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    FOREWORD FROM THE AUTHOR 

     

     

     

     

    This book is set in the fictional, sleazy, seaside town of Broadgate. In my head, it is nestled somewhere between the very real towns of Ramsgate, Margate and Broadstairs, the places in which I grew up and spent my early adulthood. Those of you familiar with my work may recognise the seaside town of Broadgate from my novella, ‘Dreamworld’. Seeing as ‘Dreamworld’ was an apocalyptic novella, it is fair to say that the events in ‘Her Father’s Mistake’ took place before those of Dreamworld. These two books are in no way connected and are as different as can be; ‘Dreamworld’ is a supernatural horror and ‘Her Father’s Mistake’ is set firmly in this world. I just happen to like the town of Broadgate a lot and felt a little sad when I burned it the ground. (But that’s a whole other story, and one you won’t read here.) 

    Anyway, without further ado, let’s get to the story – it’s why you’re here, after all. There is a wronged psychopath on the loose in Broadgate, and blood must be spilled… 

    Until next time, 

    Sam West.  

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER ONE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Claire Atwood sat on the windowsill in her bedroom with her chin resting on her bare knees, smoking out of the window. 

    “Shit,” she said, on hearing a creaking on the landing on the other side of the door. 

    Quickly, she lobbed the half-smoked fag, but she wasn’t quick enough. Her mother burst through the door, her face flushed and eyes flashing. Her mum was a petite, fine-featured, composed and icy-cool blonde who looked much younger than her forty-five years. But now she just looked like a crazed bag-lady that had been possessed by the devil, further enhanced by the fact she was wearing her husband’s grey-flannel pyjama bottoms, and one of his ancient, fraying t-shirts that completely swamped her slight figure with a picture of the group ‘Soundgarden’ emblazoned across her chest. 

    “I knew I could smell smoke. Jesus Christ, Claire, I can’t believe you’re smoking,” she said, her eyes still bleary from sleep and her usually immaculate, shoulder length hair sticking up every which way. 

    Claire slid off the windowsill, tugging at the hem of her too-short, faded to the point of invisibility, Winnie the Pooh nightshirt. It barely covered her crotch and she knew she should’ve chucked it out years ago, seeing as she was no longer a five foot five, skinny thirteen-year-old, but a five foot ten, heavily curved, nineteen-year-old. But somehow, she couldn’t bare to part with it, just like she couldn’t bare to part with ‘Boris’, her mangy old teddy-bear with one eye that she still cuddled every night. 

    “Mum, God, why didn’t you knock?” 

    “Why didn’t I knock?” she repeated in a shrill voice. “Er, let me think. Oh, I know, it’s because this happens to be my house, and therefore this is my room, and I do not believe you are smoking in it. Oh my God, Claire, how long have you been smoking? Do you want to die? I can’t believe you would let me down like this.” 

    “Is there something you wanted, Mother?” she asked with a flick of her waist length, blonde hair. 

    But she was finding it very hard to be disdainful when dressed in her Winnie the Pooh nightshirt and flashing her knickers. 

    “Yes, there bloody well is, as it happens. So I just called up Janice, and she said she bloody well fired you two weeks ago.” 

    Oh, fucking shit, here we go… 

    “Why did you call Janice? Are you spying on me?” 

    Claire knew she had been caught out – a double-whammy with the smoking, no less – but still she couldn’t seem to stop herself from going into self-defence mode. 

    “No, you ungrateful little brat, I’m not spying on you. And don’t you dare backchat me. Where the hell have you been when you were supposed to be working?” 

    Claire had the good grace to look a little sheepish, because God, this was just so embarrassing. 

    “You know, hanging out with friends, and stuff.” 

    “Hanging out with friends?” her mum said. “Hanging out with friends and stuff?” 

    For God’s sake, why does she have to repeat everything I say, like, twice? 

    “Yes. That’s right.” 

    “What the hell were you thinking? Why didn’t you tell us? What have you been doing with these friends? I presume by friends you mean a boy, and you’re out having sex, and smoking and drinking. Are you taking drugs?” 

    “What? No! How could you even think that?” 

    No point mentioning that she was a virgin and didn’t drink… And as for fags, she only smoked a few a day when things got too stressful.  

    “Oh, I don’t know, because somewhere along the line you turned into a pathological liar. Oh God, what have I ever done to make you like this? I only called up the restaurant to plead with Janice to let you have tonight off. The McQueens are desperate for a babysitter as their live-in nanny is having a family crisis and had to fly back to America. And the other girl they were going to use because you couldn’t do it because you couldn’t possibly get out of your shift at the restaurant has let them down. So I asked Jeff to give me ten minutes to see if I could get you to do it.” 

    “You had no right to do that, I’m not a bloody kid. You can’t just call up my work and ask if I can have the night off. You could’ve got me sacked.” 

    Her mum laughed, but it sounded more like a dog barking. “You are kidding me, right?” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she pointed a finger at her. “And I have every right, young lady. All the time you live under our roof, you abide by our rules.” 

    Claire rolled her eyes. “Jeff McQueen is a sleaze. The only reason he wants me to babysit his devil-spawn is because he wants to get inside my knickers.” 

    The colour drained from her mum’s face, and inwardly she cringed. Just because it was the truth, it probably didn’t follow that she should go out of her way to goad her. 

    “I’m calling your father.” 

    “Fine. And I’m going out.” 

    “No, you’re really not, you’re staying right where you are. In fact, you’re grounded.” 

    “Grounded? I’m bloody nineteen-years-old, you can’t ground me!” 

    “If you know what’s good for you, you will not leave this house until I say so.” 

    Their eyes locked like two warring cats. Claire may have been a teenager, and she may have been spoilt, but she wasn’t a bitch. She’d been lucky with the parent lottery and even at her relatively tender age, she understood and respected that.  

    Her mum was basically pretty cool, and so was her dad, when it came down to it. Okay, so they had been a little on the strict side when she was growing-up, but the strictness was never born of malice. 

    Claire sighed heavily. “I was going to tell you, I just didn’t want to upset you. I was going to tell you when I found another job.” 

    “Upset me? Upset me? You lie to me, to us, and you’re smoking. What else aren’t you telling me? I knew this year-out plan was a bad idea. I’ll get a job and save up some money, she says. I’ll get my driving-licence before I go to Uni, she says. But oh no, change of plan, I’ll smoke, lie, drink, and put it about like a cheap tart instead. Christ, Claire, why can’t you be more like your brother?” 

    Her mum’s words stung as surely as a slap across the face, leaving her too stunned to reply. She knew she wasn’t like that, so then why was she being such a bitch to her? And even though she had been expecting her to play the brother card, it still stung. Ryan, her elder brother by ten months, could do no wrong in her parents’ eyes. Which massively got on her tits because she knew for a fact that her darling brother was rather fond of the old Bavarian Marching Powder and was a total man-whore. 

    It’s so unfair… 

    “I’m going to call your father, and if you leave this house, I swear to God, your life as you know it will turn into a living hell.” 

    She turned on her heels and stalked from the room with admirable dignity, considering she was dressed like a homeless person or a mental patient. 

    When she was gone, Claire curled up against the headboard and cried like a baby. 

     

     

     

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER TWO 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “So to sum up, Paul, I’m sorry to say that we are going to have to let you go.” 

    Paul Breed just stared at his boss dumbfounded, his backside wedged undignifiedly in the tiny plastic chair. Surely he hadn’t heard right? This wasn’t how it was supposed to go at all. 

    Just tell him the truth. 

    But he couldn’t. Where would he even start? Every last thing that James Atwood thought he knew about him was a lie. 

    Everything else aside, this was the first proper job he’d had in ages and things had been going so well. Well, this was the first proper job since ever, if truth be told. 

    And now this. 

    Had the mighty James Atwood found out that his entire CV was complete bullshit? That he hadn’t, in fact, been working in a fictional office in Lancaster for the past three years? Had the bastard found out that for the duration of his twenty-five years, he had been in and out of numerous care-homes, foster-homes and mental institutions? Had he found out that he was a thief, an ex-drug-dealer, and a murderer? 

    Is this where my journey ends? Have the police finally caught up with me? 

    “Let me go? But I thought I was doing well,” he said tentatively, his head in a tailspin. 

    He had been so sure that James Atwood had invited him into his office this Monday morning to offer him a contract. 

    “Your three-week probation period is up tomorrow. I’m really sorry, but ultimately, I just feel that you are not a good fit for our company. Of course, I will be happy to give you a glowing reference for your future employer. I…” 

    James Atwood’s mobile-phone rang on his desk – the Doctor Who theme – interrupting his stream of words.  

    Hatred bubbled in Paul’s guts; pure acid and venom that made him want to lean over the wide, oak desk and rip out the cunt’s throat. 

    At least he’s just sacking me because he doesn’t like me, and not because he knows… 

    “God, I’m sorry, I have to take this, the wife never calls the mobile unless it’s a dire emergency… Yes?” he snapped into the phone. “Is this important? What?... She did?... Look, can this wait? I’m in the middle of something here….” 

    Atwood fell silent, listening to his ranting wife, his expression stony. Paul strained his ears, trying to catch what Mrs Atwood was saying, but he couldn’t pick out any individual words. It was like in those old-fashioned cartoons where the woman speaking on the other end of the line ranted and nagged at incomprehensible, high-pitched speed. 

    “Just tell her from me she’s grounded and I’ll deal with her when I get home. Yes, I am fully aware that she’s nineteen, but all the while she lives under our roof, she will abide by our rules…. Oh good Lord, you said what? No wonder she’s upset… Yes, yes, I know it’s not your fault…  Look, can we do this later?” 

    More ranting from the speed-talking voice on the end of the line and Atwood held the phone away from his ear. “Later,” he said more emphatically, before severing the call. 

    “Problems, Mr Atwood?” Paul asked innocently, all the while fantasising about pummelling his too-handsome face to a bloody pulp. 

    “Never have children, Paul. They make your life a living hell.” 

    Paul followed James’s gaze to the framed photo on the desk. From where he sat, Paul could only see the back of it. “Can I see?” he asked. 

    A flash of something that Paul couldn’t quite make out passed over his face. Uncertainty, perhaps?  

    “Sure,” he said after a moment’s hesitation, turning the picture round for Paul to look at. 

    The photo was a snapshot of the four of them, taken on a sunny day. They were laughing into the camera with Atwood in the middle, his arms draped over his wife and daughter, with his handsome son next to his wife. The first thing he noticed was how blonde and sunny his wife and two kids were – how they contrasted so nicely with his dark good looks. It really did make him feel quite ill. 

    Paul drank in the sight of the two women, not paying any attention to the son. At first glance, they might have been sisters rather than mother and daughter. The daughter was almost as tall her dad, and the mother barely came up to his chest. Mrs Atwood was classically beautiful in a delicate, Michelle Pfeiffer kind of way. Miss Atwood was a lot more robust. She was easily as beautiful as her mother, but it was a different kind of beauty. Her facial features were similar, but everything was that much heavier, from her stronger jawline, to her bee-stung lips. She had her mum’s dazzling, powder-blue eyes, but like the rest of her features, they were a lot bigger than her mother’s.  

    James Atwood cleared his throat and Paul snapped his gaze away. Shit, he had been staring for way too long. 

    “They look nice.” 

    Really fucking nice. So fucking nice I’d like to fuck your wife and daughter until they scream for mercy. 

    “They are. Ryan’s doing so well, he’s studying for a Structural Engineering degree at Oxford. And Claire’s a good kid. Mostly.”  

    Atwood sighed heavily, dry-washing his face. He peered over his glasses at him, as if debating whether to share anything further. Paul kept his expression neutral, his eyes wide and guileless. 

    “My daughter may be nineteen, but all the while she lives under my roof, there are rules, damn it. She treats our home like a god-damn hotel, out all hours of the night getting up to god-knows-what with who-knows-whom, without a care for me and Mary. I guess we’ve been too soft on her, she probably needed a much firmer hand growing up…” 

    He stopped mid-flight, as if suddenly realising that he was pouring his guts out to a guy he was in the process of firing. Clearing his throat, he got back to the subject at hand. 

    “Look, Paul, I happen to like you, and I like to think that I’m a pretty good judge of character. You always show up for work on time, you’re conscientious, and polite to the customers, even if you are a little quiet. But the thing is, a member of staff has complained about you, and in this day and age, I am forced to take such complaints seriously. Especially when that complaint happens to be about sexual harassment in the workplace. And I know it’s early days, but you don’t appear to be gelling with the other staff-members to the extent that I would like. Comradeship in this profession is essential when we have to present a friendly, united front to the public.” 

    “Who’s complained about me?” Paul asked, trying to keep the tremor out of his voice. 

    The tremor was not born of sadness, or disappointment, but pure, unadulterated, white-hot rage. It boiled in his chest, making his heart hammer and his skin flame. 

    “I’m sorry, Paul, I’m not at liberty to say.” 

    Paul thought back over his short time at the tourist attraction, ‘I Can’t Believe It’s True!’. Yesterday, he’d had an altercation with Louise, the stuck-up bitch who sold tickets on the front desk. Okay, so maybe he’d been caught ogling her chest, but then, if she didn’t want people to look at them, then she shouldn’t wear a top that made her tits look like two distorted, tightly taped-up water balloons.  

    Take a picture, why don’t you? she had said.  

    Paul had slunk away with his cheeks flaming. Not in embarrassment, but in outrage. In his head, he had cut her open from sternum to groin and paddled in her guts, but not wanting to cause a scene, he had retreated. 

    “It was Louise, wasn’t it? If someone’s been saying things about me, I think I have a right to know.” 

    “Okay, fine, I’ll level with you. You’re obviously a sensitive lad. She said you made an inappropriate comment about her, you know, her breasts.” 

    Paul bridled in genuine indignation.  

    “I did no such thing. I swear, I didn’t say a word.” 

    “I’m sorry, Paul, that’s as maybe, but the fact remains she has made a formal complaint of sexual harassment. And sadly, you don’t seem to be settling in as well as I’d hoped.” 

    “I see,” he mumbled, twisting his hands anxiously in his lap. 

    “I really am sorry that this hasn’t worked out,” he said gently. Obviously, he had mistaken his enflamed skin for blushing and Paul wanted to kill him for his patronising tone. “I’ll make sure that you leave here with a glowing reference, and you will find a small-bonus in your pay-packet, a little thank-you for your time here.” Atwood stood up and extended his hand. 

    For a second, Paul just stared at it, his mouth dry and his heart racing. A fleeting image of pulling hard on that offered hand and smashing it into the top of the oak-desk flared in his mind. And when he had done that, he would grab the stapler and staple his fucking eyeball… 

    Instead, he stood up and accepted the offered hand, allowing Atwood to pump it rigorously up and down. 

    “Thank-you, Paul, I appreciate the time you have put in with us. A decision like this is never easy.” 

    He let go of Paul’s hand and opened a drawer of his desk, frowning to himself. Paul’s gaze was drawn to the movement of his hand, and he saw a stack of messy papers and opened envelopes with their letters poking out, on top of which was a little black, leather-bound book. 

    His address book… 

     “Funny, I was sure your wages were in here. Oh yes, that’s right, Fay was about to hand them to me and I had intended to put them in the drawer, but then Jeff called and I forgot,” he said, more to himself than to Paul. “Excuse me for a second.” 

    Atwood got to his feet, heading for the door that led into the adjoining, smaller office that was the domain of Fay the secretary. Paul had nothing against Fay; she’d always been nice enough to him. She was a plain girl – probably around his age – with mousy hair and a border-line weight problem. 

    He left the room, pulling the door to behind himself. Acting on pure impulse, Paul sprang to his feet and leaned over the desk, yanking open the drawer that Atwood had just been in.  

    Bingo! 

    A speedy shuffle through the messy drawer revealed exactly what he had been searching for – an opened utility bill with ‘Mr J. Atwood’ written across the front, with an address that wasn’t for I Can’t Believe It’s True!. 

    It has to be his home address. 

    He also grabbed the little black book, and, having nowhere to put it, he shoved it down the front of his underpants. The edge of the book scraped against his cock and he reached down there to sort it out, only just snatching his hand out in time when Atwood re-entered the room. 

    “Your wages,” he said, handing him a brown envelope. “And your thank-you bonus.” 

    Paul only just managed to shove the letter into the pocket of his black, work-trousers in time, and he accepted the pay-packet with a murmured thanks. “I guess this is it, then.” 

    But Paul could tell that Atwood wasn’t really listening; he was already on the other side of the office and reaching for the doorknob. Paul hadn’t even left the office yet and he was already forgotten. 

    “Thanks again,” Atwood said, holding open the door. 

    “Aren’t I even going to stay the rest of the day?” he asked pathetically. 

    “There’s no need. Goodbye, Paul, it’s been a pleasure.” 

    The bastard! The complete and utter fucking cunt bastard! 

    It was so unfair. He liked this job. He liked the hustle and the bustle of the crowded, tourist attraction. He liked watching the toing and froing of the people, it was so nice to actually feel like he was a part of something.  

    And he particularly liked watching the women. Oh yes, he liked watching them. 

    “Goodbye, then,” he said, still hoping. 

    But hoping for what, he wasn’t sure. A kind word, perhaps? Or Atwood changing his mind? 

    Yeah, sure. Fat chance of that… 

    You’ll get yours, you cunt. 

    And just like that, Paul found himself cast out, the office door firmly shut behind him. Fay the secretary smiled sadly at him as he walked the walk of shame through her territory. 

    “I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes shining with sympathy behind her glasses. 

    “Yeah.” 

    He looked away, unable to meet her eye as he shuffled past her, his face burning in shame. 

    She knows what a failure I am. She probably heard me getting fired. Anger mingled with the embarrassment. Fake, fucking bitch. I bet she’s laughing at me, really. I bet they all are. 

    Beyond the office lay the rest of the staff quarters, which was situated in the basement. To his left was a door which led to the vast stockroom, and before him was the staffroom. Thankfully, this morning it was empty. He couldn’t face anyone right now – not that anyone actually ever spoke to him. 

    At the end of the staffroom were two doors – one led upstairs to the front desk, the other out into the ‘Chamber of Terror’.  Whoever was on ‘scare duty’, got to go through that concealed door in costume and jump out on people. They were even allowed to threaten people. Nothing too obscene of course, just something playful, like, ‘I’m coming for you, blondie,’ or, ‘I’m gonna getcha’. Paul had wanted to say things much worse than that, but he had restrained himself. He had been the model employee, or so he had thought. 

    It’s so unfair. The only time in my life I play by the rules, and I get fucking sacked for it. 

    Paul was sad he would never get to do that again. 

    His hand hovered over the door handle that led to the stairwell and front-desk, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn it, instead opting for the other door. 

    One last walk through paradise. 

    It was only quarter to ten, and Paul found himself alone in the Chamber of Terror. People were only allowed down here at hourly intervals to ensure that the electronically animated displays weren’t playing to an empty audience. Ten O’clock was when the first wave of people were due.  

