tim made that funny little laughing sound again that made his flesh creep.

   “Not yet, mate. Not yet.”

   A movement in the corner of his eye made Craig spin his head round. A stooped figure stood in the doorway. He looked familiar, and Craig couldn’t place him straight away. 

   Then it clicked.

   “What are you doing here?”

   “Who’s there? I can’t turn my head.” Tim said. He sounded frantic. 

   “Hello boys. Are you enjoying your visit to Hanow?”

   “Is that Jake from the B and B?” Tim asked, the confusion in his voice obvious.

   “Yeah,” Craig replied.

   “What the fuck is he doing here?”

   Old Jake laughed. “Why, this is my family. This is my home. I open the B and B in the summer months to direct the occasional tourist meat thisaways.”

   “What the fuck?” Craig cursed, twisting uselessly against his binds.

   He glared at the old man, his anger in that moment overriding his fear. They had been well and truly duped. What a bunch of gullible fucking idiots they were. 

   Jake just looked so harmless. He didn’t have the unsavoury look of Bish, and he didn’t look as old either. He had teeth, a thick head of grey hair and he looked clean. He wore glasses and looked like a kindly, doddering old man. 

   Like a beloved granddad.

   A granddad with a taste for human flesh.

   “My, my,” Old Jake said, approaching Tim. “You sure do look tasty, I can’t wait to get stuck into you.”

   “Leave him alone,” Craig said, pulling hard against the rope. 

   “Calm down son, save your energy. You’ll be needing it for Margaret.”

   Craig had no idea what he meant. But whatever it might be, he was sure it couldn’t be good.

   Right on cue, Margaret entered the room.

   “Did I hear my name?”

   “Hello sis. You’re looking radiant this evening.”

   Old Jake kissed Margaret square on the mouth. The kiss lingered for far too long than was decent between brother and sister.

   Craig thought Margaret looked terrifying. Her dyed blonde hair, the colour of a canary was loose around her shoulders, somehow grotesque against the heavily lined face with the look of rhino hide. She wore a long, loose flowery dress, as if to disguise the fact she had just given birth. 

   It didn’t.

   “Hello Craig,” she said, going up to him and ruffling his hair.

   Her touch made him want to cry and he shrunk away from it. She glared at him, like she was hurt by his rejection.

   “Where’s my son then?” Old Jake asked.

   “The kids are looking after him.”

   “Oh. He’s like them I suppose?”

   A dark cloud passed briefly across her face. “Completely. I wouldn’t let them look after him if he weren’t. They never hurt their own, do they?”

   “They’re up early. Don’t they normally eat breakfast now?”

   “Yeah. But it’s a special breakfast today, isn’t it? They don’t mind waiting, they’re just relaxing downstairs with their baby brother before they eat.”

   “So do you like them?” Old Jake asked in lighter tone, nodding his head in the direction of Craig.

   “Like them? I love them.”

   “Good. But I must say, your choice surprises me. I’d have thought you would’ve gone for the dark haired one. He’s better looking, he’s bigger, stronger and looks healthier.”

   “Maybe. But I’ve always had a thing for cute little blondes.”

   “Fair enough,” Old Jake laughed. “God, I’m starving, I can’t wait for dinner. Those brothers of ours are sure cooking up something tasty in the kitchen. They don’t need my help though, so I thought I’d pop out here are help you entertain out guests.”

   He sat down on the spot on the bench Bish had not long vacated and Margaret sat opposite. 

   Craig listened to their exchange in disbelief. He still wasn’t getting what the bitch meant about preferring ‘cute little blondes.’

   “Why don’t you just let us go?” he said, his head turning one way then the other to plead with both of them. “We won’t tell, I promise.”

   When he glanced across at Tim, he was out cold again. Craig envied him.

   “Ahhh, he won’t tell,” Margaret said in a bizarre baby voice, her bottom lip protruding in a jokey manner. She leaned over and pinched his cheeks like he was an infant. “Ickle wickle Craigy-waigy won’t tell anybody because he’s such a good boy.”

   Her fingers dug into his cheeks and his mouth puckered into a wriggly O. 

   “Please,” he whimpered, hating himself for shedding yet more tears but unable to stop.

   “Shush now, Momma’s gonna make you feel real good baby boy.”

   She giggled and got to her feet, leaning down to plant a kiss on his forehead. He had an uninterrupted view down the front of her dress as she bent over. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her long tits swung forwards, putting him in mind of socks filled with porridge. The wet lips on his forehead lingered. 

   Her tongue darted out, hot and slimy on his forehead. Craig groaned in disgust when she licked down the side of his face.

   Her breath was sour and he gagged, the stinking trail of spit staining his cheek. 

   Things got a whole lot worse when she straddled his lap and rubbed those monstrous tits in his face. Her breast milk seeped through the front of her dress, wetting the thin material and brushing damply against his skin.

   He recoiled in disgust. She was just fucking nasty, she felt horrific against his bare skin. Losing an arm was child’s play compared to this.

   When she reached down into his lap and wrapped her fingers around his flaccid cock, he couldn’t take anymore.

   “Get off me, you disgusting whore.”

   On reflection, it probably wasn’t the wisest thing he’d ever come out with.

   A range or emotions flashed across her face. Hurt. Disbelief. And finally anger.

   “You need to learn some respect, young man.”

   She let go of his cock and slapped him hard across the face. Once. Twice. Three times. He tasted copper in his mouth; his upper lip had been pierced on a tooth.

   Then she grabbed his arm, digging her fingertips into the seared flesh of his stump.

   Stars flashed before his eyes and a high pitched yelp was wrenched up from deep inside him. It was so loud he woke up Tim.

   “What’s happening,” he asked groggily.

   Craig couldn’t answer. He sat there panting, bathed in a cold sweat.

   He twisted his head round when Bish entered the room, carrying a small pile of dinner plates with cutlery balanced on the top.

   Margaret dismounted him.

   “Dinner won’t be long,” Bish said, setting the table for five places. “Are you going to impregnate yourself before or after dinner?” he asked Margaret.

   “I haven’t decided,” she said, sitting back down on the bench.

   “I interrupted Michael earlier, the poor bastard.”

   “Never mind. I’m sure he’ll make up for it. Is she going to eat dinner with us or should we leave her in bed?”

   “She should eat dinner, don’t you think? She is family now, after all,” Bish said.

   “Yes. I ‘spose she is.”

   Craig’s head reeled. Margaret was going to what? Impregnate herself? Surely she didn’t mean with him?

   “How long will dinner be?” Jake asked Bish.

   “Half an hour, the meat needs to tenderise a little more.”

   “I might pay the little lady a visit upstairs,” Old Jake said, getting to his feet and rubbing the crotch of his trousers. “You don’t mind do you?”

   “No,” Bish and Margaret replied.

   “You leave Beth alone,” Craig said.

   “You need to forget about her,” Margaret said. “You’ve got me now.”

   “Just let her go,” he repeated pathetically.

   “Won’t be long,” Old Jake said, shuffling towards the door.

   “Oh, and Jake?” Bish called after him.

   “Yeah?”

   “Don’t do too much damage, she has to be with child for nine months, remember?”

   “Yes, yes, I’ll control myself.”

   “I mean it. Brother or no brother, I’ll ram your head up your arse if you go too far, do you understand? This is really important for our family.”

   “Yes, I get it.”

   Craig watched Old Jake’s retreating back, leaving him alone with Margaret and Bish. 

   Margaret smiled at him and inside his soul shrivelled. It was the smile of a woman on a promise.

   






   CHAPTER SIX

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Beth didn’t how long she’d been hiding behind the door.  It felt like forever although it had to be less than half an hour. She thought about turning off the light to give her the edge. But that would draw attention to the room when Michael had most assuredly kept the light on. 

   If Michael was the first to enter the room, then she was fucked. But if it was one of the other two then maybe, just maybe, she stood a chance.

   She pulled the length of rope taut that was wrapped around each wrist and flexed it. 

   This is the only way, she told herself, summoning up bravery she didn’t even know she possessed. 

   The window was boarded up and the door was locked. What other choice did she have?

   She strained her ear against the door. She could voices. The distant clatter of pots and pans and kitchen sounds.

   The smell of cooking wafted up to the room. A slow cook stew, or something. Despite her fear, her mouth watered. She was hungry and thirsty, and whatever it was cooking sure did smell good, masking the rotten odour of the place.

   Then she remembered glimpsing the corpse in the pub kitchen and her stomach lurched.

   Surely they’re not cooking…

   She couldn’t even finish the thought. It was just too horrible.

   Another horrible thought entered her head.

   What if it is Michael that comes back first? He’s massive, there’s no way I’ll be able to reach that fucker’s neck, yet alone strangle him…

   “This ain’t gonna work,” she muttered, making her way back over to the bed.

   She would just have to lie down again and pretend she was tied to the bed. That way she would be better able to catch off guard whoever entered the room. 

   It went against her every innate instinct to lie back down on the bed. Her natural impulse was to stand and fight.

   Nevertheless she did, settling her hands against the headboard in a manner that made it look as if she were still tied to the headboard.

   After an agonising wait of little more than a few more minutes, the door opened.

   Like Craig had done before her, it took her a moment to recognise the familiar looking old man.

   “You,” she said, when she finally twigged it was Old Jake.

   “Yes, me,” he said happily, his eyes moist and friendly behind the glasses. “So tell me young lady, did you enjoy your pub lunch in our little village? Did you enjoy your sandwiches? Your human flesh sandwiches?”

   “Fuck you,” she spat.

   She had forgotten about those sandwiches with the strange meat filling. She fought down the wave of nausea. 

   “Yes, the pub was only opened up for your benefit. I hope you appreciate it. Ain’t been a pub for over fifty years. Hell, there ain’t even been a village here for as many years. We only hang the sign out when we know we’re getting visitors.”

   His words sickened her. This was all a big, stinking trap. How could they have been so stupid?

   “Just let me go. We’ll pretend it never happened, I promise I won’t tell.”

   “Your damn right you won’t, ‘cause you ain’t going anywhere. I’m sure Margaret’s filled you in.”

   Beth just glared at him, thinking that it was too soon to lunge for him and strangle the fucker. He had to get closer before she made her move.

   “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered, not having to fake the pitiful tremor to her voice.

   She wanted him to think her as pathetic and helpless and possible. That was the easy part.

   “I can’t properly hurt you, alas. But we can still have some fun.”

   The old fucker rubbed his crotch.

   She shrunk away from him as he advanced. He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a pen knife and flicked out the shining blade, a wistful smile on his face.

   “Just a little bit of blood,” he said in a cajoling tone. “Just a little bit to make you all shiny and wet.”

   He sat down on the bed by her hip and ever so gently stroked the tip of the blade around her fear puckered nipple. The knife trailed lower, down the flat plane of her stomach to dip into her bellow button.

   “So beautiful,” he murmured.

   She let her thighs fall apart, revealing every inch of her neatly trimmed pussy.

   His eyes bulged and his face turned pink. The hand that held the knife trembled.

   “You like that, baby?”

   His eyebrows shot up in his wrinkled forehead. “Yeah.”

   “I bet you do, motherfucker.”

   She lunged for him, easily twisting the knife out of his slack grip.

   The element of surprise was fully on her side. As soon as she was in possession of the penknife, she thrust it into the nearest part of him. The knife blade disappeared up to the hilt and she made sure to twist it on removal.

   “You bitch!” he screamed, curling up into a ball, his hand pressed to the wound with blood spilling out around his fingers.

   She had stabbed him in the side, just above the waistband of his trousers.

   He moaned and groaned and writhed on the bed. He was making too much noise. He had to shut up.

   Without thinking, she slit his throat.

   Just like that, the life drained out of him in a pool of red on the mattress. 

   Beth had killed someone and all she felt was an adrenalin rush. It coursed through her veins, leaving her sobbing in relief. 

   The door was ajar, inviting her escape. She had a knife now. She thought about using it to prise the planks of wood off the window.

   But then what? She would have to smash glass, and the drop to the ground would be too much, she’d likely break her neck. No, her only chance of escape was the door. 

   She would make it. She knew she would. She just had to get out this bloody house and run like fuck.

   Absently, she wiped the blade of the knife on the edge of the mattress and peered through the crack in the door. She couldn’t see anyone, although the sound of voices and someone cooking was noisier now the door was open. She scanned the small upstairs landing. The three other doors were closed. All was clear.

   Someone was bound to come along soon and see why the old man was taking so long. It was now or never. She had to take her chance. 

   Silently she made her way to the top of the stairs. She could see the bottom part of the front door at the end of the narrow hallway, beckoning her. Taunting her.

   She thanked the Gods that the stairs were carpeted, however threadbare as it helped muffle her footsteps. Her legs trembled and her heart beat wildly as she moved swiftly and silently down the stairs.

   I can do this, I can do this…

   Oh God, she was so close now. She stood quivering at the foot of the stairs, staring desperately at the door, her naked chest rapidly rising and falling. Just three more doors to navigate. The door to her right stood ajar, the other two were closed.

   It was through the opened door that she could hear voices. Her heart lurched painfully when she heard her boyfriend;

   “Get off me, you disgusting bitch!”

   He sounded terrified and the high pitched quality to his voice made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. And was that Tim she could hear softly sobbing, almost drowned out by Craig’s screams of protest?

   It didn’t even occur to her to help. Going in that room would be tantamount to signing her own death certificate.

   She would get help once she was free of this nightmare…

   All she had to do was get past that door unseen. The handle of the penknife felt slippery in her sweaty hand as she steeled herself for what she was about to do.

   She sped past the door, Craig’s cries of disgust ringing in her ears.

   I’ve made it!

   She turned the handle of the door and the twinkling night sky soothed her soul like a balm. She hurtled herself out into the night air, sobbing in relief.