    It was almost crap with the overhead, fluorescent lights switched on and no spooky music or sound-effects. The macabre displays looked like just that; displays. Dismally, he wound his way through the body-bags that hung from meat-hooks from the ceiling. He punched one, and it was as heavy as a punchbag. It swung slightly, the blood-drenched plastic looking as about as real as a set of Dracula fangs bought from a lame joke shop on Broadgate’s seafront promenade.  

    Yet he still loved it, so, so much. It had been his dream fucking job. 

    Yeah. Had is the word. 

    I might as well just kill myself. 

    The thought was sure and true. Throughout his entire life, he had lurched from one pile of steaming shit to the next. Abused by those who were supposed to care for him. Let down by every single person he had ever known. 

    I can’t run forever. I don’t want to keep on running. The buck stops here. 

    A female voice startled him, snapping him out of his black thoughts. It was coming from round the corner, in the direction of the Broadgate Butcher, his personal favourite display. ‘The Broadgate Butcher’ – a real life serial-killer from the early 1900s – was a life-size, entirely realistic, animated waxwork of a man repeatedly chopping through the severed thigh of a woman who lay screaming on her back on a butcher’s table. Lit up in the dark against the stone wall of the basement, it was genuinely creepy with the thunk of the axe coming down and the woman’s screams. 

    Paul crept closer but stayed hidden around the corner, stepping over the rope that cornered off the ‘heads on sticks’ display and tucking himself against the stonewall. He recognised that voice. Bloody Louise, the fucking slag with the stupid, oversized, squashed tits that had got him fired. He strained his ears to listen… 

    “I’m in the Chamber of Terror, by the Broadgate Butcher. Can you come down? Great.” 

    The mobile phone beeped, then Louise fell silent. 

    Who the hell was she talking to? 

    He held his breath, listening for what Louise would do next.  

    If she comes round here, I will just die of embarrassment… 

    He heard her sigh, her heels clicking on the stone floor twice, then a rustling sound. He could easily imagine her leaning on the fake stone wall next to the display, waiting for the mysterious person to arrive. 

    He didn’t have to wait long to find out who it was. Less than a minute later, another familiar voice joined hers. 

    “I can’t be long,” the female voice said in a breathless rush. “I just told James I was pooping to the loo.” 

    Fay? Well, this is strange. What the fuck are those two tarts cooking up? 

    “Heaven forbid you should upset your fancy man.” 

    “Will you shut up? He doesn’t even know I’m even alive, anyway.” 

    “Have you even seen his wife? She’s gorgeous.” 

    “Thanks, that makes me feel so much better.” 

    “I just think you should be going after younger guys, not mooning over someone old enough to be your father.” 

    So that fake bitch has a crush on her boss, thought Paul with interest. I guess it makes sense. 

    “Whatever. Did you just drag me down here to talk about our boss, or is this about tonight?” 

    “Of course it’s about tonight. I just don’t think we should be seen hanging out together today at lunchtime and stuff, you know, just in case.” 

    “But we’re getting together after work,” Fay said. “Can’t this wait?” 

    “No, I’m too excited. So I called Mike just now, and he says that Ryan can’t wait to come to the party.” 

    “But you’ve tricked Ryan into coming. He thinks there’s going to be a party here, he’s going to be so pissed off when he finds out it’s just the four of us.” 

    “No, he won’t. Will you stop being so bloody ungrateful?” 

    “But you had to trick him into coming, you know he wouldn’t want anything to do with me otherwise.” 

    “Will you stop? I mean seriously, does it matter? He’s coming, he’s gorgeous, and he’ll be all yours.” 

    “And he’s too young for me. He’s only nineteen, I’m almost six years older than him.” 

    “What’s six years? No one would think twice if the age-gap was the other way round. You owe it to all the other women in the world to seduce him. Plus you’re like totally in love with his dad, so this has to be the next best thing.” 

    Paul couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The slag of a secretary and the bitch of a receptionist were going to break in to their place of work and hold an illicit party... with the boss’s son, no less.  

    What a coup. But the question was, what was he going to do with this information? He listened intently to the rest of their conversation, hanging off their every word: 

    “I guess it could be fun,” Fay said. 

    “It’s gonna be so cool, totally the best party ever,” Louise gushed. “Well, gathering, I suppose we should call it, ‘cause you’re right about that, four people hardly constitutes a party. I’ve got myself a copy of the keys for the place and we’ll just let ourselves in and disable the alarm. I mean God, this is too bloody easy. Atwood doesn’t even have any surveillance system in his office, all the equipment is in the office off the front desk. I look at that shit every day, hell, I know exactly how to erase footage, I’ll just wipe it for the entire night. And there are no cameras in the Chamber of Terrors anyway, they’re all on the first floor where the tills are.” 

    “Yeah, I ‘spose. Are you going to disable the door round the back, or shall I?” 

    “I’ll do it, if you want,” Louise said. “It’s a piece of piss to disable the fire-alarm. We’ll just make sure it’s unlocked from the inside when we lock up tonight, no probs.” 

    Paul guessed they were speaking about the door on the first floor, nestled between the African fertility statues and ‘The Matchstick Town’, which was, as the name might suggest, a town made entirely of matchsticks. 

    “God, I can’t believe we’re actually going to do this,” Fay was saying. 

    “I know, exciting, isn’t it? Come on, we should go back upstairs, I only said I was nipping out for a fag. You should go back the other way, through the staffroom.” 

    Paul panicked. Oh shit, the fat bitch is going to see me. 

    Instinctively, he dropped to his knees and lay down on the floor, his body tucked up against the wall. Hopefully, from this angle, he would remain unseen. With any luck, Fay wouldn’t have a reason to look down and to the right on her way past. 

    He held his breath as her high heels clip-clopped past him, his heart slamming hard. 

    He let out a shaky sigh of relief as he listened to her retreating footsteps, his mind reeling with the magnitude of this new, valuable information. 

    He got up, and the hatred that washed over him was so strong, it rocked him on his feet. 

    “Fucking bitches,” he muttered under his breath. “Fucking cunt-whore bitches.” 

    Sweat dripped into his eyes and he wiped it away, counting down the seconds to give each of the bitches a chance to settle behind their desks once more. 

    Sure enough, by the time he walked into the main lobby through the double doors that led down to the Chamber of Terror, Louise was sitting behind the long desk that wrapped around the back wall. 

    Ignoring her, he made for the open-doored, wide entrance of ‘I can’t Believe It’s True!. 

    “Have you seen James today?” she called after him. 

    He froze on the spot, his heart pounding painfully hard. Slowly, he turned around – just his luck that the queue at the desk was non-existent on this blustery, late March morning.  

    “Why’d you ask?” 

    “Just making conversation,” she said, her saccharin sweet smile firmly in place. “Are you on a break? It’s very early to be on a break.” 

    An image of grabbing her by the ears and twisting her head until her spinal column snapped slammed into his mind. 

    God, that would feel so fucking good. 

    “Have a good day, Louise,” he said, a fake smile as wide as hers firmly fixed in place. 

    Because it sure as fuck is going to be your last. 

    It was with some satisfaction that he saw her smile drop. He watched her get to her feet and enter the small office that housed all the surveillance equipment, and he knew she was just doing so to get away from him. 

    You can run, bitch, but you can’t hide. 

    Paul turned away from her and exited the tourist attraction, the lyrics of some dance track playing on a loop in his head: 

    “I’ve got a feeling, tonight’s gonna be a good night, tonight’s gonna be a good, good night. I’ve got a feeling…” 

    The wind buffeted him as he walked along Broadgate promenade, humming to himself. 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER THREE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    Half an hour later, Paul sat on the edge of his single bed in his crummy bedsit on the fourth floor, gazing out to sea over the busy main-road through the bay-window. The churned-up sea and sky were the colour of dirty grey socks and the first rain spots splattered against the windowpane. 

    The building he inhabited – on the ground floor of which was a sleazy joke-shop – was next-door to the amusement-park, ‘Dreamworld’. Except it hadn’t been ‘Dreamworld’ for over fifteen years and right now was a very noisy building-site as they were rebuilding the iconic amusement-park. 

    But he barely noticed the view, the weather or the drone of heavy machinery. Absently, he toyed with the breadknife, lightly running his fingertip over the serrated edge. 

    You can’t run forever, a little voice whispered in his head. 

    He looked around his bedsit, as if seeing it properly for the first time. The heavily-stained carpet was long-faded, the pattern of which indeterminable with the passage of time. Damp climbed the faded, peeling floral wallpaper, and the furniture looked as though it had been pulled out of a skip. Which, of course, it probably had. 

    Next to him on the grey, come-stained duvet, was the address book he had stolen off Atwood. He opened it up and smiled to himself. 

    This was just too fucking easy. 

    Under ‘C’ for Claire, was a mobile number and he pulled out his battered, ‘pay as you go’, and quickly tapped it in. 

    He closed the book, lost in thought. 

    Am I really going go through with this? 

    Still holding the knife, he walked the short-walk over to the bathroom. Like the kitchen, it had big, square, carpet-tiles on the floor and they depressed him every time he looked at them. But hey, it was a cheap rental that he had found in the back of the local free paper, and beggars couldn’t be choosers. He only had ten grand left in his suitcase, and even though it seemed like a lot, he knew perfectly well how easy it would be to breeze through it if nothing more was coming in. 

    Sighing heavily, he gripped the rim of the grimy sink, staring at his reflection in the toothpaste-splattered, oval mirror. 

    Why does nobody like me? 

    For the first time in his life, Paul had actually tried to fit in, to be normal. He had lied through his teeth to land this job and he was so sure he could make a go of it. To go straight. 

    I was only ever nice to the cunts, he thought sadly. 

    He stared at his face, trying to ascertain what it was about him that just turned people off. He wasn’t ugly, not by any means. He would even go so far as to say he was good-looking. His eyes were a piercing green, his features symmetrical and conventional. He was six foot, slim, and spent twenty minutes each day doing basic body-weight exercises to keep in shape. He was a pale-skinned blonde, and dyed his floppy hair black because he thought that being blonde made him look ‘soft’. 

    No. My hair ain’t the problem. 

    It was his eyes. When people saw him, they just knew. His gaze repulsed people because they saw through him. They saw the murderous, vicious, twisted bastard that he really was, and there was nothing he could do to hide it. 

    I can run, but I can never escape myself. 

    “Fuck it. Fuck them all,” he told his reflection. 

    He placed the edge of the knife at his jugular and grinned at his reflection.  

    All I have to do is slice. No more pain. No more running. 

    He lowered the knife, his gaze never leaving his gleaming green eyes. 

    “Baby, you ain’t right in the head,” he said, and laughed. 

    He thought of Claire and her hot mum, and his cock leaped in his underpants. He cupped it through his trousers, squeezing himself. 

    Oh yeah, tonight I’m gonna fucking show those bitches who’s boss. 

    He closed his eyes for a second, imagining how they would feel, naked and slippery with blood, writhing and screaming beneath him. 

    When his eyes snapped open again, he was grinning widely. 

    Yes, tonight was going to be the night of his life. But first, he had to prepare and he knew exactly what he had to do. Or more precisely, what he had to buy. Not having a car was a pain in the arse considering the amount of trips he needed to make to the hardware store today, but at least the nearest B and Q was in comfortable walking distance. 

    He reached under the bed for his suitcase of money. He opened it, lightly running his fingers over the ten grand’s worth of notes. 

    Smiling, he remembered how he had obtained this money. Sick of his life up in Lancaster, he had broken into a rich cunt’s house and emptied the fucker’s safe before blowing out his and his wife’s brains. He hadn’t raped the wife though, as much as he had wanted to. He’d gone in clean and left no trace. The perfect crime. 

    His smile fell, suddenly overcome by a rush of sadness. Here he was, on the run from the police, no bank account, no car, even his surname was plucked at random out of the phonebook… He was untraceable, he didn’t exist. 

    “I am the invisible man, incredible how you can see right through me,” he sang tunelessly, then burst out laughing. 

    Still smiling, he got his feet. There was a shit load to do before tonight. And oh yes, it was going to be one hell of a night. To his surprise, he realised that his stretched taut cheeks from his rictus grin were damp with tears. 

     

     

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER FOUR 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “I am so disappointed in you, Claire. Really, I am.” 

    God, talk about driving your point home, thought Claire. Her dad had been lecturing her for almost half an hour now and her backside was going numb on the kitchen chair. Her mum was upstairs, getting ready to go out because she and dad were going out for an early dinner. Probably so they could talk about what a ‘horror’ she was in peace. 

    “So to sum up, you will come and work for me at I Can’t Believe It’s True! until you go to University in October.” 

    “But Dad, why can’t I just get another job? I’ll be really weirded out with you breathing down my neck twenty-four hours a day.” 

    “I’m sorry, Claire, but that’s just the way it is, take it or leave it.” 

    And by leave it, his implication was pretty clear – find somewhere else to live. 

    “You’re being too hard on me.” 

    “I don’t think we are. And you will babysit tonight. Don’t give me that look, young lady, it’s non-negotiable.” 

    Her mother took that moment to sweep in through the kitchen door and her dad scraped back the kitchen chair, getting to his feet. 

    “Darling, you look beautiful,” he said, kissing her briefly on the mouth and patting her arse in the stylish, wide-legged linen trousers. 

    It’s not right that my own mother makes me feel like a fat frump. 

    Claire was far from fat, but she felt like a beast next to her mum. Her mum, all five foot two of her, was dressed in a crisp, off-white shirt tucked into those linen trousers that showed off her tiny, twenty-two-inch waist. She looked like a movie star. In comparison, Claire, dressed in a baggy white jumper and skinny, stone-washed jeans that were badly in need of a wash and were sagging around the knees and arse, felt like a fat scruff. She slunk down in the kitchen chair, trying to magically shrink herself down to five foot two instead of the five foot ten she was. 

    If only I had small breasts and a smaller butt like Mum, she thought wistfully, because mine are waay out of control. 

    When her mum untangled herself from her husband and turned to look at Claire, her smile dropped like lead. 

    “So has this little misunderstanding been sorted out?” 

    Claire sighed heavily. “Yes, Mother.” 

    “Good. Honestly Claire, I don’t know why you act like this. You should never have taken a year out and just gone straight to University like your brother.” 

    Claire scowled. Her brother was such an arse, and it defeated her why she was the only one that could see it. 

    “Yes, well, I am not my brother, am I? We can’t all be as perfect as Ryan, can we?” 

    “Did someone mention my name?” 

    Speak of the devil… 

    Her brother sauntered into the kitchen, all easy-charm and languid grace that was unusual for a nineteen-year-old, especially one so tall. His floppy blonde hair – the same golden shade as hers and their mother – shone under the bright, overhead lighting. He looked so sickeningly healthy. 

    You wouldn’t think he shoved so much coke up his nose. 

    “Looking gorgeous, Mum,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. 

    Her mum blushed. “Thanks, sweetie.” 

    Claire cringed. Couldn’t they see what an actor he was? He was just so fake, it made her blood boil, it really did. 

    Ryan turned his megawatt beam of a smile onto his father, leaning casually against the worktop with his arms and legs folded. 

    “I’m taking your mother out for an early dinner,” James said, “so you two will have to fend for yourselves.” 

    “I’m cool, thanks. I’m meeting up with Mike tonight, we’re going to grab an Indian.” 

    “Why does he get to go out with his friends, and I don’t,” Claire pouted, knowing full well that she sounded like petulant teenager, but not being able to stop herself. 

    “Because he is only home for the Easter holiday, so therefore he can do pretty much what he pleases because he doesn’t live here,” her mum said. 

    “That’s so unfair.” 

    “Maybe you can talk some sense into her,” her dad said to Ryan. “Come on, love, we’ll be late.” 

    As soon as they were alone in the kitchen, her brother’s sunny smile dropped, his blue eyes turning as cold as a bright, winter’s sky. 

    “You’re such an arse, Claire. You can’t even fuck up properly. Why would you let yourself get caught out like that? I’m going out,” he said, heading for the door. 

    “Maybe I should tell them about your cocaine habit.” 

    He stopped dead, taking a moment before he turned around to face her. 

    “They would never believe you. I’ll just say it’s you taking it. Who do you think they’ll believe?” 

    Instantly, she was transported back to when they were kids, to when he used to hurt himself and claim it was her that had done it. She’d lost count of the amount of times he’d chucked himself down the stairs and said that it was her who had pushed him. Or that time he had stabbed the back of his own hand with a fork and blamed her. He had always made sure to hurt her in places where it could only be an accident, from a scraped knee as a result of a hard shove, to the worst thing he had ever done, which was hold a jam-jar with a trapped wasp inside it to her cheek until it had stung her. She still had nightmares about that one. 

    But thankfully, his bullying ways had stopped by the time they had turned twelve, to be replaced by a cruel indifference when their parents’ backs were turned. 

    That and something sleazier she didn’t care to think about. 

    “I’m not scared of you anymore, Ryan.” 

    “Scared of me? Why on earth would you be scared of me? What a funny thing to say.” 

    Not for the first time, she wondered if he was a borderline, functioning sociopath, or something. Her gaze slipped to his hand; it still bore the scars from the fork prongs, a constant reminder to Mum and Dad what a spiteful little brat she was. 

    He had always been a mean little bastard, and he still was. 

    “I really hate you, Ryan.” 

    He threw back his head and laughed. “You are such a stupid, fat cow.” 

    His scarred hand reached into the back-pocket of his jeans and he pulled out a clear little packet, full of white powder. He proceeded to empty it out next to the breadbin, and pulled out a twenty and a debit card from his wallet. 

    “You can’t do that here,” she gasped. 

    “I’ll do as I please. Besides, you’re stressing me out. I need to do a line before I meet Mike and I can’t be arsed going back upstairs.” 

    Claire glared at him, her heart racing in indignation. He ignored her, bowed his blonde head, and snorted up the neat line that he had efficiently shaped with a debit card. 

    “That’s better,” he said, rubbing his nose. 

    His pupils were huge in his blue eyes, and she looked away, sickened by him. Keeping her gaze averted, she went to pass him, but he was blocking the doorway. 

    “You know, sis, I’m going to fuck a right fatso tonight. She’s almost as fat as you. And she’s old. Like, twenty-five, or something. I mean, who does she think she is, thinking a hot young guy like me would actually be interested in her? I’m gonna nail the stupid fucking slag in the arse until she fucking bleeds. Nice tits, though,” he said, his gaze pointedly lingering on her chest, which thankfully, was hidden by the baggy pullover. 

    “You’re disgusting. Get out of my way.” 

    She barged past him, his laughter ringing in her ears. “What’s the matter?” he called after her. “Can’t you take a joke? You seriously need to lighten up…” 

    His voice faded away as she took the stairs two at a time to get away from him. In the safety of her bedroom, she slammed shut the door and leaned against it. She found she was shaking uncontrollably, and she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like Ryan had never been a pig to her before; she guessed it was just because she had gotten used to him being away. 

    She perched on the edge of her bed, praying that Ryan wouldn’t come into her room and continue to taunt her. She doubted that he would; it wasn’t really his style. Her room was her space, and, for whatever reason, he seemed to respect that. 