   Her foot didn’t even so much as cross the threshold. She screamed when massive arms circled her middle, lifting her clean off the ground and pulling her back into the house.
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   Craig was not having a good time. As soon Old Jake had left to pay Beth a visit, Margaret had taken it upon herself to attempt to impregnate herself.

   “Come on boy,” she purred in his ear, gusts of sour breath assaulting his nostrils. “Make your shaft nice and stiff for Momma.”

   “Get off me,” he moaned, his eyes squeezed tightly shut in disgust.

   But she didn’t. She had straddled his lap, and her breasts were completely free of the flowery, summer dress. She rubbed them against his face and chest. Milk seeped out of the huge, scabby brown nipples. And to Craig’s horror, the milk was mixed with blood, turning it pink.

   Bish sat there openly rubbing his crotch, watching them.

   “Come on,” she said in exasperation, squirming on his lap. “Why ain’t you hard?”

   Jesus Christ, this can’t be happening.

   She had lifted up her dress so it was bunched up around her waist. She wasn’t wearing knickers. Her vagina wasn’t so much wet as soaked through, and felt sticky on his bare thighs. Afterbirth still leaked out of her, lumpy, hot and in abundance. There was so much of it, it ran down his shins and wetted his ankles.

   “Oh Jesus Christ, no,” he complained, sickened to his core.

   “You are really beginning to piss me off,” she complained, holding his cock with one hand and rubbing it against the gaping hole of the wreck of her vagina. “Just fucking get hard and fuck me.”

   There was more chance of hell freezing over. He kept his eyes closed when she kissed him, the slimy tongue worming past his tightly clenched lips.

   She moaned in frustration and broke off the disgusting kiss.

   “Open your eyes, boy.”

   He didn’t.

   “Shall I cut his eyelids off for yers?” Bish helpfully suggested. “I can use this ‘ere table knife.”

   Craig opened his eyes, and Margaret stared down at him. She looked as though she was about to cry.

   “I want your babies, boy. I love my family, I do, but we can’t have no more babies. Not normal babies anyways. And we need a normal baby or two to carry on the family line otherwise we’re gonna die out. I’m real fertile, I know I can make a good baby with some genetics that ain’t my own.”

   “Ay, she’s fertile alright, been pregnant every year since she first got her period,” Bish added. “Real fertile and real horny.”

   Craig sobbed. He truly wasn’t taking well to his new job of sperm donor. He didn’t want to cry. Crying meant he breathed too deeply, and that meant breathing in the stink of her. The stench radiating out from her gaping pussy was indescribable. Meaty, rotten and corrupt. 

   A scream rang out from the hallway, making all three of them jump.

   “What the hell was that?” Bish said, getting shakily to his old feet.

   The door burst open and Michael came in, carrying the screaming girl over his shoulder.

   “Beth!” Craig gasped, instantly recognising her shapely backside.

   Relief at seeing her flooded through him. Thank God she was still alive. Thank God.

   “How the fuck did she get out?” Margaret asked, dismounting Craig and putting her dress straight. “What did you do to my brother?” she screamed at the terrified girl.

   Beth didn’t answer. Craig watched as she helplessly kicked and clawed at the immovable ox of a man.

   Margaret lurched for the door, stumbling slightly as she went. Her footsteps could be heard pounding the stairs, followed by a shrill little shriek.

   “You fucking bitch!” drifted down the stairs.

   “What did you to Jake?” Bish said in a low voice. “Answer me, bitch. Oh, fuck this. Michael, put her in her chair.”

   Michael dumped her in the chair at the opposite end of the table to Craig.

   Beth looked manic. Her long blonde hair hung in stringy tails obscuring her face and her body was sheened in sweat. 

   “Beth,” Craig called softly over to her. “Look at me. You have to calm down.”

   Their eyes locked over the knocked out, paralysed body of Tim.

   “Is he dead?” she asked of Tim.

   “Out cold,” he replied, neglecting to tell her that he was paralysed.

   “Craig,” she sobbed. “Fucking hell, your arm.”

   “It’s OK.”

   “It’s not OK.”

   “I love you, Beth,” he said, as the huge bald man tied her to the chair with a length of rope that Bish had briefly popped out the room for.

   “Where’s Jessie?”

   Craig just shook his head, and the tears rolled down his cheeks.

   Margaret reappeared. She went straight up to Bish who enveloped her in a hug.

   “He’s dead,” she sobbed. “The fucking whore slit his throat.”

   “Michael,” Bish said sternly. “Go upstairs and fetch Old Jake.”

   Margaret buried her face in Bish’s pullover and cried some more as the ever silent Michael left the room.

   “I loved him so much,” she wailed.

   “I know,” Bish cooed. “We all did. We’ll make the best roast dinner out of him we’ve ever had. We’ll do him proud Margaret.”

   “I love you.”

   “I love you two, sweetheart,” he replied.

   The grotesque couple kissed. As before, it was a kiss that a brother and a sister had no business sharing. Margaret moaned through her tears and squirmed slightly against him in obvious enjoyment.

   “And don’t worry if that useless son of a bitch can’t get it up, we still have the whore to impregnate. If he doesn’t perform then we’ll feed him to the children.”

   Craig stared across the table at Beth. He could see the whites all the way around her eyes.

   That’s when Beth decided to start screaming. She opened her mouth and all the horror she was living through fell out of it. The sound hurt his ears, but he welcomed it too. So he joined in.

   “Shut those cunts up,” Margaret said, covering her ears with her hands. “Have they no respect? I’ve just lost my brother.”

   Bish came up to him and screamed in his face. 

   “If you don’t shut the fuck up I will gouge out your eye,” he said, brandishing the pronged teeth of the fork so close to his eye he couldn’t focus on it. 

   When the metal scraped against the inner corner of his eyeball, he came to his senses.

   He noticed Beth had gone silent too. When he fell quiet except for his ragged breathing and Bish had stepped to one side, he saw that Margaret was throttling Beth. 

   Her face was darkening with every passing second, her eyes bulging in her head.

   “Stop it!” Craig cried.

   “Stop it Margaret,” Bish said gently, going over to lightly touch her on the arm. “We need her, remember?”

   “The whore murdered my brother.”

   Bish remained by her side, and to Craig’s utter relief her hands fell from her neck. Beth spluttered and coughed, her head lolling on her neck.

   “Whas goin’ on?” Tim slurred.

   Craig figured the screaming must’ve brought him to.

   “Hey Tim,” he said sadly. “Good to see you back, buddy.”

   He just groaned, his eyelids flickering.

   “Come on sweetheart,” Bish said, wrapping his arm around the shoulders of his sister. “Let’s sit down, Michael will be in with dinner soon.”

   The quietly sobbing Margaret let herself be led over to the end of the bench next to Craig. When she sat down she glared at him, sniffing slightly. Craig shivered. There was nothing but madness in those accusing little eyes. 

   Michael was back, clutching a huge, steaming ceramic bowl to his chest. A savoury, and not altogether unpleasant smell wafted through the room. It smelled like pork casserole.

   Craig felt dizzy. If he didn’t know it was Jessie and his own fucking arm in that broth, he would think it smelled great.

   Suddenly he was having difficulty catching his breath. There was a buzzing in his ears and everything felt and looked fuzzy. As if in a dream he watched Michael place the bowl in the centre of the table next to Tim’s head. Bish was saying something but he couldn’t hear what, the ringing in his ears was too great. Michael made a few more trips, fetching a bottle of wine and glasses, and various table condiments.

   His gaze was transfixed by the watery broth. A shiny, thin, oily film had formed on the top. Lumps of meat and carrot could be glimpsed bobbing just beneath the surface.

   Michael dished up, ladling the stew into bowls which he placed before Craig and Beth. Margaret leaned in closer to him.

   “You kids get to eat first,” she said, picking up the spoon.

   Michael had taken his place by Beth and was doing the same. Bish watched on, a dreamy half smile on his lips.

   Margaret spooned out the brown water and it loomed near his face.

   “Open wide, there’s a good boy. Eat your yummy broth.”

   Needless to say, he didn’t. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear the stinging sweat that was dripping off his forehead into his eyes. His mouth remained firmly shut.

   “Oh, for pity’s sake, would you just eat your damn dinner already?”

   “Eat it boy, make you good and strong, that will,” Bish added from his seat on the opposite bench. “Eat it or I’ll knock yer teeth out and pour it down yer neck.”

   Craig didn’t doubt him. But at the same time, he just couldn’t.

   From the sounds of things, Berth was having the same problem. She made horrible, strangled, gagging sounds that wrenched at Craig’s heart.

   The spoon pressed against his lips, cold, hard and unyielding. It pushed harder and harder, shoving past his lips and clanking against his clenched teeth. He knew he didn’t have a choice. He knew that if he didn’t unclench his teeth she was going to smash right through them. Or Bish would knock them out his head.

   He opened up and the spoon drove home. He gagged when the spoon emptied its load in his mouth. Margaret pressed a hand over his mouth, forcing him to swallow.

   “There’s a good boy,” she cooed. “I told you it would be yummy.”

   Craig’s stomach clenched around the unwelcome intrusion. The taste reminded him of the pork casseroles his mum used to make when he was a kid. 

   I’ve just eaten my own fucking arm…

   When he glanced over at Beth he saw her face was sodden with tears. She too, had partaken of dinner.

   Time and time again the savoury liquid with the occasional meaty lump was spooned into his mouth. And time and time again he swallowed. The only way to get through the hell of what he was being forced to do was not to think about it. 

   He trembled all over with each swallow. The very worst thing of all was that it tasted good. It tasted so good he was not even close to puking up. That fact alone sent his mind into a tailspin.

   At last, his ordeal was over. That part of it anyway. 

   Bish and Margaret took their places either side of him and tucked into the stew. Michael  remained sitting at the other end of the table next to Beth.

   Craig and Beth were silent, and Tim groaned and muttered softly to himself. If he was awake or asleep, Craig couldn’t tell. Perhaps both states were the same to him now.

   Their three captors slurped their dinner in silence for a few minutes.

   “Delicious, Michael,” Margaret said. 

   “Indeed,” Bish said.

   Michael grunted. 

   “Are you going to try again with him?” Bish asked, flicking his head in Craig’s direction.

   Margaret put down her spoon.

   “I’ll give him another go. If he won’t there’s no point keeping him.”

   Craig’s stressed heart beat even faster. If he couldn’t get it up, then he was a goner. 

   When they had finished, Michael got up to clear the table and took it all away.

   “I feel so much better with something inside my tummy,” Margaret said, patting her pudding gut. “Human flesh always makes me so horny. Doesn’t it you, sweetheart?” she asked Craig.

   He just stared at her in disbelief as Beth quietly sobbed. 

   Here we go again, Craig thought in disgust when the old bitch straddled his lap. Once again those monstrous breasts flopped over the top of her dress and her gaping vagina rubbed wetly on his thigh.

   Craig closed his eyes. He had to somehow summon a hard on. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut and thought of naked women. No one specific. Specific invariably meant Jessie. And he certainly did not want to picture his beautiful Jessie decapitated and torn limb from limb. Neither did he want to dwell on Beth’s naked body right now. That would just be sick.

   His cock swelled a little when he thought of naked girls. He was a young man with a keen eye for the female form, it wasn’t difficult to regurgitate in his mind any number of images. It worked. Sort of. That was until the old hag’s lips latched onto his like a slimy leech him and it was impossible to pretend that she was anyone other than who she was.

   The semi-hard on that she vigorously kneaded in the palm of her hand withered to nothing.

   He gulped down air when she freed his mouth. It was hopeless. He just couldn’t.

   “Maybe you’d like a little sucky sucky,” she said, dismounting him and kneeling at his feet.

   Her toothless mouth latched onto his flaccid penis, and sucked. HiIt felt like his cock was about to be sucked clean off his body. The tight, wet hole of her mouth pulled him down her gullet and he shuddered in revulsion.

   Margaret dismounted and covered up her ravaged body.

   “Enough of this fooling around,” she said. “We have the girl for childbearing, this useless sack of shit is never going to be able to perform. I’ve made enough children anyway, it’s time for me to stop.”

   Michael came back into the room.

   “Shall we fetch the children?” Bish asked her.

   Margaret nodded. “Michael? Would you fetch the children please? Let’s end this.”

   Wordlessly he turned back round.

   Shit! This isn’t good.

   “What are you going to do?” Beth wailed.

   Margaret smiled “Throw the boys to the wolves.”

   “What she say?” Tim said in a moment of lucidity.

   Craig strained his ears to listen. No one spoke. It was like the air was charged. Like something big was about to happen. Margaret and Bish sat there silently. Expectantly. He could hear Michael in the hallway and he visibly flinched when the scraping sound of an old fashioned key turning in a lock echoed faintly down the hall.

   Then the voices came. Quiet at first, then growing louder. 

   “The children,” Margaret said softly. “They will be hungry. They sleep in the basement during the day, sunlight makes them sick. That’s why we black out the windows.”

   The sound of voices was louder now. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. The voices sounded…wrong. Gurgling sounds, like a death rattle. Throaty giggling. Panting. Phlegmy growls.

   The first of them entered the room. Craig’s eyes bulged. The child was naked and hairless, including her head. She (or at least Craig assumed it was a ‘she’ from the lack of genitals hanging down) couldn’t have been more than ten years old. She was deathly pale, albino pale. Thin blue veins showed beneath her transparent skin. 

   But it was her fingers that drew his attention. They were webbed, far too long and slightly curled under. Her fingernails were long and razor sharp. That and her eyes. The whites of her eyes were bloodshot.