    She lay down on her bed with a big sigh, waiting for the time until she had to go the McQueen’s to babysit. 

     

     

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER FIVE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    To Mary, the silence in the living-room was deafening. James was reading The Guardian, the newspaper held high and acting as a barrier between them. The dinner out had passed uneventfully, and now they had the house to themselves. The laptop scorched her thighs as she stared vacantly as the screen – a perfume review site that she really couldn’t give two craps about. Sighing heavily, she looked round the tastefully decorated living-room, from the purposely clashing soft-furnishings – one leather sofa, one floral upholstered, and a stripy armchair – to the Persian rug over the light-oak floorboards. Everything was so neat, so ordered. Everything was as it should be. 

    Yet that bad feeling remained; a vague sense of unease that gnawed away at the edges of her mind. 

    Claire knows. Somehow, she found out the truth about us… 

    What if their carefully ordered life was to come crashing down around their ears? What if they had lost her? 

    “Perhaps we were too hard on her,” Mary said, unable to tolerate the silence a second longer. 

    “You’ve certainly changed your tune.” He put down the paper and sighed heavily. “Well, come on then, if you want to talk, let’s talk. You wanted to avoid the subject at dinner.” 

    She met his gaze. “Maybe we shouldn’t have forced her to babysit tonight. Maybe it would have been better if we sat down and talked it through, you know, like a proper family.” 

    “A proper family? And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

    Inside, she shrivelled. That was out of order, and she knew it. She hadn’t meant it to come out quite that harsh, but she would be damned if she would back down and admit she had said something wrong. 

    “I just think that maybe I flew off the handle a little bit. Not you, me.” 

    “Women,” he said, running his hand through his dark hair. “I wish they’d make their bloody minds up.” 

    The comment wasn’t really meant – it was just designed to irritate her – but it had worked on the most superficial of levels. 

    “Sometimes, James, you’re such a sexist pig.” 

    The slightest smirk tugged at his lips, and despite herself, she couldn’t help returning it. 

    Still as handsome as ever. 

    “That’s why you married me.” 

    “Sod off.” 

    But she said it with a smile. She did love him, and always had done. From the first time she had met him, she had known he was ‘the one’. There had just been something about him, something special. Something different from all the other boys she had known. Even to this day, she still wasn’t quite sure what that ‘something’ was. Maybe it was the sad look that flitted across his brilliant green eyes when he thought no one was looking, the melancholy air that set him apart from the others. 

    He has the tortured soul of a poet, she thought, not for the first time. Not only that, he genuinely had no idea how good-looking he was. 

    “Do you think we should call her? Check she’s okay?” 

    “Of course she’s okay, what possible harm could befall her while babysitting for the McQueen’s? That’s not really the problem, is it?” 

    “So what is the problem?” 

    You know what the problem is, she said loudly in her head. Maybe she knows. Somehow, someway, she knows. And now she hates us and is acting out… 

    “The problem, James, is that she obviously feels that she can’t trust us. She’s never lied to us like this before, she always been such a sweet kid. It’s like she has something big on her mind…” 

    She let the implications of her words hang heavy in the air. James’s silence was all the proof she needed that he knew exactly what she was talking about. 

    “She’s a teenager, a bundle of hormones. So she lied to us, so what? It doesn’t mean anything…” 

    He was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. Mary didn’t move from her spot on the floral sofa. She supposed it was the standard, unspoken agreement between the average couple; if night had fallen then it was the man’s job to open the door. She figured that the chances of a murderous psychopath on their doorstep was slim to none, but even so, one never really knew that for certain, did they? 

    Sure enough, James got to his feet. “I’ll get that, shall I?” 

    “Yeah,” she smiled. “It could be a psychopath.” 

    “Yes, I suppose it could well be,” he said with the faintest trace of a smile. 

    “James?” she said to his departing back. 

    He stopped dead, his hand resting on the living-room doorknob. “Yes?” 

    “It’s just a teenaged thing, don’t you think? Hormones, and all that?” 

    “I’m sure it is, darling. Best get that door. It’s probably sales.” 

    Mary stared after him, wanting to say more in her quest to seek reassurance. She listened to his footsteps retreating down the hallway, fading into nothing. 

     

    * * * 

     

    James walked down the hallway, lost in thought, frowning to himself. Maybe Mary was right, maybe Claire knew more than she was letting on. 

    No. Impossible. We’re just jumping at nothing, everything’s fine. 

    Sadness clutched at his heart and blanketed his mind. He hated feeling like this. He knew himself well enough by now to recognise when one of his black moods were coming on. Or a ‘funk’, as he liked to call them. Mary wasn’t stupid, sometimes the full weight of his past bore down on him and he felt like he was suffocating with his secrets. Buried by his own inadequacies and betrayals. He was never unkind to her, or purposely shut her out, but she still sensed something was eating away at him. There were only so many times he could say that work was stressing him out. 

    And sometimes, when he got to feeling like this, he would do things behind her back that he had no business doing… 

    No. Stop. What happened wasn’t my fault. My past has nothing to do with anything. And it has nothing to do with Claire. 

    Was that even true? He wasn’t even sure what he believed anymore. And what would Mary think – the only woman he had ever allowed himself to love – if she knew the truth about him? The whole truth. 

    Don’t go down this road, he told himself sternly. He really had to stop picking at his distant past like an old scab. It was funny really, the things that sometimes triggered him, usually the most innocuous of things… 

    James violently pulled open the door, as if that action alone would dislodge the nasty, festering thoughts. 

    “Hello, Mr Atwood.” 

    James stared in confusion at the man on his doorstep. 

    What the hell was Paul Breed doing here? How does he even know where I live? 

    “Paul,” he said, keeping his voice neutral and bringing himself up to his full height and puffing out his chest. “What are you doing here?” 

    He was dressed all in black and had a rucksack slung over one shoulder. 

    A sense of unreality washed over him. It was the most disorientating, dreamlike sensation; that feeling of unease before a dream turns into a nightmare. 

    Fleetingly – and stupidly – he wondered if Paul had already found another job as a door-to-door salesman after being sacked that very same afternoon. Perhaps this was a coincidence, their house just happening to be on his ‘knock-list’. 

    “I thought you and I could have a little chat. Man to man.” 

    This situation is spiralling out of control… 

    James blinked. What situation, for goodness sake? There was no situation. 

    James pointedly looked at his watch with all the calm arrogance that he could muster. But his heart pitter-pattered against his sternum like the wings of an aggravated insect and his hands shook. 

    “I’m sorry, Paul, but it’s late. I’ve finished work and I’d like to be alone with my family. So if you don’t mind, perhaps you can come and see me tomorrow morning at work and we can continue with this conversation then.” 

    He began to shut the door, but it wouldn’t close. Paul’s booted foot was rammed in the crack. For the briefest second, his vision swam and panic surged upwards from his guts. He got himself under control pretty quickly and met Paul’s icy-green gaze head-on. 

    For the first time, he noticed that Paul’s eyes were the exact same shade of green as his own. 

    He has my mother’s eyes. 

    Why hadn’t he noticed that fact before? Maybe he had. Maybe, for the exact same reason he had hired him, he had fired him.  

    It can’t be true. 

    “Hmmm. As tempting as that offer is, I am going to have to respectfully decline. The thing is, we have so much to discuss, don’t you think? About my past. About why you saw fit to abandon me.” 

    In a rush that almost knocked him off his feet, James got it. “Not in front of Mary.” 

    When it came down to it, it wasn’t such a big shock after all. Because deep down, he had always known. Somehow, for twenty-five and a half years, he had always known. For twenty-five and a half years, he had secretly been waiting for this moment. 

    A smile tugged at the corner of Paul’s lips – lips so much like his own – a deep, blood-red; thin, wide and curved. 

    “When, then? At work, in front of the secretary? In front of all your staff?” 

    Just the thought of that brought James out in a cold sweat. “No, fine, not at work. But not now, either. Not in front of Mary.” 

    “When, then?” 

    “Tomorrow. We’ll do this tomorrow. I’ll take the day off work we’ll go somewhere, just you and me. We’ll sort this out. Do you want money?” he said in a rush. “I can give you money.” 

    As soon as it was out of his mouth, he knew it had been the wrong thing to say. 

    Paul’s eyes narrowed, his voice pure ice when he replied: “I don’t think that money is going to cut it, do you?” 

    “Paul…” he began hopelessly, not knowing what the hell else to say. 

    “Is everything alright out here?” Mary asked, appearing behind him. 

    Oh, dear God, please, no. 

    Yes, everything’s fine, why don’t you go back inside? I’ll be there in a minute.” 

    He felt the iciness of her gaze boring into the side of his face, felt the weight of her silent questions on his conscience. 

    Who is this man? Why are you being so secretive? Why aren’t you introducing me? 

    “You must be Mrs Atwood,” Paul said, extending his hand. 

    When James glanced downwards, he saw that Paul had removed his foot. 

    No threatening behaviour to report here, folks. 

    “Please, call me Mary,” she said with a smile, accepting his offered hand. 

    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mary. I’m an old friend of your husband’s.” 

    A look of confusion flashed across her face, and she turned to James for clarification. 

    Who the hell is this person? 

    “Well, thanks for stopping by, Paul. I’ve got your number, why don’t I give you a call sometime?” 

    Their eyes locked and James silently pleaded with him. 

    Please, just go away. Please don’t do this in front of my wife. 

    Paul grinned boyishly, his face open and innocent. 

    Can Mary see the similarity? 

    “Actually, seeing as you and me go way back, I thought that perhaps we could discuss this inside. I would feel more comfortable doing this with your wife present.” 

    He glanced at Mary, but her expression was neutral, unreadable. 

    She has to know. Woman’s intuition, and all that. 

    She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder and he flinched. If she noticed, she displayed no outward sign of showing it. 

    “Perhaps you should come in,” she said. 

    James’s heart sank all the way down to his Argyle socks. 

    Maybe this was for the best. Why fight it? 

    Perhaps his entire life had been leading up to this one moment. If the truth was here, quite literally staring him in the face, then Mary was going to find out sooner or later. He was sick of running, sick of the guilt that he carried around with him. 

    Let’s sort this out, once and for all. 

    This had to be the best way to do it. To confront the truth head on. Maybe, with all of them in the room together, he could make them both understand. 

    I need to put my shoes on, he thought. Wearing just his socks left him feeling inexplicably vulnerable, like those dreams he sometimes had of taking his school-exams naked. 

    Having no choice in the matter, he stepped to one side to let Paul pass. 

    My son. Dear God. My son. 

     

    * * * 

     

    What the hell is with my husband? Who is this kid? 

    Mary had no idea what was going on, but she was going to get to the bottom of it. James was distinctly uneasy, and a bad feeling crawled in her guts. But the lad seemed nice enough. 

    And familiar. Very, very familiar. 

    She reached the door to the living-room, turning round to face them. 

    “Why don’t you two go and sit in the living-room, I’ll go into the kitchen and fix us some drinks. What would you like?” she asked the boy. “Tea? Coffee? Something stronger?” 

    He smiled affably at her. “Coffee would be lovely. I’m driving.” 

    “Sure. I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.” 

    “It’s Paul.” 

    Paul. Why was that name so familiar? She looked at her husband, and his face had turned white with two, little red spots high up on each cheek. 

    What is going on here. Why does he look so scared? 

    James managed a weak smile for her, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to return it. They entered the living-room and Mary continued down the hallway to the kitchen. 

    In her spacious kitchen, she longingly eyed the Merlot on the white marble work-top. 

    Sod it, she thought, pouring herself a generous glass from the opened bottle. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need it. 

    She spooned out the instant coffee into three mugs and set them on the wooden tray, waiting for the kettle to boil. 

    Paul, she kept thinking as she busied herself pouring milk into a jug and fetching the bowl of sugar, turning the name over and over in her mind. Then it dawned on her. 

    Paul Breed? Then lad that James had said he sacked today? 

    For some reason, that fact didn’t sit easy with her. So then why was he here? To rant and rave and cause a scene? And why on earth would he say that he was an old friend of her husband’s? To be honest, that was just plain weird, given how much younger he was than James. How much history could they possibly have together? 

    And if it was the kid that James had fired today, why did he just let him so passively into the house? Did he have some hold over her husband, or something? A deep, dark secret? 

    Hey, perhaps he’s been shagging the secretary… 

    She almost smiled at that, but the smile dropped before it had properly formed. There were lots of pretty young girls working at I Can’t Believe It’s True!.  Could her husband be having an affair? 

    No, surely not. 

    Draining the last of the wine in her glass, she picked up the tray and made her way back into the living-room for answers. 

    In the living-room, Paul was leaning back in the plush, brown-leather sofa, like he belonged there. A twinge of irritation stabbed at Mary’s heart. 

    Make yourself at home, why don’t you? 

    James was perched on the edge of the highbacked, stripy armchair, looking decidedly ill-at-ease. 

    “Coffee,” she said, setting the tray down on the sturdy, wooden coffee-table in the middle of the large room. 

    She picked up one of the mugs and handed it to Paul. “Help yourself to milk and sugar.” 

    “Thanks,” he said. “You have a lovely home. Lots of books. I like seeing books in a home, it says a lot about a person.” 

    “Thank you.” 

    She picked up the two remaining mugs, handing one of them to her husband and perching on the edge of the other, floral-upholstered sofa, opposite Paul. James didn’t say a word, his expression pinched. 

    Right, she decided. She was going to get to the bottom of this if it killed her. 

    “So, Paul, what brings you to our door this evening? Is your surname Breed, by any chance?” 

    He smiled at her, but somehow it didn’t quite touch his emerald-green eyes. “You and your husband talk then, I take it. I presume that he told you he fired me today? Do you share a lot? Tell me, what other type of things do you talk about?” 

    “That’s enough,” James said quietly. “If you have any respect for me at all, you’ll let me take it from here.” 

    Mary stared at her husband in disbelief. 

    I don’t know what the hell this is, but whatever it is, it’s bad. 

    To her surprise, she felt the onset of tears prickling her eyes. She blinked them away. 

    “James?” she said softly. “Please tell me what’s going on. Who is this boy?” 

    “My son,” he said simply. 

    The room lurched around her, like she was on a ferry in a storm. 

    Yes. He has his father’s eyes, was all she could think. Of course I knew it. From the second I saw him, I knew it. 

    Pain scorched her thighs and she cried out – she had tipped most of the boiling, black coffee into her lap. Setting down the mug on the floor by her feet, she pinched the fabric of her beige, linen trousers between thumb and forefinger, shaking it so that the coffee cooled and took the sting out of the burn. 

    “Mary? Are you okay?” James asked, jumping to his feet. 

    “I’m fine.” She lifted her gaze to meet his. To her dismay, he looked scared. 

    No, scrap that, he looks terrified.  

    “No. I’m not fine,” she said, correcting herself. “This is not fine. Not fine, at all.” 

    “I know how hard this must be for you,” Paul said, not sounding sorry or sympathetic in the slightest. “You must have a lot of questions, and I would be thrilled to answer them for you.” 

    “Let me take it from here,” James said, the warning stark, despite the quietness of his voice. “Mary doesn’t deserve this.” 

    “No, I’m sure she doesn’t. She deserves much better than a pig like you.” 

    Mary watched the way James’s face closed over, the way his jaw seemed to harden and set. “Get out my house.” 

    “That’s no way to talk to your family. I think you should sit down.” 

    “It was a mistake, letting you into my home. Get out now, before I call the police.” 

    “I think we should all try to calm down,” Mary said, finding her voice. “We need to discuss this, all of us. I need to understand. And I’m sure Paul does, too.” 

    Why am I being so calm, she wondered. Maybe it’s the shock. 

    Paul twisted in his seat and opened the rucksack by his side, pulling out a gun. 

    Mary gasped, her heart pounding painfully hard against her chest. The room lurched again, more violently this time, and went grey and grainy around the edges. 

    “Paul?” James asked, his voice low and full of terror. “What are you doing?” 

    “I came here for some answers, Dad. And I will get them anyway I can. Now, where’s that luscious little sister of mine?” 

    “Oh, you sick fucking bastard…” James began. 

    “She’s not here,” Mary interrupted. 

    “Oh. So where, exactly, is she, then?” Paul said, casually pointing the gun at her. 

    That action alone caused her stomach to lurch and her bowels to loosen and grumble. “You leave my daughter out of this,” she said, calm on the outside and quaking on the inside. “This is between you, and James. Why don’t you just put the gun down and we can talk about this calmly and rationally. I can understand you’re hurting, Paul. This has come as a massive shock to me and I can’t even begin to imagine what you are going through.” 

    “That’s right, you dumb bitch, you can’t. You can’t even begin to know, so don’t go all amateur psychologist on me, it’s pathetic. So why don’t you just shut the fuck up already and take off your fucking clothes?” 

    Mary’s head swam and her entire body trembled. 

    This can’t be happening. How could her life go from neat and orderly, to this in the space of five minutes? It didn’t make sense. Nothing made sense. 

    “Look, Paul, Mary’s right. I’m sorry if I came across as harsh. We can talk this through, all three of us. Just put the gun down.” 

    “Oh, the three of us will be doing a lot more than talking. So, Mary, I’ll ask you one more time, take off your fucking clothes or I’ll put a bullet between your husband’s eyes.” 

    Her blood was like ice-water, pumping round her veins. 

    I can’t do that, came the sure and true thought. Paul turned the gun onto James. Dully, she noted that it looked like a handgun from some action movie that James liked to watch now and then. Except this was longer. 

    A silencer? she wondered. 

    “Did you know about me? Mum said you did. She said you knew about me and when she told you, you laughed in her face.” 

    James visibly winced. “Oh, Jesus, Paul, nothing could be further from the truth.” 

    Mary didn’t understand. What did James’s mother have to do with anything? Hadn’t she died years ago, before they had met? 

    “Would you care to enlighten us, on what the truth is, exactly? Your wife and I are dying to know. Mary, why are you still dressed?” 

    Her limbs felt like lead, and when she looked down at her hands clasped meekly in her lap, they trembled like she had Parkinson’s. 

    “It’s not what you think,” James said. “I was raped.” 

    Raped? she thought numbly. What the hell is he going on about? 

    Paul suddenly jumped up and fisted her silky blonde hair, pressing the gun to her temple. She whimpered in terror, noises and voices around her strangely distorted, like she had a bucket over her head. 

    “Leave her alone!” James shouted. 

    The blood pumping through her veins was deafening in her own ears, almost drowning out external sounds. Dimly, she was aware that she couldn’t catch her breath, that the sound of ragged breathing was her own. 

    The muzzle of the gun was cold and hard against her temple. 

    What would it feel like, to have one’s brains blown out, a distant part of her mind wondered. Surely it wouldn’t hurt? There would be an explosion of searing agony, but wouldn’t it only last for a second? Less than one measly second before the nothingness came? 

    “…so you’d better strip.” 

    She caught the last part of the sentence over her wildly beating heart, hyperventilation, and ringing in her ears. She looked up and locked eyes with her husband. Somewhere along the line – she knew not when – he had sat down again. He looked beseechingly over at her, his green eyes wide and pleading. Never had he looked so lost, so heartbroken. 