   The rest filtered tentatively in, filling up the room. Craig counted eight of them. All had pure white skin and were naked. They were largely silent, save for the occasional throaty growl. They all shared those bloodshot eyes and curled, sharp fingernails. The age range appeared to go from newborn to fully grown adult. An older looking girl held a baby in a blanket to her chest. Wordlessly she handed it to Margaret, who instantly whipped out a saggy breast for the infant to suckle.

   “Hello darlings,” Margaret said to the terrifying group. “Please, eat. But not the girl. She’s staying with us for a while.”

   Craig stared at them all in horror. Some of them older children stood rooted to the spot, sniffing the air like wild dogs. The girl that had been holding the baby approached him. Her figure was full, and if it weren’t for the translucent skin, bald head and red eyes, she would have been beautiful.

   She sniffed his neck, making funny little growling noises deep in her throat. She sniffed her way to his arm stump.

   Craig yelped in disgust when she licked it. 

   “Get off me!” he said in a high pitched voice he barely recognised as his own.

   Another pale skinned child had joined them. This one was a lot shorter and younger. Even with Craig sitting, the child barely came up to his chest. It looked up at him with wide, red eyes.

   Craig screamed in terror when it opened its mouth, revealing razor sharp teeth. He tried to shuffle his chair backwards by twisting his body and digging his heels into the ground.

   The majority of the children were clustered around Tim. Many hands had turned him onto his side and Craig saw his back for the first time. It was a bloody mess. He realised in horror that chunks of his spine weren’t just severed, but missing.

   A couple of the younger children had crawled onto the table. One held his foot like a dog with a bone between its paws. It took a bite out of the already mangled toes.

   To his utter dismay, he realised Tim was laughing. 

   “I can’t feel you,” he said in a childish voice between giggles.

   In that second, Craig envied him. 

   Many more mouths descended upon his friend. Craig heard his flesh tearing and the snap of bones, all to the backdrop of Beth’s bloodcurdling screams.

   “No,” he said, finally throwing up the contents of his stomach.

   The shapely young woman licking his stump proceeded to suck up the vomit from his lap. Her long, pink tongue swirled lasciviously over his thighs, edging closer towards his cock.

   “No,” he said once more, chucking himself backwards. 

   His chair toppled over and he landed with a sickening crack on the wooden floor, the back of his head bouncing on the ground. He saw stars and his ears rung, drowning out all those horrible, horrible sounds.

   Searing pain flooded his shin. Through his wildly swimming vision he saw that the short kid had taken a chunk out of his calf. It kept its face buried in the fresh wound, sucking and slurping. The girl buried her face in his crotch and bit off his cock. The pain sent him over the edge into a black hole where nothing existed apart from an agonising downward spiral into death. 

   The room was getting dark now, of which he was grateful. His bloody cock hung out of the girl’s mouth which she chewed like a sausage, but then the view was obscured by the waterfall of blood that spurted from the place his cock had been just seconds before.

   A third, ghostly white figure joined in the fun. The unspeakable pain at his crotch spread like fire to his stomach, and he felt something being tugged out of him. Through his rapidly dimming vision he glimpsed his own unravelling entrails.

   Craig’s eyes fluttered back in his head and he felt his bowels let go. He died in the stench of his own shit as the children gorged on his flesh.

   






   Nine months later.

   

   Janet and Ben were exhausted by the time they reached The Dirty Swallow. It had been a long hike.

   “I hope they’re still doing lunch, I’m starving,” Janet said to her fiancé as they reached the pub door.

   “I’m sure they will. That Bish at the B and B said they serve lunch all day.”

   Janet threw her beloved fiancé a smile. He held the door open for her to enter first, but something made her hesitate, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. The old guy in the B and B had said Hanow was a village, but how could that be with just three cottages and a pub? 

   She shrugged off the bad feeling and entered the dark interior.

   “Oh, hello,” said a little old lady sitting at the bar.

   She looked ancient, her dyed blonde hair pulled back in a bun. She cradled a baby in her arms.

   “Hello,” Janet said, going up to her. “What a beautiful baby. Is this your grandchild?”

   A look passed over the old woman’s face, but just as quick it was gone again. Like she was angry at her for asking such a thing. But then the bright, albeit toothless smile was back in place.

   “Yes, this is my grandchild. Isn’t he a beauty?”

   “He sure is,” Janet said honestly, admiring the healthy, perfectly formed child. “His parents must be real lookers.”

   “You’re right dear, they surely are.”

   “Are you still doing food?” Ben asked, joining Janet and smiling down at the bonny baby. “The man at the B and B where we’re staying says you do the best pub lunch in all of Cornwall.”

   The old lady chuckled.

   “Yes, my ‘andsome, we surely do. We ain’t got a wide choice though, we just do one special meal a day.”

   “And what is it today?” he asked.

   Pork casserole. Trust me, it’s to die for.”

   

   The End.

   






   Thanks for reading, I hope you enjoyed the twisted tale that was ‘Suffer Hard.’ If you’re interested, I have enclosed below a sample of my latest novel, ‘Bad House.’

   Thanks again, and sweet nightmares to you all…

   






   CHAPTER ONE

   

   

   

   

   

   

   Sam. and Holly Webster stood with the estate agent in the spacious loft conversion. Their six-year-old son Jacob clung silently to his mother.

   “It’s amazing. But why is it so cheap?” 

   Ian wasn’t certain, but for the briefest of seconds he was sure that the estate agent flinched at his wife’s question. 

   “The owner wants a quick sell. You know how it is in areas like this, youngsters living beyond their means, and all that.”

   “So was the previous owner a footballer? Did he hit thirty, found he had squandered his small fortune and needed to sell up to pay off his astronomical debts?”

   Ian’s attempt at levity fell on deaf ears.

   “I’m not at liberty to say, I’m afraid. The owners do not wish for any private information to be divulged.”

   This oily prick was really beginning to get on Ian’s nerves. He hated people that teased with half-truths, then didn’t deliver with the facts. 

   “Did you say you were an artist, Mr Webster?” the estate agent asked, as if keen to change the subject.

   “Yes, that’s right.”

   “I’m sure you’ll agree that this attic would make a fantastic studio. The skylights are east-facing and west-facing, which means it’s constantly flooded with light. Plenty of space, too.”

   There was. On the face of it, Ian could easily imagine himself setting up shop here. The skylights were perfect for providing the natural light he found so essential to his work, and at its highest point, the sloping, triangular shaped roof had to be over twelve foot. 

   But for some unfathomable reason, Ian found the big, bright space claustrophobic.

   “What do you think, sweetheart?” he asked, gently touching Holly’s arm.

   “Well, it’s probably the best we’re going to get for the money. And it’s near the city centre. I love the fact there’s a golf-course behind the house too.” She strode over to the west facing skylight and gazed out. “Look at that view. Look at all those trees. We could be living in the country with a view like that.”

   “You are absolutely not going to get better for the price, especially not so near Manchester,” the estate agent agreed. “You must be quite the successful artist, Mr Webster, if you’re looking to buy a place like this.”