    Her hands raised to the top button of her beige, silk blouse. Her fingers refused to cooperate, numbed by fear and total disbelief that this was really happening. 

    Just do as he says. Then all of this will stop. 

    “Very good,” Paul said, watching the ascent of her fingers as they fumbled down the buttons of her top. 

    “I’m so sorry,” James said. “I’ve been wanting to tell you since the first moment I met you, but somehow, the time was never right. The years passed and still I hadn’t told you. I was raped, baby, it wasn’t my fault. I just felt so dirty.” 

    She couldn’t bring herself to look at him. He was sorry. Sorry didn’t cut it. 

    Rape. That one word echoed in her head, alien and frightening. It doesn’t make sense. 

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, James. Tell me what? That you had fathered a kid from before you met me? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

    “Your wife is a real hottie, Dad. A little more flat-chested than I usually go for, but still a total, fucking babe. She’s kinda ethereal. Ethereal. Is that even a word? Like a fucking angel, or something, flapping her pretty little wings all over heaven.” 

    Mary barely heard him. He disgusted her. Right now, her very own husband disgusted her, too. The blouse was completely undone now, dangling in two silky sheets at each side of her petite torso. 

    “Yeah, she’s a fucking goddess, Dad, you are one lucky fucking bastard. Whatever did you do to land her?” 

    Mary kept her head bowed, her vision swimming with tears. 

    She was slow to look up when movement danced just outside her field of vision. Only when the muffled blare of the gun sounded, did she raise her head. Through the blur of tears and panic, she saw her husband writhing on the floor. 

    “You fucker!” James roared. 

    He was clutching his foot in the foetal position, his words giving way to sobs that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. 

    “I told you to sit the fuck down, not try and snatch the gun like a fucking retard. And it’s only your fucking toe, don’t be such a baby.” 

    Paul’s voice was almost drowned out by her husband’s incessant sobbing, and on trembling legs she stumbled towards him, landing with a heavy thump on her knees by his side. 

    “James,” she cried, reaching out to sweep away the dark hair that flopped onto his creased brow. 

    “Keep away from him!” Paul shouted. 

    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the butt of the gun come crashing down towards her temple. Fiery agony exploded in her head before she slipped into blackness. 
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    Groggily, she opened her eyes. Her headache was fierce, her brain pounding in time to the frantic beating of her heart. She looked over at her husband and let out a startled cry. 

    “Welcome back, princess,” Paul said. 

    But Mary barely heard him. Her husband was lying on his side on the red, oriental rug. Silver masking-tape covered his mouth and his arms were lashed behind his back. His feet were bound with rope. His right foot was a bloody mess where Paul had shot him in the toes. 

    “James,” she gasped. 

    He groaned into the gag, his eyes pleading with hers. But pleading for what, she did not know. 

    Slowly, Mary came to realise that she was back on the sofa. She was lying on her side, her head resting on the floral cushions she had so carefully chosen out of the Laura Ashley catalogue. She went to sit up, groaning with the effort. Her head screamed in protest and she gritted her teeth against the pain. 

    “Fine, you may sit up, but if you move more than that, I’ll shoot your husband in the cock.” 

    Paul was sitting on the sofa opposite her, in the exact same spot he had sat when she had first invited him into her home. He looked so relaxed, so nonchalant, like he didn’t have a care in the world. The gun was perched on his thigh, his finger lightly resting on the trigger. 

    “Why are you doing this?” 

    Her lips felt fat when she spoke, her tongue thick, like she had been punched in the mouth. 

    “Because I thought we could have some family time. I thought it was high-time I got to know my dad. Now, this is what is going to happen. You are going to stand up, and you are going to strip. If you try anything funny, I think you know what will happen.” 

    Mary started to cry. She knew she shouldn’t, knew she should try to stay in control of herself and the whole, fucked-up situation, but she couldn’t help herself. 

    “Please. You don’t have to do this. Please, just stop…” 

    “No. Get. Up.” 

    Sobbing like her heart was breaking, she got to her feet. She could feel the weight of her husband’s gaze on her, but she steadfastly refused to look at him.  

    This is all your fault, you bastard.  

    Then she cried all the harder for even thinking such a thing. Crying, she shrugged the opened, silk blouse down her arms. It fell in a silent whisper to the ground. 

    “Very nice. Trousers next.” 

    Her tears were having a strangely numbing effect on her. She felt as though she were in a nightmare, that none of this could possibly be real. Her numbed, trembling fingers hovered over her beige, linen trousers that were a shade darker than her blouse. 

    She unbuttoned them and pulled down the zipper. They were so wide in the leg that they instantly fell to her feet in one whoosh. 

    Despite her numbed state, humiliation coursed through her as she stood there in just her cream-coloured panties and bra. Instinctively, she went to cover herself, wrapping one arm around her chest, her other hand splayed against her crotch. 

    “For fuck’s sake,” Paul said, jumping to his feet. He aimed a kick at James’s stomach, and he screamed into the gag; a horrible, muffled sound that made Mary’s flesh crawl. “No hiding.” 

    She allowed her arms to fall to her sides, he head lowered in shame. 

    “And the rest. I won’t ask again.” 

    With as much dignity as she could muster, she stepped out of her trousers and kicked them to one side, swiftly followed by the cream ballet pumps on her feet. She couldn’t bring herself to look at either of them; not her husband, not her tormentor. 

    “You keep yourself in shape, I see. You wouldn’t think you were in your forties and had had two kids to look at you. But then, it’s not like you work is it? What else are you going to do with your time apart from sit-ups and squats? Do you work, Mary?” 

    He laughed, and to her ears it was like nails scraping down a blackboard. 

    “I write,” she said quickly, keen to delay the moment when she had to remove her underwear. 

    “Is there much money in that, then? What do you write?” 

    “I guess I just about scrape minimum wage doing it. I write romance and I self-publish it onto kindle.” 

    “Oh, you do, huh? Is romance just a polite way to say erotica? Do you write porn, Mary?” 

    She didn’t, as it happened, she wrote the kind of romance that was okay to show the vicar. But talking about this was better than getting her or James shot. Keen not to anger him, she made a huge effort to stem the flow of tears and keep him talking: 

    “I write ‘clean’ romance, none of this ‘Fifty Shades’ stuff. You wouldn’t think it, but there’s still a market out there for what I write.” 

    Her voice sounded strange to her own ears; light and breathy. 

    “I don’t believe you, Mary, Mary, quite contrary. Take off your knickers and show me your cunt.” 

    She froze in fear, her heart hammering so hard she couldn’t catch her breath. In the peripherals of her vision, she was aware of her husband squirming more animatedly on the floor, groaning into the gag. Although perhaps he was trying to speak, it was impossible to tell. 

    “Paul, please,” she said as calmly as she could, although it came out as a hiccupping sob. “Please don’t do this. We can work through this, you’re family, you’re my family too.” 

    “You should ask your husband about family. I would say that family is his specialist subject. If you continue to beat around the bush, Daddy will pay the price. Now show me your bush.” 

    He laughed at his own pathetic joke and a wave of hatred washed over her. She clung to the feeling – it was better than the stomach-churning fear. 

    Just keep calm. Play along and do as he says. Bide your time. 

    With her eyes fixed on the floorboards, she hooked her thumbs into the sides of her knickers, sliding the lacey garment down her thighs. Shame curdled in her stomach, making her skin flush and her head spin. In that moment, she wished with all her might that the ground would just open up and swallow her whole. 

    “Mmm, very nice, now the bra. And when you’ve taken that off, you can sit back down on the sofa facing me and spread your legs.” 

    With wildly trembling hands, she reached behind her back and unclipped her bra. It fell to the floor with her knickers, and her tears flowed in great rivers down her face. 

    The humiliation, the sheer terror, was shocking. It consumed her, raged within her, a fire that obliterated any other feeling. Except the one to survive, that is. 

    She shuffled backwards until the backs of her knees connected with the sofa. It went against every natural instinct she possessed to sit there with her legs open, when all she wanted to do was curl up and sob like a baby. Holding her burning face in her hands with her forearms pressed to her breasts in one last act of defiance, she sat there. 

    Exposed. Humiliated. Wishing to die. 

    “Tut, tut, Mary, no hiding. This is your final warning. Tilt your pelvis up a little and spread your cunt with your fingers. With your other hand, I want you to tweak your nipple. Really hard. I want your nipple to darken, I want to see it fucking bruise.” 

    His voice had deepened with lust and disgust roiled in her stomach at his command. 

    I can’t. 

    Those two words in her head, threatening to be her undoing. 

    “Mary,” he said slowly, the warning stark in his voice. 

    She squeezed her eyes shut against the torrent of tears, her fingers doing his bidding. This was disgusting. She was disgusting. Her shame and humiliation was a palpable thing, evident in her gut-wrenching sobs and her own heartbeat thundering in her ears. She barely heard him over own mortification: 

    “You are a goddess, Mary. A goddess. So firm, so toned, such a neat little cunt. Does she do this for you, James? Does Claire do this for you, too?” 

    Her daughter’s name was the equivalent of a bucket of ice-water chucked in her face, as sobering as it was distressing. 

    “You leave her out of this,” she said, rocked by her own surge of anger, her legs clamping together and her hands balling into fists. 

    “Bit late for that, Mary. I followed her earlier, I know exactly where she is. I watched her with the little, blonde-haired brat. But if you do as I say, I won’t hurt her.” 

    Icy fear settled over her, seeping into every pore, every cell of her being. She would protect her daughter to the bitter end. She would do anything for her. Anything. Paul got up from his seat and went to her. 

    “Lie on your back, Mary, there’s something I want to do.” 

    As he spoke, he untwisted the silencer from the gun and slid it into the back-pocket of his jeans. 

    “Will you leave my daughter alone?” 

    Paul pressed the muzzle of the gun to her forehead, forcing her head down onto the cushion on the armrest. 

    “On your back, Mary. Let’s get kinky. I’ll give you something really good to write about, some inspiration for your porn-books. And if you’re very good, I won’t hurt Claire.” 

    That was all she needed to hear and she lay on her back, staring up at him as he peered down at her. His dark hair flopped forward at a right-angle from his forehead, his green eyes sparkling with merriment. 

    He looks so much like James. However did I not notice it before? 

    “Hold still, sweetheart, and open your legs nice and wide. This may sting a little.” 

    To her utter dismay, he placed the muzzle of the gun at the entrance to her vagina. It just rested there, an obscene parody of a penis. 

    “If you don’t behave, you will be the silencer. A human silencer.” 

    Dimly, she was aware of James screaming in protest into his gag. She looked down at herself, over the rapid rise and fall of her chest, at the gun positioned between her legs. 

    A metal cock. 

    What would it feel like to be shot up the vagina? she wondered. Would it kill her instantly, or would she die in excruciating agony over the period of a few minutes? 

    “No,” she gasped, instinctively going to clamp shut her thighs. 

    Strong hands kept her splayed. “You’d better take it. For your daughter’s sake.” 

    She allowed her thighs to part as if she were with a nurse and about to have a smear. She twisted her face to the side, staring at the swirling pattern on the back of the sofa. She flinched when the cold metal of the gun grazed her inner folds, stabbing at the entrance of her vaginal passage. 

    But it didn’t stop there. Instead, it trailed backwards until it came to rest at her rectum. She couldn’t help but flinch when it pressed insistently at her fear-puckered anus. 

    “Shush, relax, you might even quite like it,” he said, his free hand smoothing back her hair. 

    The colours in the swirling pattern of the sofa blurred and ran together with her tears, and she half-groaned, half-screamed when the gun entered her. 

    “Don’t struggle, the safety catch isn’t on. We wouldn’t want any nasty accidents, would we?” 

    She tried to force her body to relax, but the pain, the sheer humiliation, was damn near soul destroying. Her breath came in ragged gasps and she trembled like a rain-soaked Whippet as he fucked her arse with the gun. Her lower gut clenched and spasmed, violently protesting against the invasion of her body. 

    But she gritted her teeth against it all, summoning up her daughter’s beautiful face in her mind’s eye. 

    If I die tonight, I’ll never get to tell her how much I love her.  

    She had only ever been hard on her to protect her because she was a girl; girls had it tougher than boys in this world. Claire was too beautiful, too pure. Just the thought of some bastard boy using her, or hurting her made her blood boil. Ryan, with his easy-going charm and buckets of confidence had never needed such a firm hand. She knew he would forge his own path. But Claire, she was too beautiful, too gentle; it wouldn’t take much for her to get hurt. Some people, not just horny boys, would take great pleasure in destroying her sense of self-worth, the very essence of her, out of jealousy and spite. 

    Stay away from my daughter. Just stay away… 

    “Are you liking the show, Dad?” he shouted. “Is this getting you good and hard?” 

    He shoved the gun in extra hard, and she felt something rip inside her anus. She screamed in agony, and he pulled out the gun. 

    “Did you like that, you horny little bitch?” 

    He sat down between her legs, crushing one thigh against the back of the sofa and patting the other leg that dangled down. Prising apart her thighs until she howled in pain at the tearing sensation in her rectum, he began to finger-fuck her pussy. 

    “Just stay away from Claire. She’s your sister,” she said through gritted teeth. 

    “I know that, dear Stepmother of mine.”  

    “Leave her alone,” Mary cried, trying to scramble up the sofa away from him. “Do not hurt my daughter.” 

    Agony exploded just above her left breast where he had whipped her with the butt of the gun. She flopped back down again, winded, humiliated and furious. 

    “You’re a little spitfire, aren’t you? I like that. I wonder if Claire is like that, too? Or perhaps she’ll be a big pussy, ‘cause you know, sometimes shit like that skips a generation.” 

    “Fuck you,” Mary said between gasping sobs. 

    “No, I do believe it is you that is getting fucked.” 

    As if to prove his point, he rammed in all four fingers, viciously twisting them inside her body. She squirmed in agony, feeling very much like her lower abdomen was being ripped open. 

    “You’re tight considering you’ve had two kids. Have you ever been fisted?” 

    Tears coursed down her cheeks, and she threw back her head, panting hard. 

    Why is this happening to me? 

    “Fuck you,” she repeated, but with less conviction this time. 

    Paul laughed. “Potty mouth. I have just the cure for that. Don’t move,” he said getting to his feet. 

    The foul, tight pain lifted from between her legs and as soon as he had vacated the sofa, she clamped her legs together. She rolled onto her side, her knees tucked into her chest, her back pushed against the back of the sofa. 

    Get away from him, a voice screamed in her head. Move! Go! 

    But she knew she wouldn’t be quick enough; knew he would catch her and punish her worse than he already was. 

    Worse? How can things get worse than this? 

    Now he was back, forcing her thighs apart and resuming his previous position. 

    When she looked up through the blur of tears, she saw exactly how much worse things could get. He held up a pair of large garden shears with green handles, the blades of which were at least ten inches long. Grinning like the Angel of Death, he opened the blades in front of her face with a quick snick. He placed the tip of one at her vagina and she struggled beneath him. 

    “No,” she gasped, bucking and writhing. 

    Her actions caused the blade to nick her tender skin and a gasp escaped her lips, born more of fear than pain. Instinctively, she went to push him away and he punched her in the face. She screamed in shock, her hands flying up to her bloody nose. For some reason, out of everything he had done to her, this was the worst. 

    He’s capable of anything and you’re going to die. 

    “Please,” she sobbed, clutching her face. 

    “Shut the fuck up.” 

    White hot pain exploded in her arse and vagina. Her world exploded in a brilliant white light; light that swamped her vision and her brain. The light dimmed, to be replaced by a grainy darkness. She could feel her blood, her very life-force, pumping out of her rectum and vagina, a hot wetness that saturated her lower torso. 

    “I’ve got something to tell you,” he said to her from what seemed like very far away. 

    But she barely heard him above the ringing in her ears and the pain that consumed her body. Dimly, she became aware of pressure at her neck. On some level, the pressure alarmed her more than the searing agony in her lower gut. Her hands fluttered upwards, gently grazing the blades of the garden shears that were open on either side of her neck. 

    He whispered foul things in her ear – things that she didn’t really understand but made her blood curdle nonetheless – as he brought the blades together.  

    There was an explosion of hot wetness at her neck, erupting over her chest, accompanied by a flaring, short-lived agony that blotted out everything. 

    Darkness rushed up to meet her. 
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    Claire hovered in Saskia’s bedroom doorway, watching the sleeping child.  

    She’s almost cute when she’s sleeping, she thought, momentarily entranced by the long, blonde hair spilling out over the pillow, and the angelic little face that had been contorted into a rictus of a scream a mere half an hour ago. 

    She made her way back down the broad, winding staircase, running her hand over the highly-polished banister. 

    Fuck me, this place is a fucking palace. Who has six bedrooms? Shame about the décor. 

    The soulless, interior design was as about as trashy and tasteless as Jeff McQueen’s much younger, second wife. She seemed to have a thing for zebra and tiger skin rugs, and despite the vast amount of money that had obviously been pumped into the place, it looked about as classy as a hooker’s boudoir. 

    And to think, this is only their second home. I wonder what their main home in America is like? 

    Claire entered the huge living-room, complete with shiny, white tiled-floor, white leather sofas and obligatory zebra skin rugs. There wasn’t an original painting, or a book in sight. 

    Four hours to kill before the McQueens got back. What was she going to do with herself for the rest of the night?  

    Sighing heavily, she plonked herself down into a white leather sofa and was almost swallowed whole by the cushions. Her dad’s words echoed in her ears: 

    You’re coming to work for me, young lady, and if I catch you smoking again, or lying to us, you can forget University. In fact, you’re out on your ear and you can find your own way in life. 

    Claire thought her dad was full of shit, but at the same time, she wasn’t sure she wanted to put him to the test. 

    Christ, she was dying for a fag. Her mum had been watching her like a bloody hawk all day so she hadn’t had a chance to smoke. 

    I could go out the kitchen door and have one. No one will ever know... 

    Grabbing her shoulder bag off the glass and chrome coffee table – and at the same time thanking her lucky stars that her parents hadn’t thought to frisk her before she went out – she made her way out of the living-room towards the equally huge kitchen. 

    Unlocking the backdoor, she surveyed the vast garden, the end of which was shrouded in darkness. The edge of the garden backed out onto the coastal path which was on the outskirts of town. 

    Christ this place must be worth millions. She shivered in the cool evening air, rubbing her goose-bumped forearms. Should’ve brought my coat. 

    Locating the fags in her shoulder-bag, she lit up and took a long pull. 

    Fuck, that’s so good… 

    The smoke filled her lungs and her head swam pleasantly with the sudden rush of nicotine. Lost in the moment she closed her eyes, feeling completely at one with the world. Completely content. 

    Her phone chirped in her bag, making her jump. 

    Fishing it out of her bag, she read the lit-up screen: 

    Hey Claire, whatcha up to? Has ur dad chilled out yet? 

    She frowned at the message, not recognising the number. Barbs must’ve got a new phone, or something. 

    Despite this entirely logical explanation, her stomach fluttered and unconsciously she placed the flat of her palm over the sudden and inexplicable bout of butterflies. 

    Still staring at the screen, she wandered further out into the garden, sucking thoughtfully on her fag. 

    Just reply, she told herself. You’ll soon find out who it is. 

    Hey, she wrote back. He’s been happier I’m still babysitting, what are you doing? 

    She pressed send before she could change her mind. The reply was instant. 

    Babysitting, huh? Have you ever seen that movie? The one where the babysitter gets a phone call from the psycho? Except the phone-call is coming from inside the house..? 

    Claire stopped dead, staring at the phone in disbelief with her heart slamming against her ribcage.  

    Who is this? She typed back. 

    No reply. Frowning, she pressed ‘call’. The phone rang once, then went to the phone company’s voicemail: 

    The person you are calling is currently unavailable... 

    “Well, fuck you then,” she muttered under her breath. 

    Why aren’t you picking up your phone? she wrote. 

    Still no answer. She grunted in frustration, glaring at the screen. It suddenly occurred to her to text her best-friend, Barbs. 

    Is that you? she wrote. Do you have another phone, now? 

    Is what me? What are you talking about? came the instant reply. 

    Claire’s frown deepened. She supposed that she could go through her entire call list and ask each and every person if it was them playing silly buggers, but she didn’t relish the thought. It would take too long and besides, it would make her look foolish. 

    It’s only one of my friends playing a practical joke on me. And when I find out who it is, I’m gonna bloody kill them… 

    The phone beeped in her hands and she yelped, the fag slipping from her fingers. 

    Shouldn’t you check on the child? the message read. 

    “Fuck,” she hissed, the garden spinning and closing in around her. It took a few attempts to write back because her hands were trembling so much: 

    I’m calling the police. Right now. 

    A rustling in the bushes at the edge of the garden on the right made her heart slam painfully hard. 

    Probably just a fox, or something. 

    She told herself that, but she didn’t quite believe it. Not taking her eyes off the high bushes that wrapped around the football-pitch sized garden, she edged backwards towards the kitchen door. She hadn’t realised that she had come so far out, and panic curled upwards from the depths of her guts, forming a tight knot in her chest that made her want to scream to relieve the pressure. 

    Her phone beeped again in her hands, and she screamed, this time dropping it in the grass.  

    Bending down to scoop it up with wildly trembling fingers, she read the new message: 

    Is everything OK sweetie? 

    Barbs. A harsh sounding giggle escaped her lips. Clutching the phone to her chest, she edged backwards towards the opened kitchen door. 

    Get inside, check on Saskia, then call the police… 

    The door was so close now and when the phone rang and vibrated against her chest, she yelped in shock. Except this time, it was ringing.  

    Fuck, it’s that number. It’s him. 

    Because she knew instinctively that it was ‘a him’. A very bad him. 

    Jabbing at the green ‘accept’ button, she pressed the phone to her ear. 

    “Hello?” she whispered. 

    “Hello, Claire,” said an unfamiliar, male voice. 

    “Who is this?” 

    Another rustle from the hedges caused her head to snap round in that direction. 

    It’s just a breeze. Or a fox. 

    “What’s your favourite scary movie?” 

    Despite the fear that clung to her like a wet shroud, she barked out a harsh laugh. 

    “Who are you? Because I’m pretty sure that none of my friends would be so lame.” 

    “I am the boogeyman. Boo!” 

    She screamed, almost dropping the phone when a figure jumped out of the bushes from where the rustling sound had come from. The person was too far away to make out details, but the form was unmistakably male, with the hood of his jacket pulled over his head. 

    She turned tail and ran for the safety of the kitchen door, almost landing flat on her face with the sudden about-turn. 

    Dimly, she was aware of laughter coming from the phone as she hurtled through the kitchen-door, slamming it shut behind herself and forcing the bolt across.  
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    She staggered backwards away from the door, her breath coming out in harsh, quick gasps. 

    “Don’t hang up!” the voice shouted from the phone. If you hang up, Saskia will die.” 

    No. Impossible. He’s outside, remember? 

    Is he? You sure about that? Is every window locked? How about the French-doors in the living room? 

    Another small whine escaped her lips and she pressed her hand to her mouth, trying to force the panic back down. 

    With wildly trembling hands, she brought the phone up to her ear. 

    “Who are you? What do you want?” she said, stumbling out into the hallway. The landline was out here, she could call the police on that… 

    She picked up the receiver and almost howled in frustration. No dial-tone. 

    “Do you really think I’m that stupid? As if I would let you use the landline.” 

    She froze, the receiver slipping through her fingers and clattering to the tiled floor. 

    He’s in the house. 

    He’s watching me. 

    “Where are you?” she whispered. 

    “I want to play a game,” he said in a low growl. “Do you want to play, Claire?” 

    Claire hurtled out of the hallway, stumbling and crashing into the wall, knocking over the 1920’s style umbrella stand in her haste. 

    In the living-room, she threw herself against the French-doors. Relief coursed through her. 

    Locked. 

    She cupped her hand against the glass and peered out into the black garden. The French-doors were adjacent to the kitchen-door, offering a view of the garden and the spot where the man had jumped out of the bushes. 

    There was no sign of him. 

    “Do you know where I’m hiding, Claire?” chuckled the voice on the end of the phone. “Why don’t you come and find me? Let’s play hide and seek.” 

    When Claire spoke, she found she was hyperventilating. “I’m calling the police,” she gasped. 

    “Hang up and Saskia dies,’ the voice barked. 

    Saskia. 

    Him mentioning the child’s name again jolted her into action and she half-ran, half-stumbled back into the kitchen. She grabbed the biggest knife out of the chopping-block and ran for the stairs. 

    At the foot of the winding staircase, she stopped.  

    Don’t go up there. Hang up and call the police. 

    She dithered, unsure of what to do. She felt exactly like a character in a horror movie, about to make the dumbest decision of her life. 

    Fleetingly, she thought about simply exiting the house through the front-door and screaming for help. But what if that resulted in Saskia’s death? 

    “What have you done with her?” she asked in a whisper. 

    The man laughed and she held the phone away from her ear. “Fuck you,” she whispered. “Fuck this and fuck you,” she repeated, louder this time. 

    Turning her back on the stairs, she ran for the front-door, severing the connection on her mobile as she did so. 

    “Fuck!” she screamed when she reached the door. 

    She rattled the door but it wouldn’t budge. Why the fuck was it locked? She hadn’t locked it. 

    No, you didn’t. He did. 

    Whimpering, she punched in 999. 

    “999. Which service do you require? Fire, ambulance or police?” asked the female voice on the other end of the line. 

    But Claire barely heard her because movement near the top of the stairs caught her eye. 

    “Put down the phone, Claire.” 

    Dimly, she was aware of the calm-sounding woman on the other end of the line: 

    “Hello? Please state your emergency…” 

    “I want Mummy.” 

    Claire locked eyes with the terrified child, the hallway tilting, then seeming to close in around her. 

    A man she had never seen before had a tight grip of Saskia, a knife pressed to her throat. He seemed young – only a few years older than her. He was dressed in black jeans and a black hoodie, beneath which was a black t-shirt. A dark rucksack was slung over one shoulder. It was impossible to tell if it was the same man that had jumped out of the bushes in the garden. 

    “Do it,” he said, pressing a hand to the girl’s mouth. Saskia’s eyes bulged above his palm, wide and bright with terror. 

    Claire severed the call. 

    “Okay, I hung up, see?” she said, holding the phone out in front of her. “Don’t hurt her, she’s just a kid…” 

    “Shut up! Throw the fucking phone down, now,” the stranger ordered. “And the fucking knife.” 

    Claire looked dumbly down at the kitchen knife; she had forgotten she was holding it. Throwing the phone meant smashing it; there was no way it would survive a knock against the tiled floor. She let it slip from her fingers, wincing when she heard it shatter. 

    “Please don’t hurt her,” she repeated. 

    He’s really good-looking, came the strange thought, swiftly followed by, I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere before. 

    “Did the tramp I paid to jump out on you from the bushes give you a good scare? I’ve been hiding in the house for hours, Claire,” he said as he descended the stairs. “Now, this is what’s going to happen. We are going to get rid of the kid, and then you’re coming with me.” 

    Her blood ran cold, and when she spoke, her voice was barely a whisper, her lips numb. “What do you mean?” 

    He was almost level with her now, on the third step from the bottom. Her eyes locked with his. 

    Green, she thought absently. Like Dad’s. 

    He smiled at her, revealing even, white teeth. Saskia squealed into his hand as he walked the child around the corner to the cupboard under the stairs. He opened the sideways sloping door that followed the ascent of the stairs, shoved her inside, and slammed the door shut behind her, sliding the bolt across. 

    Saskia screamed and Claire winced as the child banged her fists against the door. 

    “She’ll quieten down in a minute,” he said, walking towards her with the knife outstretched. 

    Do something, for fuck’s sake, a voice screamed in her head. 

    But what? He was blocking her way to the rest of the house and behind her, the front-door was locked.  

    She backed away from him. 

    “Where do you think you’re going?” 

    Saskia’s screams rang in her ears – the poor girl must’ve been terrified in that pitch-black cupboard. 

    “Keep away from me,” she said, with far more bravado than she felt. 

    “Well, that’s a fine way to talk to your brother.” 

    For a second, everything seemed to stand still. Her breath hitched in her throat and her legs wouldn’t obey her brain’s command to get the fuck away from him. 

    “Yes, that’s right,” he said slowly. “I’m your brother. Twenty-five years ago, your daddy was a very naughty boy.” 

    All she could do was stare dumbly at him. “You’re lying,” was all she could eventually think to say. 

    She stopped edging backwards. What was the point? The front-door was locked, and as he was blocking her way to any other escape route, that left only the stairs. 

    Saskia’s screams, which grew more and more subdued with every passing second, spurred her on. 

    I have to protect her. I have to get him away from her. 

    She lunged for the stairs, taking them two at a time, the adrenalin that coursed through her making her legs feel like rubber. 

    “You wanna play kiss chase?” he shouted after her. “Come on, then!” 

    She reached the bend in the curved staircase, almost tripping over her own feet. Over her own, laboured breathing, she was aware of him hot on her heels, mere inches behind her. 

    The bathroom was at the end of the hallway and she ran for it, her heart smashing against her ribcage. 

    She made it, slamming the door shut behind herself and bolting it. Less than two seconds later, there was an almighty thump against the door that made it rattle against its hinges. 

    She let out a short, sharp cry and staggered backwards, hitting the base of her spine against the edge of the sink and crying out once more. 

    “Let me in, little piggy,” said the hateful voice from the other side of the door. “Or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and you’ll blow your house in.” 

    “Leave us alone!” she cried, casting her gaze wildly around the bathroom for something to protect herself with. 

    A man’s razor rested on the rim of the sink and she scooped it up, staring at it stupidly. It was so light, the head floppy and the row of thin blades embedded deep within it. 

    Fucking useless, she thought in despair. 

    “I hate to break this to you, Claire, but I do have a gun.” 

    Icy fear settled over her, starting at the base of her neck and seeping down her entire body. With trembling hands, she opened the long, mirrored cabinet above the sink. A mix of bottles adorned the shelves and her gaze settled on a rectangular, glass perfume bottle filled with amber liquid. She picked up the Chanel No 5, turning it over in her hand. Maybe she could bash him over the head with it; if she did so hard enough to shatter the glass, it could cause a lot of damage. 

    “What are you doing in there, Claire? If I have to come in and get you, I’m not going to be very happy.” 

    In one hand she clutched the razor, in the other the perfume. Maybe she would be better off with a can of hairspray to spray in his eyes…. 

    Oh God, this is hopeless. 

    “Claire?” 

    She screamed when the door shuddered against its hinges again, twisting her head round to look at the frosted-glass window above the toilet – there was no way she could squeeze through that, especially as only the top half of it opened. Even if she did smash it she was still so high up; she would surely break her neck if she jumped from this height. 

    “Open the fucking door! I’m losing my patience here…” 

    The door shuddered again in the doorframe and she stared at it wild-eyed, not knowing what the hell to do. Then the blows rained down on the door in rapid succession and the bolt jumped and jerked. 

    It ain’t gonna hold. 

    The realisation made her cry out in terror, and she took a step towards the door. 

    This is fucking suicide, she thought as she flattened her body against the wall next to the hinges of the vibrating door. He has a gun for fuck’s sake… 

    But she hadn’t seen the gun, so maybe he was lying. And she had to do something, even if that something was completely fucking stupid because there was no way she had the upper hand here. As if he wouldn’t pre-empt this move… 

    The door suddenly gave way, busting inwards and smashing into her upraised arms. She refused to scream and steadied herself, poised to slam the perfume bottle into his face as soon as he appeared… 

    Nothing happened. Her breath came in ragged little gasps and her heart thumped so hard she thought it might burst right out of her chest. 

    “Come out with your hands raised and please put down any object you had intended to smash into my skull.” 

    Shit. 

    Instinctively, she shoved the razor into the back pocket of her jeans and set the perfume bottle down on the side of the bath. Despair washed over her. She was all out of options; there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Tears blurred her vision as she stepped round the door, her hands raised. 

    The man 

    her brother, oh my God, did he really say he was my brother 

    stood a little way down the corridor. 

    And he did, indeed, have a gun which was pointing right at her. 

    “That’s better. I’ve had enough of chasing now. It’s time for some kissing.” 

    Inside, she shrank in fear. The vision of him blurred, thanks to the tears running down her cheeks, dripping onto the high neck of her pullover. 

    “Please don’t hurt me,” she said, hating the whining quality to her voice. “Or Saskia. Please…” 

    “You know this house better than me. Where’s the master bedroom? I bet the rich bitch that lives here has got some really kinky toys in her drawers. That’s if her choice of décor is anything to go by. I mean, fuck me, what kind of arsehole has zebra-print rugs?” 

    Claire just stood there, her breath hitching in her throat, the tears rolling freely. 

    “Will you stop with the crying? Crying makes you all puffy and ugly. Come on, bedroom, now. Or I’ll go downstairs and put a bullet between the little brat’s eyes.” 

    That spurred her into action. When she had nosed around the house earlier, she had discovered that the bedroom was on the third and final floor – the next floor up from Saskia‘s bedroom. 

    “Good girl,” Paul said from behind her. 

    Panic made her head spin and her legs turn to rubber. She was painfully aware of him behind her; she didn’t have to turn her head to know where the gun would be pointing. As if in a nightmare, she ascended the second staircase, conscious of him just a few steps behind. 

    The master bedroom loomed ahead and her stomach twisted into a tight knot of fear. 

    Oh God, this can’t be happening... 

    “In,” he said, shoving her in the small of her back when she paused in numbed terror in the doorway. 

    She lurched inside the room on jellied legs, only just managing not to trip. Covering her face with her hands, she steadfastly refused to turn around. 

    “Now, dear sister, I think it is time we got better acquainted. I want you to turn around and face me and take off all your clothes.” 

    He’s going to rape me, and then he’s going to kill me. 

    The thought was shocking, if not surprising. From the second the bastard had erupted into the house and into her life, she knew that it had been on the cards. 

    “No dawdling now,’ he said to her unmoving back. “Or the little bitch gets it.” 

    Claire thought of the little girl locked in the cupboard under the stars. For a fleeting second, she panicked that she might suffocate in that confined space. 

    No. Don’t be stupid, it isn’t hermetically sealed… 

    And then all thoughts of Saskia were well and truly forgotten when the hot rush of his breath hit the back of her neck. 

    “Don’t push my patience,” he said, his voice loud in her ear. 

    The bedroom took on an almost unreal clarity with her heightened senses. Opposite her, the mirrors of the built-in wardrobe that ran the length of the wall glinted with a glacial purity, like the surface of the stillest lake in the Scottish Highlands. To her left, the King-sized bed with its faux, leopard-print bedspread seemed outrageously vivid, hurting her eyes and making her head swim. Over on the decidedly naff, white, fairy-tale style dresser, a wide, silver-backed hairbrush caught her attention, the strands of blonde hair tangling around the bristles glinting in the harsh, overhead light. 

    She closed her eyes to dispel the images, to try to remove herself from the reality of her situation. 

    “Do it, Claire, get naked.” 

    Her violently trembling fingers gripped the bottom of her white pullover, ready to pull it over her head… 

    But despite everything, she just couldn’t bring herself to do it. 

    A low, throaty chuckle tickled the base of her neck, making her shiver and her head swim. “Then I’ll just have to do it for you.” 

    She screamed when he wrapped a forearm around her neck and she felt the hard press of the gun in her back. He was stronger than he looked; all wiry strength and sinewy muscle. With seemingly no effort, he walked her forwards towards the bed and shoved her down on it, face first. 

    “Please don’t do this,” she sobbed into the bedspread, her voice muffled by the soft material.  

    A rush of air hit her back, accompanied by a sawing noise of a knife cutting through material. 

    Bastard, was all she could think. Bastard, bastard, bastard. 

    In a matter of seconds, her back was cold and bare. There was a tugging sensation under her breasts, and she yelped when the under-band of her bra pinged sharply against her skin as it snapped. 

    His hands rubbed her exposed skin in a gross parody of a massage and she shrank away from his touch, repulsed to the core. 

    Next, there was a tugging sensation at the waistband of her jeans, followed by a rush of air on her bare rump. By the time her jeans and knickers were pulled down her legs, she was sobbing uncontrollably. Never had she felt so exposed, so humiliated and flat-out terrified in her life. 

    “You’re a lot bigger than your mum. I like it.” 

    His words chilled her. “What did you to her?” 

    “I think the question should be, what didn’t I do to her,” he said, all the while continuing with his creepy massage. “In fact, why don’t I show you?” 

    The pressure lifted off her back, then her hips were ground into the bed with him straddling her arse. Her body bounced slightly with the change in pressure and she kept her upper-arms tightly tucked into her sides, pathetically clutching her ruined clothes to her breasts. Her body twisted slightly to the side in tandem with his as he fidgeted on top of her. She heard his rucksack unzipping – the one that had been firmly attached to his back the entire time – then something with a reasonable amount of heft to it bounced next to her head on the bed. 

    She kept her eyes squeezed tightly shut, not wanting to see. Whatever it was, she knew it would be bad. 

    “Open your eyes, Claire. I brought you a present.” He sighed deeply and theatrically. “If you don’t open your fucking eyes I will fucking skin you.” 

    Her eyes snapped open… And she found herself staring into the bulging eyes of her mother. At first, what she saw didn’t make any sense. She felt her mind lurch, her brain physically jolt in her head with the magnitude of what she was seeing, with the realisation that there was no body attached to her mum’s head. 

    And then she was screaming and babbling incoherently, outrage and terror pushing her out of her mind. 

    “Shut up,” he said. 

    Fingers curled in her hair at the back of her head, pushing her face into the bed to stifle her screams. The bedspread and her own snot was suffocating her, the hot wetness bunging up her lungs and nose, her face burning with the heat of her own misery. 