   “Yeah, I guess so,” Ian said uncomfortably. His innate modesty always left him mildly embarrassed by his own success.

   “He really is. He’s Manchester’s window guy,” his wife said.

   “The window guy?” the estate agent asked, wide eyed. “Ian Smith the window guy?

   “The very one,” Holly smiled. “Smith was Ian’s mother’s maiden name.”

   “Wow, I’ve got one of your prints hanging in my kitchen. The tower-block one,” the estate agent said.

   Ian nodded. He remembered that painting well; it was the one that had catapulted him to the very top of the Manchester art scene. In the two years since, he had become well-known for his paintings of landscapes seen through windows, most of which depicting Manchester’s industrial heritage.

   “That’s great,” Ian said, the tone of his voice suggesting otherwise.

   His wife playfully elbowed him in the ribs. “My brilliant husband is also very modest.”

   The estate agent’s phone went off just as he was about to reply. “Yes, Jefferson?” He moved the phone away from his mouth to speak to them. “I have to take this. I’ll leave you two to talk about the house in private.”

   “They do that on purpose, you know,” Ian said, as soon as Jefferson the estate agent had left the loft conversion. “Take imaginary phone-calls so we can be left alone to talk about how much we want the house.”

   “Well, do we?” Holly asked.

   Ian looked into her clear, brown eyes, searching for signs of the doubt he was feeling. He saw none, just bright-eyed eagerness that lit up her small face.

   “It’s a nice house,” he said slowly.

   “But?”

   “But? But I don’t know, is it really us?”

   “You’re the one that wanted to be near the city for your painting. And to keep tabs on all the galleries that owe you money.” 

   She was right, of course. Plus the private primary-school that Jacob went to was less than two miles away. 

   “But we’re in footballer’s wives territory here. I can’t imagine you driving a four by four and wearing Dolce and Gucci shoes.”

   “Dolce and Gabbana. And I think you mean Manolo Blahnik.”

   “Whatever. It’s not us, and it’s one of the reasons why I love you. You’ve never gone in for any of that crap.”

   “But we can’t move away, we’re stuck in Manchester because of your work and mine. And God, this house is so under-priced for what it is. It hardly needs any work, it’s all so perfectly neutral and I love the floorboards running through the house. Oh Ian, it’s perfect,” she gushed.

   “Yeah.” 

   This is a bad house.

   The unbidden though caught him off-guard, leaving him feeling a little off-kilter. He pushed the disconcerting thought aside and kneeled down before his son, gently taking his little shoulders in his big hands.

   “What do you think, sport?” 

   The dark-haired boy, who looked so much like his mother, shrugged. “It’s spooky.”

   Holly looked at her son blankly, then burst out laughing. “Oh sweetie, this has to be the most un-spooky house in the whole wide world. Only old houses can be haunted.”

   Ian didn’t laugh. The second he had set foot through the front-door, it had felt wrong. But now his son had articulated his misgivings, he felt a bit of a dick. He was thirty-eight, not six, and houses didn’t have vibes.

    “Your mother’s right. There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

   Ian’s heart almost wrenched out of his chest when the door to the attic slammed shut.

   “Sorry,” Jefferson said, smiling sheepishly at Ian’s shocked expression. “Have you two had a nice little chat?”

   Why the hell am I so jumpy? I almost screamed like a girl…

   “We have,” Holly said, seemingly oblivious to Ian’s strained expression.

   Ian recognised that expression of moist-eyed eagerness all too well, and in that moment, he knew with total certainty that the house was going to be theirs. 

   






   CHAPTER TWO

   

   

   

   

   Moving in day:

   

   Exactly four weeks after Jefferson the slime-bag estate agent had shown them around twenty-nine Aberdeen Road, Ian and Holly were standing in the middle of the long driveway, staring up in awe at their new home. The two burly guys with the big white van they had hired for the day were unloading the last of the boxes into the house.

   The 1970s, three-storey detached house struck Ian as kind of bland. The customary redbrick so typical of Manchester and the surrounding area lent it a subdued, working class air despite the fact it had five bedrooms, not including the attic.

   I don’t like it. It’s wrong. The house is hiding something. It’s pretending to be bland.

   The strange turn of his thoughts rattled him.

   “It has so much potential,” his wife was saying. “The gardens are just perfect for Jacob, as long as he doesn’t go near the main road of course. Look at him playing, he loves it.”

   “Yeah,” Ian said, draping his arm over Holly’s petite shoulders. 

   With an inexplicable knot in his stomach, he watched his son running with his toy aeroplane, making the thing rise and dip. He disappeared from view round the side of the house and Ian panicked.

   Jacob’s going to die…

   “Hey, are you okay?” Holly was gazing up at him with some concern. “You look a bit pale.”

   I must be tired, that is one dark, motherfucking thought… “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired I guess.”

   He caught sight of his son’s dark head once more as he ran back down the side of the house and felt another twinge of overprotective love. 

   Stop being such an idiot, he silently chided himself. Holly was right, the house was great. The garden was great. Everything was just great. He took a moment to admire the gardens, forcing himself to appreciate the sheer size and privacy of the place. The tarmacked driveway they were stood on sloped dramatically down towards the busy main road where wooden gates that had to be at least twelve-feet high hid the house completely from prying eyes. A double garage was attached to the side of the house and on either side of the driveway the neat lawn fanned out a generous distance to be met by fencing that was every bit as high as the front gates. The big garden completely circled the house, the back garden much the same size as the front garden, except flatter. Oak trees lined the perimeter, adding to the feel of luxurious isolation so rare in built up Greater Manchester. Only the distant hum of traffic attested to the fact that they were still in the city limits.

   But I still don’t like it.

   “Hey mate, I think we’re done,” one of the removal men said, snapping him out of his musings. 

   “I’m taking Jacob in,” Holly said, “I promised he could pick his bedroom.”

   She thanked the removal men and went inside.

   After Ian had paid the men and they had departed in their van, he remained standing where he was on the driveway. It was late in the afternoon and the chill October air slid through the tiny holes of his pullover, making him shiver. 

   A movement from above caught his eye, and he looked up to the main skylight in the centre of the roof. He squinted up at the window, the low autumnal sun in his eyes.

   Nothing there.

   But he was sure he had seen movement.

   Must have been Holly and Jacob up there. If Jacob thinks he’s getting the attic for his bedroom, he’s got another think coming. That’s my studio space…

   Yet Ian couldn’t stop looking up at the window. He had the distinct feeling he was being watched. The window seemed to be staring right back at him, flat and lifeless.

   Corpse eyes, came the disturbing thought. 

   Christ, man, what’s with you today?

   Moving was with him, he decided. Third most stressful thing after death and divorce. Or was it second after death?

   Ignoring the sudden fluttering in his stomach, he went inside.

   

   “Were you and Jacob in the attic just now?” he said to Holly, when he found her unpacking a box of books in the large living room.

   “No. Jacob! Don’t play on the boxes.”