    The lack of oxygen pumping round her body and the blanketing effect it had on her brain was almost a blessing; she welcomed the dizzying sensation and the promise of oblivion. As if Paul knew this, he fisted her hair more aggressively and twisted her head round so that she was facing her mother. Despite wanting to pass out, her treacherous lungs gasped for air. She kept her eyes closed, knowing that opening them again would shatter her mind and break her heart. 

    “I fucked her after I cut off her head. I fucked her neck. Look, you can still see my come.” 

    She didn’t look. Dimly, she was aware of his weight shifting on top of her, of the bed bouncing beneath them. Her legs were roughly shoved apart, followed by a rush of air on her vagina to be quickly replaced by probing fingers. She winced, trying to wriggle away from him, but his other hand was pressing down on her shoulder-blade, the handle of the gun digging painfully into the bone – a reminder of the consequences of not keeping still. 

    His fingers were replaced by the unmistakable push of his cock, probing at the entrance to her pussy. She kept her body slack, not even trying to fight off the onslaught. 

    “Are you a virgin?” he said, his voice laced with a desire that made her stomach roil. 

    She wasn’t – there had been one boy, which had fizzled out months ago – but the question barely even registered. 

    “Never mind,” he panted, driving his cock inside her dry vagina. 

    The act of the rape paled into insignificance compared to the fact her mother’s head was lying on the bed, right next to hers. The dry pain exploded in her lower abdomen bringing with it a bout of horrendous cramps, but still she did not struggle. The physical pain was nothing compared to her mental torment. Throughout the ordeal – which lasted a total of three minutes – she kept her eyes resolutely shut. 

    Suddenly, the loathsome weight lifted from her back and she became aware of a cooling slickness coating her vagina and smearing her inner thighs. The cramps disappeared, leaving a dull ache in their wake, but somehow, the extreme, physical discomfort was of little consequence to her. 

    The rustling noise suggested that he was rummaging inside his rucksack again, then some foul, chemical-smelling, damp fabric was pressed over her snot-clogged nose and mouth. 

    The welcome blackness engulfed her, shutting out everything. 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER NINE 

     

     

     

     

     

     

    At the top of the stairs, the main door to the Chamber of Terrors creaked open, and Paul leaped into action, killing the torch on his mobile and getting into position. He stood there in the pitch-black, the axe raised above his head. Paul was a few inches taller than the dummy of the Broadgate Butcher and he hoped that they wouldn’t notice – it would be such a shame to ruin the surprise. He thought of all the goodies he had waiting for his guests in the sports-bag and rucksack which were shoved under the butcher’s table, and smiled.  

    So far, everything had gone like clockwork. After killing Mary (and fucking her head in front of her husband – that had been so much fun) he had knocked his dad out and driven him here in his own car. After that, he had ‘collected’ Claire from her babysitting gig, driving her here in her father’s car. 

    Yes, it’s all going as smooth as fuck. 

    Just as he had hoped, Louise and Fay decided to forgo the overhead lights, instead switching on the Chamber of Terrors in all its blood-caked glory. The recorded screams of the tortured and the hammy, horror music danced pleasingly around him, making his cock instantly hard. God, he had loved this fucking job. 

    The two women clattered down the individually lit-up steps in their high-heels, the bottles of wine and beer clinking in their carrier-bags. 

    “Do I look okay? Do you think Ryan will fancy me?” Fay asked. 

    As it happened, Paul thought, she really didn’t look so bad at all. She wore a short, black dress and didn’t look nearly as fat as she normally did. In fact, she could almost be described as curvy, in the most ‘Kim Kardashian’ kind of way.  

    Or maybe it was just because he was so happy tonight that he was willing to see the best in people. 

    “Sweetie, you look gorgeous. If he doesn’t fancy you tonight, then he’s definitely gay.” 

    Fay giggled, pushing back her shoulder length, dark brown hair. Paul had never seen her with her hair down before – it framed her little round face, shaving millimetres off her cheeks and jawline. 

    Louise looked better than she normally did, too, Paul decided. There was no escaping her bleached-blonde, trashy look, yet somehow she looked ‘softer’ tonight. She wore an almost-demure, flowery dress to just above the knee, and her hair hung loose to halfway down her back. 

    Fleetingly, he thought of Claire. Louise was nothing next to her, a second-rate imitation that paled in comparison. 

    “Are we going to set up here, then?” Fay asked, stopping just a few feet away from where Paul stood, dressed as the Broadgate Butcher.  

    He had shoved the dummy in the stockroom along with all the other unused props and displays, but not before he had removed the blood-splattered apron and white, doctor’s face mask that the Broadgate Butcher supposedly wore doused with Lavender to disguise the stench of death. As luck would have it, the dummy wore non-descript, black clothes which were easy to emulate and the oversized apron and the butcher’s slab in front of him hid most of what he wore, anyway.  Paul had even got a haircut to match that of the dummy’s.  

    With a stiff arm he raised his axe in the air – the fake one swapped out for a real one – and bought it down with a resounding thunk on the dummy’s severed leg. 

    “Sure,” Louise was saying, “it makes sense to. It’s the biggest bit of floor space down here.” 

    “Yeah,” Fay said, spinning round and looking right at him. “The Broadgate Butcher gives me the creeps, though.” 

    “That’s kind of the point. Come and give me a hand, will you?” 

    Fay stared at him for a second longer and he made sure to keep his eyes suitably glazed over. 

    Oh, shoot, is the game up already? 

    His muscles tensed in preparation to leap out at her, but she turned away. 

    Louise was busy laying out the checkered picnic rug, and emptying the carrier-bags of crisps and drinks. Fay helped, talking as she did so: 

    “Maybe doing this down here is a bad idea. It gives me the creeps.” 

    “You’re not wimping out on me now, are you? The boys can act as macho as they want, but inside they’ll be scared and too embarrassed to admit it. And you know what happens to boys when they get scared, don’t you? They get horny. Besides, it brings out their macho instincts. Ryan will want to protect you from the big, bad, Broadgate Butcher.” 

    “Shut up,” Fay said, but Paul could detect the tremor in her voice. “I mean it, I don’t like that dummy, it’s sick. It’s in really bad taste to glamorise a serial killer like that. I mean, he was a sex-killer, he chopped off women’s arms and legs and then he raped them as the life drained out of them.” 

    “Will you stop? Jeez, you sure know how to kill the party spirit. This is supposed to be good, clean spooky fun, remember?” 

    “Yeah, so you keep saying. At least the lights above the guy in the electric chair are out and I don’t have to look at him all night, too.” 

    Louise turned to look at the ‘Electric Chair’ display on the other side of the walkway, and Paul’s stomach lurched in anticipation. 

    If she goes over there, then I guess the action is about to start… 

    “Oh yeah, so he is. Maybe I should go see if I can fix his light.” 

    “Just leave it,” Fay said. “Please? The Broadgate Butcher is quite enough for me.” 

    “Okay, okay, you are such a spoilsport. But as it’s such a nice, dark, little corner, I might have to take Mike over there for a closer look. Maybe we’ll do it on electrocuted guy.” 

    “Oh my God, you wouldn’t. You are so sick.” 

    Paul listened to their exchange in rapt attention, excitement coursing through him. Louise’s giggles rang in his ears, and he thought about how much fun it was going to be when her laughter turned to shrieks of terror. 

    He lifted up the axe, but instead of bringing it swinging down into the fake leg, he waved it above his head in a jerking motion, doing his best imitation of a jammed robot. 

    “Oh look,” Louise laughed, “your boyfriend’s stuck.” 

    Louise stood up straight and Fay crept closer to her, her eyes wide with terror. 

    “It looks… wrong,” she finished lamely. 

    “Fine,” Louise said, “we’ll just turn it off. I remember someone telling me ages ago there are individual switches for each display, you know, if there’s a problem and stuff.” 

    Yeah, I heard that, too. I think James told me once there was one for him under his butcher table.” 

    That’s right, come take a closer look. 

    But neither woman moved. 

    “I’ll go then, shall I? My God, you really are quite pathetic,” Louise said. 

    Sighing theatrically, she clip-clopped towards him on her high-heels. His arm was beginning to ache with vibrating the axe above his head like that. 

    Here, kitty, kitty, kitty. Just a little closer… 

    Frowning, she approached him, not even looking at his face. She stopped right next to him, and even through the fabric covering his nose and mouth, her cheap, fruity perfume filled his nostrils. He smiled behind the mask, his cock stiffening. He didn’t think he could contain himself much longer. 

    “I can’t see anything,” she said, bending over to peer under the butcher’s slab. “Could you go and put the overhead lights on, please?” 

    When she righted herself, he swung the axe at her neck. It went whooshing through the air with a satisfying sense of heft, connecting perfectly with the side of her neck. 

    He hadn’t expected that chopping off her head would be so easy. Just like in some eighties’ horror movie, her head flew through the air, her long blonde hair streaming out behind it. 

    The glorious moment seemed to stretch on indefinitely, but in reality it was over in a matter of seconds. Her headless corpse toppled forwards, a great geisha of blood pumping from her neck-stump. 

    Only then did Fay scream. 

    Thank God it’s so soundproofed down here, Paul though as he pulled out his gun and pointed it at her. 

    This action didn’t shut her up, and she ran for the stairs, still screaming. 

    “Stay where you are, you stupid bitch!” he shouted after her as he yanked the mask off his face and lobbed it, but she paid him no heed. “Jesus, women,” he muttered, firing the gun. 

    The bullet hit her left shin, the noise of the bullet’s trajectory dulled by the silencer, and she went sprawling to the ground. Her screams gave way to funny howling noises that barely sounded human. 

    He leaned down and groped under the butcher’s slab for the big sports bag he had dumped there along with his rucksack. Locating it, he pulled it out and grabbed a roll of electrical tape – such useful stuff – and went to her, the bloody axe dangling from his other hand. 

    He kicked the writhing, sobbing woman onto her back and stared impassively down at her. God, it felt so God to have power over her at last. He’d been waiting so long to tear this bitch apart. 

    Quickly, he taped up her mouth, effectively severing her pleas before they ever really got going. Then he wound the tape around her wrists so that they were nice and secure in front of her chest. It looked like she was praying and he snorted laughter. When he was done, he grabbed her by her good ankle and dragged her across the floor over to Louise’s headless corpse. 

    It was hard going – a dainty, ballerina type she was not – and by the time he got there, he was all puffed out. He dropped her foot with a heavy thump and she screamed into the gag, although it sounded more like she was gargling on glass. He sighed heavily, beginning to feel a little sad that he had killed Louise first; she had been by far the biggest bitch of the two, and it was her that he had planned on having a shitload of fun with. 

    He shrugged his shoulders. Too late now, he would just have to make do. 

    He went to retrieve Louise’s head which had landed in a plastic bowl of hula hoops. He stuffed a handful of hula hoops into his mouth as he did so, blood and all, his growling stomach reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast time. 

    “Right then. Let’s have some fun.” He crouched down next to the sobbing girl and put on a high, falsetto voice, shoving the severed head right up into terrified face. “Do you want to have some fun, Fay? Ooh, I know, why don’t we get down to some girl on girl action before the boys come. I’m sooo horny.” 

    Paul rocked in his crouching position, shaking with laughter. 

    Hell, yeah, we must have at least half an hour left alone… 

    He planted a noisy smacker on Louise’s mouth, which was twisted open in a rictus of a grin, before placing the head in the sports bag under the table. 

    The waxwork of the young woman with the severed leg had to go, and he swept her to the ground. “Sorry love, Fay wants a go. But don’t worry, there’s enough of me to go around.” 

    Bending his knees and locking his back in position, he wedged his hands under Fay’s armpits. 

    Fucking hell, she’s such a lump. 

    His gaze swivelled in the direction of Louise’s headless corpse, a far better idea occurring to him. Abandoning Fay, he went to Louise. She was a little lighter than Fay, helped by the fact that her head was missing and, groaning and grunting with the exertion, he managed to get her up on the table on her back with her legs dangling over the edge. 

    “There,” he said, wiping away the sweat that dripped into his eyes. 

    Retrieving a pair of chunky scissors from the holdall, he proceeded to cut off the flowery dress, then through the white, lacy underwear. Her ruined clothes fanned out in a puddle around her body. 

    “Beautiful,” he murmured, dropping the scissors on the concrete floor with a clatter. 

    Reaching out for her tits – the very same tits that had got him fired – he gave them a hard squeeze. They were soft; too soft, and appeared to be nestling in her armpits. His fingers were swallowed up by the fleshy mounds and he squeezed harder, wishing that she were alive so he could hear the bitch squeal.  

    Letting go of her tits, he reached for the axe which was propped up against the table. He was aware of Fay crying into her gag and, clutching the axe, he twisted his head in her direction. Maybe he was mistaken, but it seemed as if she were further away from him. 

    “Are you slinking away from me, you silly slag? Should I shoot you in the other leg, too?” 

    Frantically, she shook her head, her red eyes wide with terror and black-rimmed with smudged mascara, making her look like a crazed panda. Patting the waistband of his jeans above his rump to check that the gun was still there, he lifted the axe high above his head, and brought it down with a resounding thunk into Louise’s thigh. The vibration of the axe-head hitting the bone reverberated up his arm, and didn’t follow through to the table. Blood oozed rather than erupted like a fountain, unlike when he had chopped off her head. 

    “Oh, you fat bitch,” he grunted, wiggling the weapon out of her thigh before swinging the axe one more time. 

    This time it was a success, and the axe made contact with the table top. Not being a real butcher’s table, and just an ordinary wooden table-top painted to look like stainless steel, the axe-head wedged firmly into the surface. Her leg plopped onto the floor with a heavy thump and he kicked it to one side. 

    “Not the type of legless you thought you’d be tonight,” he quipped. 

    He was glad that Fay was still alive to hear that distinctly cool, ‘James Bond’ kind of line. He moved round the table to her other leg and repeated the process so that so she was, indeed, fully legless. 

    Her cunt poked out between the two bloody stumps, hairy, pouty and sheened in blood. He felt his cock stir and he rubbed himself through the apron. So intent had he been on the job at hand, he hadn’t realised quite how blood-splattered he was. 

    There’s no way I’m walking out of here tonight, he thought in a moment of sadness. 

    No, come on, buck up. You wanted this, remember? You have nothing to live for. 

    With a renewed vigour, he lifted the hem of the apron which came down almost to his knees, and tucked it into itself at the neck. 

    Unzipping his black jeans, he freed his cock, stroking himself as he stared at the heavenly sight. Grabbing her hips, he pulled the headless and legless corpse down the table. 

    “Oh, yeah, baby,” he said, laughing. 

    He let out a howl like a wild animal as he gripped her stumps and drove into her. She was still warm and wet with blood. 

    “You enjoying this, whore?” he panted. “You’re so wet.” 

    After just four, good thrusts, he was dangerously close to coming and reluctantly pulled out. Fucking Claire felt like a lifetime ago and he was so damn hot for more pussy. 

    His gaze locked onto the terrified Fay and he felt the smile tugging at his mouth. “Are you ready for some girl on girl action?” 

    Her eyes bulged above the electrical tape as she frantically shook her head and made funny gurgling, growling sounds.  

    “You are? Well that’s great. Let’s get to it.” 

    Ignoring the weird noises, he hooked his hands under armpits and heaved upwards, almost putting his back out as he did so. 

    “Christ, you really need to go on a diet.” 

    Sweat broke out on his forehead and his arms trembled with the effort, but somehow, he managed to dump the screaming, violently shaking girl onto the table without breaking his back. 

    She lay on her stomach on top of the corpse, her face parallel with Louise’s cunt. Her nostrils flared and her eyes rolled back in her head, the electrical tape bulging. 

    She sure looks a funny colour. 

    “Shit,” he said, lunging for the gag as soon as he realised what was happening, ripping it off in one fluid motion, only to be hit square in the face by projectile vomit. It was luminous yellow and smelt of rank, vegetable soup left to congeal overnight in a saucepan. “Fuck,” he spluttered, “you disgusting fucking pig.” 

    It dripped off the end of his nose to mingle with the blood which saturated his apron and clothes. 

    It stinks like a fucking abattoir in here. 

    Piss, shit, blood, vomit – the general stench of human innards curled around him, a smell he hadn’t really noticed until this moment. 

    Maybe I should’ve doused my mask with fucking lavender oil like the Broadgate Butcher… 

    But the smell didn’t really bother him. In fact, now that he thought about it, he rather liked it. He wiped his face with the back of his hand and flicked his fingers. 

    “Have you eaten sweetcorn today?” he asked, flicking a bright yellow lump that was stuck resolutely to his finger like an unwanted booger. “You probably haven’t, it’s just one of those weird things, isn’t it? I mean, why do people always sick up lumps of sweetcorn even if they haven’t touched the fucking stuff for years?” 

    But Fay wasn’t listening. Now that her mouth was free, she was taking full advantage of the situation and screaming like a fucking banshee, peppered by the most repulsive retching noises. Despite her bound hands, she had also managed to prop herself up on her elbows, balancing precariously on Louise’s corpse. 

    This irritated him no end. If she rolled off the table he’d have to pick the fat cow up again, and he really couldn’t be arsed. 

    He shook his head. “Women. Always moaning.” 

    His ears were beginning to ring, so he punched her in the face, a neat right-hook that snapped her head sideways and quietened down the screams nicely. She flopped back down on the corpse of her friend, sobbing and gurgling deep in her throat. 

    He walked round to the other end of the butcher’s table, to where her splayed legs dangled ungainly off the edge. 

    “This could get infected,” he said, holding up her ruined left leg. “We need to amputate immediately.” 

    “Get away from me,” she gurgled and sobbed. 

    Although she might not have said that; it was hard to know for sure, given how slurred her speech was. 

    Retrieving the axe which was propped against the table, he swung it high above his head and brought it crashing downwards with a good, hefty swing. It connected nicely with the back of her left leg, just above the knee. 

    He pulled out the axe and was hit in the eyes with a hard spurt of blood. Wiping it away, he assessed the damage. Her leg was about three quarters off. He had chopped through the thigh bone, but the leg remained resolutely attached by the front, thick layer of flesh that had once wrapped generously all the way round her chunky thigh. Her body convulsed on the slab, reminding him of a flapping fish in its death throes. 

    He raised the axe once more. This time was the charm, and her leg thumped to the floor. Unintentionally, he had also managed to halfway sever the dead woman’s arm as well. 

     God, the noise she was making, it defied belief. She continued to spasm and jerk, and Paul wondered if she was dying. 

    “You can’t die yet, we haven’t even started.” 

    He did want her to shut up though, or at least dial it down a notch. The place was still filled with spooky music and the OTT screams of the tortured, but Fay’s was a little too authentic for comfort. When the boys came down here, he would be rumbled in a heartbeat, and he didn’t want that, so he taped her mouth back up. 

    Reaching down for the holdall, his hand curled around the instrument he sought. The blowtorch blazed into life in his hand and he admired the long, blue flame. 

    “Hold still,” he said. “This may sting for a second.” 

    Her body convulsed and she screamed into the gag as he cauterized her stump. It blackened and smoked, and, as if by magic, the bleeding stopped dead. The sweet smell of barbequed flesh hit his nostrils and he deeply breathed in the pleasant aroma. His stomach growled again, and he wondered what cooked human flesh would taste like. 