   “Are you sure?” he asked again, ignoring his son who was climbing Mount Box next to the yet to be assembled TV.

   “Jacob, honey! I said no.” She turned to look at her husband, a note of exasperation creeping into her voice. “No, I wasn’t in the attic. But Jacob picked his room, didn’t you honey?”

   Jacob came over to them and Ian absently ruffled his hair. “Yeah Daddy, I did. My room is as big as yours and Mummy’s.”

   “That’s great, little man.”

   But he was only half listening as Holly chuntered on about where the furniture was going to go and all the stuff they needed to buy for the oversized kitchen because their little kitchen table was going to look lost at sea in the vast room.

   “…and you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”

   “What? Yes, of course I am,” he said hurriedly. “The kitchen table is too small for the kitchen. We need a new one.”

   “What’s wrong, Ian?”

   He managed a wan smile. “Nothing, I guess I’m just knackered. God, we all are. Why don’t I order us a takeaway?”

   “Pizza!” Jacob shouted.

   “Sure, why not, what do you say Holly love?”

   “Sounds good.”

   “Great, I’ll call Pizza hut, then,” he said.

   Ian produced his mobile from his jeans’ pocket and wandered out the room with the phone pressed to his ear. After he had placed his order and pocketed his phone, he found himself on the second floor roaming the hallway.

   Can’t believe we got this place so cheap.

   He stopped for a moment and smoothed the palm of his hand over the banister that ran the length of the long hallway. It was cold to the touch, colder than he expected wood to be. 

   It needs sanding down, he thought absently as he walked with his hand sliding over the rail.

   “Fuck,” he gasped, snatching back his hand when sharp pain bit into his thumb. “Oh, you bastard.”

   He held up his hand and stared at it. The fleshy part of his thumb was wet with blood.

   What the hell?

   Beneath the weeping red, there was a jagged cut about an inch wide.

   “You bastard,” he repeated, glaring at the place on the banister his hand had just been resting on.

   But he couldn’t spot the culprit that had caused the wound and he frowned in puzzlement. Yes, the wood was a little rough in places, but surely it wasn’t sharp enough to slice open his skin? Shrugging it off, he eyed the bathroom at the end of the hallway. A dull ache in the pit of his stomach reminded him that he needed to piss and he made his way over.

   It struck him how cold it was in the bathroom. Because of the cold, the desire to urinate was greater than the need to wash off the blood. Using just one hand so he didn’t get blood on his jeans, he unbuttoned his fly. His penis felt all foreskin and no substance in his palm and he found his teeth were chattering. It was beginning to get dark and he pissed in the half-light, closing his eyes in relief.

   Next he rinsed his hands under the cold-tap, watching how the water turned from red to light-pink. When the bleeding had stopped enough, he wrapped great lengths of toilet roll around the wound. Instantly, the blood soaked through the tissue but he just ignored it and wrapped more round it until it was hidden. 

   As he turned to leave, he caught his face in the big, oblong mirror above the sink. His reflection flashed him a grin.

   “What the…” he gasped, staggering backwards.

   I didn’t fucking smile…

   Clutching the rim of the sink, he peered into the mirror. 

   His own face stared back, his usually generous mouth set in a grim line. It had to be a trick of the half-light. Because this was most definitely his reflection, mirroring his face, just as reflections should. His piercing, pale-blue eyes stared unblinkingly back at him. He took in his pale skin, square jawline, and the strong nose that bent slightly to the left from some bar-brawl he couldn’t even remember from when he was twenty. He stared hard at the floppy, once boyish, baby-blonde hair that was now flecked with a scattering of grey. He studied the wrinkles – far too many for someone of just thirty-eight, but it was the curse of super-pale skin. Holly claimed to like them, she said they made him look rugged. Ian just thought he looked old.

   Somehow, he drew comfort from the familiarity of his own features.

   That was until his reflection winked at him.

   “Jesus.” 

   Ian lurched backwards, almost landing on his rump. He ran out into the hallway, his heart beating so hard and fast he thought it might burst through his chest. 

   “Jesus,” he said again, leaning against the wall because he didn’t trust his legs to hold him upright.

   That was seriously fucked up.

   He let out a shaky, humourless laugh. The stress of the move must have been getting to him more than he realised. Because that was some crazy shit. 

   I’m tired, I’m hungry and I need a fucking drink.

   Sighing deeply, he remembered the blood he must have spilled on the banister and floorboards.

   Better mop that up before anyone sees it.

   Arming himself with great wads of tissue, he made his way back to the scene of the mishap. There was not a drop of blood in sight. He switched on the hallway light and peered closely at the rail. No, nothing there. He even got down on his knees and examined the floor. 

   How can that be?

   There was no doubt about it, he was thoroughly spooked.

   Come on, get a grip, it’s no big thing, you just didn’t bleed as much as you thought you did.

   He wasn’t comforted. Trying to ignore the onslaught of bad feelings that wrapped around him like a shroud, he made his way back downstairs to his family. 

   

   “What happened to your hand?” his wife said as soon as he walked back through the living-room door.

   “I cut myself on the banister, the wood on it is a little rough and needs a sanding. I’ll do it tomorrow. But in the meantime, I don’t want you two running your hands over it, okay?”

   “Funny, I didn’t notice that when I was up there.”

   For some reason, her words irritated him. “Yeah, well, that’s very nice for you, but just don’t touch it again until I’ve fixed it. I need a drink.”

   He left his wife and son in the living-room and went into the kitchen in search of a bottle of wine.

   

   “I’ll just pop upstairs and throw the beds together,” Holly said once the pizzas had been eaten.

   She got up from the sofa the three of them were slouched on amidst the sea of moving boxes. 

   “Okay, love,” Ian said absently.

   He was still shaken and distracted from what had happened upstairs and his head pounded with the mother of all headaches. As he downed his second glass of red wine, he noticed that Holly had hardly touched her first.

   “So do you think you’re going to like it here, sport?” he asked Jacob in a voice that sounded far too bright and perky to his own ears.

   Jacob was curled up in the corner of the long leather sofa, his skinny legs tucked up beneath him. 

   “I guess so,” he mumbled into the leather upholstery. 

   “You guess so? Don’t you like it here? It’s a hundred times better than our old place. You have a proper garden to play in now.”

   “I miss the old house. It was a friendly house.”

   For some reason, his son’s words made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up on end. “What do you mean, kiddo?” he asked in a deliberately light tone.

   “This house is angry.”

   A sudden image of his grinning reflection slammed into his mind, and immediately he pushed it away. “Don’t be silly, Jacob. Houses don’t have feelings, they’re just houses.”

   “Not this one,” Jacob whispered, his dark eyes big and round. “I don’t like it here, Daddy.”

   Ian closed the gap between them and pulled Jacob into a big bear hug. “There is nothing wrong with this house. But it’s a big change for all of us, and it’s going to take some getting used to. Moving house is probably one of the most stressful things in the whole wide world.”