    It suddenly occurred to him that she had stopped screaming. The bitch was out cold. He reached out to feel for a pulse at her neck, breathing a sigh of relief when he felt the faint flutter of her still-beating heart beneath his fingertips. He didn’t want her to die yet, there were still lots of fun times ahead for them. 

    He stepped back to admire the smoking stump, satisfied that she wasn’t going to die from that wound alone. 

    Laughter coming from the top of the stairs snapped his attention away from Fay. 

    They’re here! 

    The Broadgate Butcher display wasn’t visible from the top of the stairs, and he figured that so long as he kept still, they would just think that the display was ‘supposed’ to look like this. That was if they didn’t look too closely, of course… 

    Paul stroked Fay’s blood soaked hair off her gleaming, red forehead, whispering lovingly in her ear: “Shush, now, we’re here to have fun, remember? You look gorgeous, I’m sure Ryan will fancy you. You never know, you might even get lucky.” 

    But she didn’t hear him because she was out of it. A little giggle escaped his lips; she looked so ludicrous with her chin resting atop Louise’s pubic mound like that, her plump, taped-up, bloody face framed by those bloody stumps... 

    With the three severed legs scattered around him, he straightened his diabolical apron, raised the axe above his head, and resumed his stance as the waxwork of the Broadgate Butcher… 

    He was ready. 
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    The low rumble of distant, male voices grew clearer as the two boys thumped down the stairs. They were laughing at something, Paul didn’t know what, and the old, all-too-familiar feeling of being left out slammed into him. 

    Not fair. This is my special night. 

    The axe wavered slightly above his head. He was being stupid, now was not the time to fester over his life-long insecurities. 

    Because now it’s their turn. Now those cunts will know what it’s like to be ridiculed, to be the ones on the outside looking in. 

    They approached the centre of the walkway, stopping dead when they saw the shambles that was the blood-splattered, crumpled picnic rug and the scattered, plastic bowls of crisps. 

    “Where are the girls?” Mike said. “Smells like shit down here. Are the fucking toilets broken or something?” 

    Ryan shrugged. “Beats me. Could be a bust sewer pipe, I guess.” 

    Or at least, Paul assumed that the other lad was ‘Mike’ because he didn’t recognise him. He looked to be around twenty, with brown hair pulled back in a short pony-tale and a strong nose that was not altogether unattractive, giving him the appearance of a young Tom Cruise. He was short like Tom Cruise too; he couldn’t have been more than five foot six. Good-looking short guys were the worst, Paul thought. What they lacked in height they usually made up for with a cocky attitude. 

    “Hey,” Ryan called out. “Where are you?” 

    His cries were met by the wall of ‘mood music’ that bore more than a passing resemblance to the musical score of the seventies’ flick, ‘Halloween’. The recorded screams mingled seamlessly with the music, and if Fay were to come round right this second, it would just add to the overall ambience. 

    Paul watched Ryan in fascination. Do we look alike, he wondered? Jealousy twisted in his guts – Ryan was way better looking than him. 

    I guess he takes more after his mother… 

    “They can’t be far away,” Mike said. 

    Both guys stood there next to the picnic rug, turning slowly round on the spot. Their eyes swept over him a couple of times, but they didn’t see. 

    “They’re playing a trick on us,” Ryan said loudly. “And they will fucking pay when we catch them.” 

    In the gloom, Paul watched Ryan smile. Something about it was intensely familiar. He recognised that smile for what it was, he saw the cruel intent behind it.  

    Takes one to know one, I guess. It must be in the genes. 

    “Do you know where the main lights are?” Mike asked. 

    “Nope, not a clue.” 

    “You’re kidding me, right? Your dad runs this fucking place.” 

    “So? I can count on one hand the amount of times I’ve been in this fucking dump. Besides,” Ryan said, extra loudly so the girls would hear him from their hiding place, “where would be the fun in that? They want to play? They want to be hunted? So let’s hunt them.” 

    He walked away from the picnic rug, completely ignoring Paul and the bloody mess that was his would-be girlfriend. He rounded the corner, leaving Mike standing where he was. 

    “Come out, come out, wherever you are…” Ryan said, his voice diminishing as he disappeared into the bowels of the Chamber of Terrors. 

    “Mate?” Mike called out, but Ryan didn’t reply. “Don’t…” 

    Paul smirked. Mike may have stopped himself, but Paul knew exactly what he was going to say. 

    Don’t leave me. 

    Christ, what a fucking pussy. What a mouthy little prick, what a typical short man. He bet the arrogant son of a bitch would scream like a fucking girl and shit himself if he jumped out at him… 

    He hopped nervously from foot to foot, hugging himself like a complete fucking pansy. 

    “Ryan?” he shouted, followed by “for fuck’s sake,” under his breath. He turned for the stairs. “There’s gotta be a fucking light-switch somewhere.” 

    Paul laughed loudly, and Mike spun round. “Ryan? Louise? Is that you?” 

    Mike looked right at him. Or right through him. As soon as his back was turned, Paul laughed again, louder this time. 

    “I’m gonna gethcha,” he said gleefully. 

    “Okay guys, quit fooling around, this isn’t funny. It’s getting really boring.” 

    Paul disagreed most wholeheartedly. 

    “Boo,” he said, when Mike was looking in his direction once more. 

    Even in the dark, Paul could see the way his eyes widened. He staggered backwards, clutching his heart like some hammy actor from a B horror movie. 

    “What the fuck? Who the fuck are you?” 

    “I’m the Broadgate Butcher,” he said in his best growl. “And I’m gonna chop you up.” 

    As predicted, Mike did, indeed, scream like a girl and turned and ran for the stairs. 

    If Ryan was all the way over by the swinging body-bags by now, there was a good chance that he wouldn’t have heard Mike’s screams. Paul had turned on all the music and sound-effects and, depending on which part of the exhibit you were in, the noise in your immediate, surrounding area tended to drown out everything else. 

    Besides, what was another scream, anyway? 

    Paul wasn’t interested in hunting Mike. He wasn’t gay and he had bigger fish to fry. So it was with very little ceremony that he pulled out his gun and shot him in the back. The shot was barely audible over the music thanks to the silencer, and Mike went sprawling, looking very much like he was performing an ungainly belly-flop into a swimming-pool. 

    Paul strode over to him, the axe in one hand, the gun in the other. Amazingly, he was still alive. 

    Paul kicked him onto his back, watching in fascination the way the blood pooled in his opened mouth and dripped down his chin. He was making the strangest rattling sound, his mouth opening and closing like a landed fish. 

    “Mind if I borrow your head?” he asked. 

    Without waiting for a reply, he swung the axe down at his neck, severing his head in one fell swoop. His arms and legs convulsed comically, like he had been electrocuted, and then he was still. 

    Paul picked up his head by the pony-tail, laughing to himself. 

    Now it was time to find his dear, long-lost brother. 
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    Paul paused by the ‘heads on sticks’ display, admiring Mary’s head in the line-up.  You really couldn’t tell the real head from the fakes. 

    I wonder if Ryan noticed his mum’s head? 

    Probably not, which was good. He wanted to see his face when he saw it for the first time. He prised the head off the spike next to Mary – a bald-headed guy with his mouth twisted wide open in a scream and his eyes rolled back in his head – and threw it to the ground, shoving Mike’s head in its place. 

    There. Much better. 

    Tucked under his arm as he did this was Louise’s head. He placed her head on the spike next to Mike’s, and stepped back to admire his handiwork. 

    Pleased with this adjustment, he resumed his search for his brother. Up ahead, the body-bags were swinging. He smiled. 

    Gotcha, motherfucker. 

    Sure enough, Ryan’s tall form emerged from the maze of body-bags, and Paul pressed himself into the darkest spot on the wall, merging with the shadows.  

    Paul watched him in fascination. Unlike his sissy of a friend, he didn’t look remotely frightened by his surroundings and Paul couldn’t help but admire his cool. 

    Shame he has to die. 

    Opposite Paul, and just down from the ‘heads on sticks’, was the ‘medieval torture wall’. Ryan stopped before it, his back to him. On this wall were five life-size, scarily emaciated, wax figures, cuffed to the wall by their ankles and wrists. Their clothes were nothing more than rags, hanging off their skeletal frames. 

    It was as if he were admiring the exhibits, like an art collector in a gallery. Paul watched as he reached out to touch one, noticing how it was almost with reverence that he trailed his hands over the jutting ribs. 

    “I know you’re behind me,” he said suddenly, loudly and clearly, still with his back to him. “I don’t know who you are, but I saw you in the shadows. You’re not the only one that likes to play games.” 

    Paul jumped at the sound of his voice. He hadn’t been expecting that at all. 

    Creepy little fucker, he thought with grudging respect. Neither man moved and Paul bit down any possible retort. He was curious. What, exactly, was this guy going to do? 

    “I mean, what happens in The Chamber of Terrors, stays in The Chamber of Terrors, right?” 

    He spun round to face him, the light from the ‘torture wall’ throwing his silhouette into stark relief, his face nothing more than a black smudge. Paul stood stock-still, quietly assessing. The bastard was looking right at him. 

    “What’s the matter? Are you playing hard to get now? Come out of the shadows. Show yourself,” he said with mock gravity, like he was quoting some cheesy line from a movie. “What’s the matter, are you scared? All these games are getting me horny. So, Fay, you wanna play? I’ll show you how it’s really done.” 

    Yes, there was no doubt about it, Paul was impressed. But he had to nip this in the bud now, especially as he was heading right for him. 

    “Stop,” he said. “I have a gun.” 

    Ryan faltered. “Who is that?” 

    Still no trace of fear, just a mild curiosity. 

    Paul stepped closer, out of the dark spot. He pointed the gun at him and swung the axe from his other hand. 

    Ryan didn’t so much as flinch. 

    Why isn’t he scared? 

    “Hello, Ryan,” he said, speaking at last. “I’m your brother.” 

    “Did the girls put you up to this? Because I don’t like being made a fool of.” He raised his voice an octave. “When I catch them, they’ll be very, very sorry.” 

    Under normal circumstances, Paul would not have doubted it. Shame that wasn’t going to happen. Not in the way he thought, anyway. 

    “I suppose that the girls did put me up to this, in a roundabout way.” 

    “Oh yeah? And what kind of roundabout way is that? And who do you think you’re fooling, waving a toy gun at me? Nice fake-blood, by the way. Really fucking convincing.” 

    This guy was really beginning to get on his tits. 

    “I am your brother, and I killed your mother. I raped your sister, and I beat the shit out of your father. If you take so much as one more step towards me, I’ll blow a hole through your fucking head.” 

    “You’re lying. This is a wind-up.” 

    But at last, he could detect the faintest trace of doubt in his voice. 

    “Go and take a closer look at the heads on sticks, then you’ll see I’m telling the truth. You might see something familiar about them.” 

    Ryan hesitated, but still he couldn’t read his expression, given how the light from the display was directly behind him. Just when he thought he was going to have to shoot him, which he really didn’t want to do, Ryan crossed over to the heads on sticks and Paul took a few steps closer. Now, with only a few feet separating them, Paul could see him more clearly. Not that it helped any. He stared at his profile in confusion; this guy was fucking unreadable. 

    “You weren’t kidding.” 

    “No, I really wasn’t.” 

    “Are you going to kill me?” 

    The direct question caught him off-guard; how was he still being so bloody casual about everything? 

    “I might let you live,” he lied, “if you do exactly as I say. We’re going to go back to where we started and we’re going to have a family reunion. Now move.” 
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    Claire’s eyelids fluttered open to blackness, her fogged brain aching with confusion and an intense feeling of horror that she couldn’t place. Distant voices permeated the greasy film of dread that coated her thoughts. 

    Am I at home in my bed? 

    It didn’t feel like she was in bed, but she didn’t know why. 

    Yes, I do know why. I’m upright. 

    Except, she wasn’t, not quite. She couldn’t decide if she was upright or if she was lying down, it felt like she was somewhere between those two states and the effect was deeply disorientating. 

    She was also cold. Very, very cold. Her hands were freezing and numb and felt like they were a million miles away from her body. When she went to draw them into herself, she found she couldn’t. 

    What the...? 

    Then everything hit her with the force of jumbo-jet falling out of the sky. Babysitting for the McQueen’s. The home intruder. The rape. 

    Her mother’s head. Dear God, her mother’s head. 

    She opened her mouth to scream, but instead her lips ripped painfully against something constrictive and sticky. Experimentally, she stuck out her tongue and it met with resistance. She blinked, trying to make sense of her surroundings, of the distant voices. Except they were less ‘voices’ and nearer screams. There was music, too. Weird, spooky music. She strained her eyes in the dark, for a second wondering if she were on a merry-go-round from the way everything was lurching and her head was swimming. 

    She went to lift her head, her neck trembling with the effort. Her head only lifted a fraction. As she did so, she became more aware of the state of her limbs. Her arms were stretched out at right-angles to her body, and her ankles were touching. Neither her feet nor her hands could move even a fraction of an inch. Now that she thought of it, her back was killing her. If felt as if a plank of wood was stabbing into her spine and was wedged between her butt cheeks. 

    Am I lying on a plank, she thought in dismay. How is that even possible? 

    From the way in which the wood scratched her skin, separated her buttocks and aggravated the discs of her spine, she suddenly realised that she was naked. Her skin tingled with this realisation; a mix of shame and cold. 

    Slowly, the spinning shadows stilled and gained the solidity of almost-recognisable objects. 

    The sudden sense of space made her senses reel, the voices 

    not voices, screams. He’s killing them all 

    echoing from another place beyond this cavernous room somehow familiar. 

    Where the fuck am I? 

    The fog was lifting in her brain, her terror sharpening as it cleared. With every passing second, the objects began to make more sense to her. 

    Terrifying, but somehow familiar figures loomed at her from the darkness. Her depth perception was still off, making those objects distort in the most nightmarish way, but she was beginning to get it. 

    A six-foot King Kong loomed at her in the darkness, his hairy body wrapped around the top of the Empire State building, an aeroplane in his meaty palm. Next to him was the larger than life, unmistakable, naked bulk of the world’s fattest woman – all one-thousand pounds of her. Beyond them, she thought she could make out the twenty-foot crocodile from the wild swamplands of Africa that had supposedly eaten ten men, but her eyes were beginning to ache with the effort of straining in the darkness. 

    Oh yes, she knew exactly where she was… 

    I am where the exhibits come to die. 

    Or in other words, the stockroom of I can’t Believe It’s True!.  

    But what the fuck am I doing here? 

    She cried out in pain when her head flopped backwards and smacked against hard wood. The room appeared to tilt on its axis, and she squeezed her eyes shut to prevent herself from throwing up. 

    Her eyes snapped open when she heard a creaking sound, her heart pounding wildly. Movement and a brief chink of light over on the other side of the room had her trembling in fear. She went to cry out, momentarily forgetting that she was gagged. 

    Helplessly, she watched the approaching figure in the gloom. 

    Not figure. Figures. There’s two of them. My rapist has a friend. 

    She let her head flop backwards, staring up at the dark ceiling. 

    “Hello, Claire,” said the bastard. Still she refused to look at him. “I’ve bought someone to see you.” 

    “Leave me alone,” she said, but it came out an incomprehensible mumble. 

    “Now, now, be nice, we’re all family, here.” 

    Dad, she thought, suddenly craning her neck to see who it was. 

    Except it wasn’t her dad. It was her brother. 

    “Hello, Sis,” he said in that horrible, cool way of his that always made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. “Crazy night, huh?” 

    “Sure is,” Paul said laughing, “Quite the party we’re having.” 

    Both men laughed. 

    That boy can’t be my brother. 

    But her head was spinning in confusion – she wasn’t even sure which man that thought referred to. Had Ryan been in on this – whatever this was – the entire time? It didn’t bare thinking about. 

    She locked eyes with her brother – the boy she had grown up with – and searched his face for the answer. It was so dark that she found it impossible to read his expression. 

    But he seemed so relaxed, like this was normal. 

    Are you here to help me or hurt me? 

    “In fact, I’m having such a great time tonight, I might even have to rethink the original plan. I was going to kill all of you, you see, but now I’m not so sure. I think that me and Ryan here are on the same page. We have an understanding, don’t we mate?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    Did they have an understanding? Or was Ryan playing him? 

    Or is he a murderous, piece of shit psycho like our big brother? 

    Wave after wave of panic crashed over her and she closed her eyes, trying to control her erratic breathing and slamming heart. This stranger couldn’t be her brother, it was impossible. Her arms especially were beginning to ache with being held out the way they were, her hands now alarmingly cold and numb. 

    “Blindfold her,” Ryan said. “I want where we’re going to be a surprise.” 

    When she lifted up her head, Ryan was looming over her, his arms outstretched. Fabric covered her eyes, the ends of which were tied together at the back of her head. 

    “That’s better. But enough chit chat. Wheel her through, Ryan.” 

    Wheel me through? 

    Her body jolted sideways and she screamed into the gag. 

    “I thought the cross was fitting, you know? Symbolic. Seeing as you are going to pay for your father’s sins.” 

    Of course. He’s tied me to the cross.  

    A few years back, she remembered how her dad had been forced to take down the life-size model of Jesus nailed to the cross. It had offended folks, seeing as it didn’t hold back on the blood and the nails. Or rather than the model itself, maybe it was the description on the plaque next to it that had left a bad taste in people’s mouths, detailing the drawn-out, agonising death that crucifixion entailed. 

    While she had been unconscious, he had prised off the wax-work Jesus and had managed to tie her to the cross in his place. The cross was now on the trolley which was used to transport the heavier exhibits, and she was being trundled out of the stockroom. 

    The wheels squeaked and two lots of footsteps accompanied her on the short walk. They passed through three doors, and briefly, light flooded her blindfold, turning her world a luminous shade of orange before plunging to black again. 

    The spooky music grew louder until it flooded her ears; music that she recognised only too well. 

    I’m in the Chamber of Terrors. 

    Suddenly, she jolted to a halt, and hands brushed her hips. Then she felt herself being propelled upwards, the effect dizzying and disorientating.  

    “Help me out here,” Paul grunted. 

    More hands on her body, accompanied by that sense of ascending ever upwards. With her arms outstretched, she felt like a soaring bird… Until a nasty jolt reverberated through her body. She could feel that she was now near enough upright, the cross probably propped against the wall. 

    “Remove the blindfold,” Paul said. 

    The pressure lifted from her eyes, and she blinked, clearing her blurred vision. The first thing she noticed was that she was so tall, that the ground seemed so far away. 

    “Isn’t it nice to finally be all together. A proper family, joined by blood.” 

    Paul was standing next to her, his head bent all the way back to look up at her. Slowly, she took everything in. From her elevated height, she had a panoramic view of her surroundings. To her left were the stairs that led up to the main lobby, just before which a headless body lay sprawled on the ground. Her mind reeled – was that her father? 

     To her right, the corridor turned a sharp corner, effectively blocking her view of the rest of the Chamber of Terror. Before that was the display of the Broadgate Butcher. There was something wrong with the display, she had been down here enough times to know that. 