   “Then why did we do it? I liked the old house.”

   Ian couldn’t help but laugh at the childish logic. “Good question, kiddo. Because this house is bigger and better. You’ll get used to it sooner than you think, I promise.”

   “I hope so, Daddy.”

   Jacob’s little arms wrapped tighter around him and his good humour evaporated to be replaced with a lump in his throat. 

   Daddy hopes so too, little man.

   

   A few hours and two bottles of red wine later – of which Ian had consumed the lion-share – they were in their new bedroom and Holly was perched fully-clothed on the edge of the newly made-up bed, taking off her make-up with a wet-wipe. 

   “How’s the hand?” she asked. 

   “Fine.” He looked up from the moving box he was rummaging through; he was sure the contents of his underwear drawer were in this box.

   “I had a good look at the banister in the hallway just now, I figured I’d tie a towel around it or something if it was sharp to stop Jacob from touching it. But it looks as smooth as glass to me.”

   He looked up from the box and regarded her with a smidgen of irritation. “It is sharp. I cut myself on it.”

   “No, it’s not.”

   Why was his wife being so argumentative? “I cut myself on the god-damn banister. Come on, I’ll show you.”

   He marched out into the hallway and Holly followed, sighing theatrically.

   “Really, Ian, I can’t see the need for this.”

   He stopped in the middle of the hallway, exactly where he had cut himself. His blood ran cold when he trailed his fingers over the wooden rail; Holly was right, it was as smooth as glass.

   “I don’t understand…”

   “See? I told you so.”

   A strong urge to puke gripped him by the throat and he fought it down. He didn’t want to be standing here, having this conversation. He just wanted to go to bed and crawl under the covers and forget everything.

   “Let’s just go to bed,” he said, turning to leave.

   Back in the bedroom, he flopped face-first on the bed with a groan. His head was pounding and when Holly spoke it grated badly on his nerves. All he wanted to do was sleep. 

   “Don’t get so uptight, Ian. Maybe there was something on the banister. Maybe something sharp dropped out one of the moving boxes, or a nail or something fell out of a wardrobe when the removal-men were lugging furniture up here. They weren’t exactly the most delicate of men.”

   Ian conceded she had a point and he rolled onto his side, propping himself up on his elbow. “I’m sorry I’m so moody. I’m just shattered and my head is killing me.”

   She managed a thin smile for him, but at least it was genuine and he returned the gesture. Apparently she had already forgotten about the banister incident and had moved on to the subject of Jacob as she busied herself rooting through boxes looking for God-only-knew-what.

   “Jacob seemed a little out of sorts when I put him to bed. Still, he’ll get used to everything soon enough, I’m sure. I just hope he pulls himself together sooner rather than later.”

   Ian regarded her thoughtfully. Part of the reason he loved her so much was her no-nonsense approach to life, her unwavering pragmatism which he believed was a perfect foil to his creativity. But sometimes she seemed a little cold. He supposed that certain characteristics went hand in hand with being a Maths teacher, such as her total lack of imagination and a briskness that bordered on rudeness.

   Stop being so hard on her. If it wasn’t for her you’d probably still be teaching art in the same crappy secondary school.

   He shuddered at the mere memory of teaching. There was no doubt about it – he had hated his job with a passion. The kids were okay, but it was the staffroom politics that defeated him. He lacked the bitchiness necessary for survival and his easy-going nature meant he quickly became the staffroom scapegoat. Not to mention all the red-tape bollocks that went hand in hand with the job. Holly had helped him to push his art, and now thanks to her, his paintings fetched five figures.

   She’s still a cold bitch, though.

   Ian flinched at the bitter thought. He had never had such a negative thought about his wife before. He loved his wife, Christ, if he’d known moving was going to be so bloody stressful then he might not have bothered.

   “What’s wrong Ian? You’re being really quiet and you’re looking at me funny.”

   Ian attempted a smile. It felt unnatural on his face and instantly he was reminded of his reflection in the mirror grinning at him.

   I know I didn’t smile…

   Pushing away the bad thoughts, he sat upright and swung his legs over the side of the bed, patting the space next to him. “Come here, you’re making me dizzy.”

   She plopped down next to him with a sigh. “It’s really nice to have an en-suite bathroom, don’t you think?”

   “Sure.”

   Maybe the mirror in this bathroom won’t be haunted.

   “Ian, what is it? I know you, something’s up.”

   Ian found himself staring into his wife’s dark brown eyes. His gaze flickered over her face, taking in her familiar, petite features and dark, shoulder length hair that she always wore scraped off her forehead in a tight ponytail. She wasn’t a true beauty, but to him, her small face and little rose-bud mouth had always been perfect.

   She looks like a fucking rat.

   “I have a headache, that’s all.” That much was true, at least. “I think I just need to sleep.”

   “Don’t you want to christen our new bedroom?”

   No, he really didn’t. He was sitting there thinking that the woman he loved looked like a rat. Sex could not be further from his mind.

   I’ve drunk too much and I feel like shit. Everything will be better tomorrow…

   “I love you, baby, but I feel like crap, I really do.”

   “Fine,” she said, jumping to her feet. “Mind if I use the bathroom first?”

   “Don’t be mad, I just feel like shit.”

   “I’m not mad,” she said in a tight voice as she stalked to the bathroom. 

   When the bathroom door slammed, he fell sideways on the bed, groaning. God, he was so fucking tired. He thought about taking off his jeans but couldn’t quite summon the strength to do so.

   I need to piss, was his final thought before sleep claimed him. 

   

   Holly was riding him just the way he liked it; fast and furious. Her little breasts bounced in time to her gyrating hips and he dug his fingers into her slender hips. 

   It wasn’t enough for him, she wasn’t being dirty enough. A strong sense of dissatisfaction and sexual frustration took hold in the most primal part of his brain. He wanted to feel more, he wanted to make her scream. Easily, he pushed her off of him. He worked out regularly and she barely touched five-foot three, so it was with ease that he manhandled her onto all fours. 

   Without warning he rammed into her from behind in one swift movement. She let out a half gasp, half scream that further fuelled the angry, sexual beast within him.

   He did her hard, fisting great wads of her hair so that her neck snapped back. The harder he pulled, the more she moaned in protest. He liked that sound and pulled harder.

   His climax was drawing near and the pit of his stomach clenched in anticipation.

   “Bitch,” he groaned, slamming into her so hard that her little body jerked with the force of his thrusts. 

   Now both his hands were around her neck. And they were squeezing. Those choking sounds she was making were music to his ears and worked black-magic on his cock.

   Her body went limp and she let out an almighty fart, swiftly followed by a pungent squirt of brown liquid. He closed his eyes and breathed in the heady scent of death, the delicious odour of terror that comprised the final moments of her life.

   He held her corpse in place by her neck and continued to fuck her, the most fierce orgasm of his life washing over him…

   

   Ian sat bolt upright in bed, his eyes snapping open and his body drenched in sweat….

   

   End of sample.
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