    The first thing she noticed was that the Broadgate Butcher himself was missing. And now she came to think of it, was Paul wearing the Broadgate Butcher’s apron? 

    Then she clocked the bodies. Instead of the usual woman that lay on her back on the butcher’s block with the severed leg, there appeared to be two women… Two very lifelike women. They were tangled together on the table, a pile of bloody, gory, naked flesh. At first glance, she didn’t comprehend what she was seeing on the ground next to the table, it was just too horrible. 

    Legs, she thought in dismay. Oh sweet Jesus, he’s cut off their fucking legs. 

    Then, to her horror, the lump of female flesh on top moved. 

    She went to scream, but the gag absorbed the noise. She struggled against her binds, for the first time properly seeing the rope that bound her to the cross at the wrists and the feet. She saw how her big tits lurched and wobbled with her struggles, and a fresh surge of anger washed over her. Her sheer impotency, her pathetic helplessness gave way to pure, unadulterated anger. 

    “You look fucking hot when you struggle,” Paul laughed. “But don’t rock your cross too hard or you’ll topped over. Don’t lose your head like your mother. Or Louise or Mike.” 

    It’s Mike. Oh, thank God… 

    Her gaze settle on the male corpse, tears of utter relief that it wasn’t Dad blurring her vision. Now that it had been pointed out to her, she easily recognised that it was Mike because the body was far too short to be her father. 

    But he was right about her struggling, she could easily fall over, so she stopped moving. Her brother, who stood next to the psychopath, also gazed up at her. There may now have been enough light to properly see his face, but his expression remained unreadable. 

    When he smiled at her, her blood curdled. 

    It’s an act, she told herself. He’s trying to look crazy in front of him. He’s biding his time, he’s going to get us out of this… 

    “Do me a favour, dear brother, please switch on the light of the electric chair display. It’s behind the small wooden panel just to the left of the chair.” 

    “Sure,” he answered casually, like he had been asked for nothing more dramatic than to pass the salt at the dinner table. 

    He did so, and the light above the waxwork figure being electrocuted in the highbacked, wooden chair came on. 

    Ryan stood before the display, his broad back obstructing her view. He didn’t speak, didn’t move, and just stood there, staring at the display like it was the most fascinating thing in the world. 

    “So?” Paul asked. “What do you think? Move yourself, for fuck’s sake, let your sister take a look.” 

    Ryan stepped to one side, still with his back to them. It took her a second or two to work out what it was she was seeing, because she didn’t immediately recognise the figure in the electric chair for who he was. 

    “Dad,” she tried to cry, ripping her lips in the process. 

    Oh my God, he’s dead. 
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    Her father sat there unmoving, eyes closed, the metal plate on his head, wrists bound to the wooden arms of the chair. Like her, he had electrical tape over his mouth. 

    “Wake up, motherfucker,” Paul said, striding over to him. “The drugs should be wearing off by now.” 

    He slapped him hard across the face and he groaned slightly, his head flopping sideways. 

    Thank God, she thought, sobbing in relief. 

    Paul ripped the tape off his mouth, and her dad’s eyes fluttered open, glazed and unseeing. All the while, Ryan watched the spectacle with his back to her, completely silent. 

    More groaning drifted her way from over on the butcher’s table. At least, she thought it was groaning, it might have been the recorded wailing that accompanied the spooky music. 

    “Now that we’re all together at last, I think we should all get to know each other properly. Or, specifically, you should get to know me. What do you say, Dad?” he shouted into James’s face. “Should I tell them, or do you want to?” 

    Claire thought she saw Ryan’s back tense, but she didn’t know for sure. 

    Do something. For once in your bloody life, will you just do the right thing? 

    Her dad groaned and muttered something incomprehensible. He sounded like he’d had a skin-full, and her heart tripped afresh in terror at her waking nightmare. 

    “Okay, fine, I’ll tell them, shall I? I’ll tell them how you raped your own mother. Like she didn’t have enough problems, bringing you up alone. You got her pregnant, then you fucked off forever.” 

    James struggled against his binds, squirming ungainly in the chair, looking faintly ridiculous with the metal plate on his head. He slumped in the chair, apparently realising that he wasn’t going anywhere. 

    “I didn’t know she was pregnant. When she did that to me, I just left and never looked back,” he said, his speech slurring. “I changed my name and put it all behind me.” 

    “You might have changed your name from Jason Brown to James Atwood, but you’ll always be a Brown, just like me.” 

    “You don’t know what an evil woman she was, the abuse I suffered as a child…” 

    “The abuse you suffered? What about the abuse she suffered when you raped her and beat the living shit out of her?” 

    “She’s lying! That woman is pure evil.” 

    “Fuck me, you really are a piece of work. She adopted me out because she was scared I would turn out evil, like you. She thought it was kinder to protect me from the truth. She said that she regretted giving me up every day of her life but she thought it was for the best. When I did finally track her down, she was dying of fucking cancer. And after she died, I came for you. For my family.” 

    “Untie me, and we can talk about this properly.” 

    Claire thought how her father seemed to be collecting himself together, his speech clearing with every passing second. But what he was saying…. Dear God, she couldn’t even begin to get her head round it right now. 

    “You’re just fine as you are. In fact, I think we should play a nice, family game. So, Dad, should Ryan here fuck your daughter, or my sister and niece, depending on how you look at it, or do you want to do the honours?” 

    “Jesus Christ, you’re a fucking psycho.” 

    “And is it any wonder with my sorry, genetic heritage?” 

    “Let me go right now, or they’ll be hell to pay.” 

    “Hell to pay, huh? I like that. My whole life has been a waking hell, and now you and your family are the ones that are paying, not me. For once in my life, it’s not fucking me that’s paying.” 

    “Please, we can work this out…” 

    “As a family, were you going to say? Wasn’t that what your wife said just before I cut her fucking head of?” 

    “For God’s sake,” her dad shouted, his voice now perfectly clear. “Stop this, right now. I will stand by you, I will take responsibility for my actions if you just stop now.” 

    “Oh, fuck off. You fucked up, and now you have to pay. Those are the rules. So what’s it going to be? Ryan to fuck her, or you fuck her? She’s a good lay, I’ll say that much. And most definitely not a virgin.” 

    To her utter dismay, her dad roared laughter. 

    He’s gone mad, she thought with conviction. Or he’s pure evil and you never even had a clue… 

    “My children are adopted, you foul piece of shit, you abomination of fucking nature. So you raped my daughter? So what. She’s not your fucking blood.” 

    Claire held her breath as she watched the three of them. Her dad sat in the chair, grinning like a lunatic. Paul stood there, the gun which was pointed at her dad quivering, the axe still dangling from his other hand. 

    And throughout it all, Ryan remained silent and unmoving. 

    Claire closed eyes. 

    Adopted? 

    Perhaps, under normal circumstances, such an admission wold have upset her. Now, it offered a tiny ray of relief. 

    “You’re lying,” Paul said in a small voice. 

    “Am I? Are you sure about that? I was eighteen years old when my mother raped me. Believe me, I made sure that I could never have kids again, I thought I was too fucked-up to raise a family of my own. I never expected to fall in love. I never expected to want a family, to change my mind. And I never told Mary, but as luck would have it, she was infertile anyway. So we adopted.” 

    “You’re lying!” 

    Claire flinched at Paul’s raised voice, watching how his whole body trembled with whatever inner turmoil raged within him. 

    “Look at my children, Paul. Do you think they look like me or Mary? Or even each other? I mean, really?” 

    Somehow, she wasn’t surprised. It was like she had always known. 

    “I’ve always known,” Ryan said quietly, still with his back to her, giving voice to her very own thought. “When I was seven, I overheard you and Mum talking about it.” 

    Suddenly, the puzzle that was her entire life made perfect sense. So that was why Ryan had always been ‘off’ with her. The Big Secret had eaten away at him, and hurting her had been some sort of catharsis for his pain. 

    Yeah. But what about all those sexual innuendos over the years? Maybe he just felt like it was ‘okay’ to fancy me… 

    The thought made her feel ill. 

    “I’m so sorry,” James was saying, snapping her back into the moment. “Your mother and I thought it was for the best. We made that decision, rightly or wrongly when you were both babies. We did it out of love…” 

    His voice trailed away, choked by tears. 

    “This is all very touching, and everything, but change of plan. Fuck you, Dad.” 

    Claire screamed into the gag until it felt like her throat was on fire, watching helplessly as Paul swung the axe at James’s head. 

    “No…” her father bellowed. 

    Her heart leapt into her throat when Ryan pounced as the axe came down. Instead of the axe-head hitting James in the face as planned, both men staggered sideway in an ungainly tangle of limbs. The axe clattered to the floor and the gun went off. 

    “Ryan,” she screamed, but it came out as a moan. 

    For the briefest of seconds, she allowed herself the luxury of believing that Ryan was the victor. But alas, it was not to be. Paul stood over his almost-brother, his chest heaving. 

    “Dumb cunt,” he panted. “I thought you were different. Well, fuck you.” 

    Ryan moaned on the groaned, curled up in the foetal position, clutching his left shoulder. 

    The bastard shoved the gun into the front-pocket of his glistening red apron and went to retrieve the axe. 

    “And fuck you, too,” he screamed at James. 

    For the second time, he swung the axe at the man that was both his father and his brother. 

    “No, Paul, don’t…” James began, but his pleading was cut dead by the axe hitting him square in the face. 

    The thunk of the axe was atrocious; it reverberated through every inch of her body and she wailed in despair. 

    A great spray of blood erupted from his face, and she twisted her head away from the ghastly spectacle. Hot blood splattered her thighs and a groan of utter disgust was wrenched up from the depths of her being. 

    Something snapped inside her head.  

    “No, no, no,” she sobbed, arching her back, tugging at her wrists, no longer caring that the cross might topple over, now welcoming that it might. 

    Sure enough, her efforts were rewarded with her crashing to the floor. The air knocked out of her lungs in an agonising rush when the cross fell sideways. By some miracle, she landed on her side, awkwardly propped up against the wall, rather than on her front which surely would have caused a broken nose at the very least. 

    Pain blanketed her and her vision swam in a grainy black and white, the ringing in her ears deafening as the noise of her surroundings diminished. 

    “….to do. Really fucking stupid,” Paul was saying. 

    The ringing in her ears subsided and the noise in the room jumped to full clarity, like somebody had turned up the volume on the radio. The noise her father was making curdled her blood – a kind of wet, groaning wail. 

    Experimentally, she tugged at the rope which bound her wrists, and her right hand – the one which was pointing towards the floor – was free. Despite the agony she was in, she felt a primal stab of satisfaction. It was the most beautiful feeling, but instantly shattered when Paul kicked the cross out from under her and she went clattering onto her back. 

    Once again, the air knocked out of her and the world span. 

    I can’t take much more of this. 

    Through her swimming vision, she saw that Paul was on his knees, straddling her thighs, the axe raised high above his head. Her mind lurched in terror, but she was powerless to stop the inevitable. 

    So this is how I die, came the strangely detached thought. 

    The axe came down and her world exploded in a blaze of agony. The unspeakable pain radiated out from her middle, both hot and terrible. Her mind untethered and her surroundings dimmed. She welcomed in the blackness, and the ringing in her ears that thankfully drowned out all else. 

    Yet as much as she craved it, she couldn’t quite let go, her mind clinging resolutely to consciousness. She began to shiver uncontrollably, her teeth chattering behind the gag. 

    “…going to fuck your new hole, baby girl…” 

    The pain crashed over her in great waves that ebbed and flowed, washing over her in levels varying from agonising to unbearable. When it was unbearable, her vision dimmed and her thoughts stilled.  

    Hovering somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness, she closed her eyes and prayed for death. Mentally, she braced herself for the pain to intensify. She didn’t think it possible, yet understood that it was to be so. 

    During a blacker moment of pain, she became dimly aware of movement above her. It took a second to register that she wasn’t seeing double, but there were now two men on top of her. They fell away from her field of vision, and the gun went off. 

    Apart from the music and the laboured breathing of her father, everything fell silent. 

    Gingerly, she raised her freed hand, holding it in front of her face. When she gently waved it before her eyes, the movement left a trail of hands in the air. She blinked to clear her vision. On automatic pilot now, she reached for her other hand, fumbling blindly at the rope that bound her wrist to the cross.  

    With every last ounce of strength she possessed, she raised herself up onto her elbows. Paul and Ryan lay next to her. Paul was on his front, the back of his skull a bloody mess of shattered bone and lumps of brain. Ryan was on his back, his eyes wide and staring vacantly upwards. Just when she thought that he too, was dead, he blinked. 

    “Ryan,” she sobbed, then remembered the gag. 

    She peeled it off, barely even registering that she had also peeled away the skin of her lips. Absently, her tongue dabbed at the coppery blood. 

    When her brother smiled, his mouth pooled with blood, which led to a weak bout of coughing. He still clutched the wound in his shoulder and Claire saw the way the blood was pumping out of him around his hand, like a leaky garden hose. 

    “Fucker’s dead,” he managed to say. 

    “Thanks,” she said, wincing in pain. “Dad.” 

    She looked over at her father, a cry of unimaginable sadness wrenched up from her guts. His head had flopped forwards on his neck, rolling slightly on an invisible breeze. His face was caved in, a red, seeping crack running down the middle of it. 

    A grotesque, rattling, bubbling sound escaped the ruin that had once been his face. She turned her face away in disgust, ashamed that she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. 

    So she looked down at herself instead. She let out a small cry, staring in disbelief at the open-wound that was her stomach. Her hands fluttered over the gaping hole and the slowly, rhythmically pumping blood. She glimpsed something pink in there, a coil of intestines perhaps, and she flopped back down on her back, overcome with dizziness and horror. All thoughts of untying her feet were forgotten as a welcome numbness seeped through her. 

    “You did good, Ryan,” she said in a slurred voice. 

    But there was no answer. She strained her ears, trying to hear above that incessant, internal ringing, but she heard nothing, not even the disgusting, wet rattle of her father’s breathing. 

    “I love you Dad. I love you Ryan.” 

    She gasped her final breath, the cold numbness curling gently around her brain. 

    And then there was nothing. 
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    Fay heard every word. Every cry of terror, every scream of agony, every last plea to be spared. 

    And now they were all dead. All except her. 

    The pain caused her to drift in and out of consciousness, and sometimes it felt as if she were floating above herself. 

    James, she thought sadly, her heart breaking. Oh God, I love you so much… 

    The only man she had ever loved, slaughtered before her very eyes. It wasn’t fair. She knew that tonight had been a bad idea, she should’ve never let Louise talk her into it. She still wasn’t sure why she had agreed to it, not really. 

    I guess I just wanted to get to know my future son in law better. Or maybe I just wanted to make James jealous. Or maybe I was going to break the news to Ryan, get the ball rolling… 

    The truth was, she didn’t know what she had wanted. These thoughts tumbled together in her mind, a big, incoherent muddle of longing and regret. 

    The only thing she knew for sure was that she wanted the baby; she wanted that with every fibre of her being. Ever since she and James had begun their affair a month ago, she had fallen hook, line and sinker. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but she knew that one day he would’ve left his wife for her. Now all that she had left of him was his unborn child. 

    What had happened tonight was not James’s fault. Paul was a liar, a psychopath, nothing more than a heart-breaking intervention that had cut her and James’s life together tragically short. 

    Fay patiently waited for the morning, for the rest of her life to begin. 

    Hers and her unborn child’s.  

     

    The End. 

    




 

     

    Hello, thanks for sticking with me to the end. I hope you enjoyed the story. Below, I have enclosed the first chapter of my novel, ‘The Collection’. If you liked ‘Her Father’s Mistake’, be sure to check out my author page over on Amazon for the full list of titles. Sweet nightmares to you all, 

    Sam West.  

     

    THE COLLECTION: AN EXTREME HORROR NOVEL 

     

    Helen Clarke stretched out on the long, red leather sofa, her gaze drawn to the clock above the bookcase. 

    It’s only half-seven, what am I going to do with myself for the rest of the night? 

    Sighing heavily, her gaze travelled down the six shelves that made up the bookcase. Absently, she considered finding a film on Netflix, but she felt too on-edge to concentrate on the TV. Outside, a thunderstorm raged and she lay there listening to the rhythmic pitter-patter of the torrential rain lashing against the window. 

    Flumpy, the black cat jumped up onto her pink, pyjama-clad thighs, startling her. Helen scratched her behind her ears, forcing herself to relax. 

    The furry body felt nice and warm as she settled down against her legs, but she knew that was a lie, seeing as cats only pretended to keep you warm. Yeah, cats are such selfish wankers, she thought affectionately. Instead of creating a nice, warm spot, the little bastards absorbed all of that person’s heat into their own bodies, much like a vampire would suck blood. 

    “I expect Roger will get soaked-through on his precious pub-crawl,” she said to the purring cat. 

    The thought cheered her up, somewhat. As much as she professed not to mind him going out with his mates, she was still secretly miffed at being left behind. 

    What if he starts flirting with other women? 

    The nasty thought slammed into her mind, causing her heart to twist painfully in her chest.  

    “He wouldn’t do that, would he, moggy?” 

    A clap of thunder made her flinch, and Flumpy meowed, digging her claws into her thighs before scrambling away. 

    “Ow,” she complained, jumping to her feet. “Stupid bloody cat.” 

    And sure enough, now her legs were bloody freezing. 

    Muttering to herself like the crazy cat lady she was secretly worried that she might one day turn into, she hobbled into the middle of the living-room, frantically rubbing her tender – and very cold – thighs. 

    Over the mantelpiece, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She looked wild, and an equally wild sounding giggle escaped her lips. Her shoulder-length, black hair stuck up every which way and her dark brown eyes were wide and crazed. A flash of lightning illuminated the room, immediately followed by a fierce explosion of thunder. Her skin, usually a rich and deep shade of brown, appeared bleached-out by the brief flash of lightning. 

    I look like a ghost. 

    The odd thought made her shiver, despite the warmth of the room. She noticed her arms were speckled with goose-bump and she wrapped them tightly around her torso. All she wore was a white vest-top, and her hard nipples strained against the flimsy fabric. Feeling inexplicably self-conscious, she retreated over to the sofa and grabbed the grey fleece that was flung over the back of it, wrapping it tightly around her shoulders. 

    Yet again, her gaze was drawn to the bookshelf.  

    When in doubt, read. 

    She took a step closer. At exactly eye-level, on the second shelf from the top, a book caught her eye. Unlike the others, it wasn’t neatly lined up with its spine facing outwards. It was propped up in the middle of the shelf, leaning against the row of books. 

    The cover was a simple affair – the words ‘The Collection’ were written across the front in big, red letters which were set against a mottled, greyish-pink background. There was no author name written on it, just those two words.  

    She plucked it down to look at it more closely. On closer inspection, the entire jacket of the book was made of some kind of leather – it felt dry and soft to the touch and she ran her fingertips over the raised lettering. 

    She shuddered when realisation dawned on her. It really looked as if the jacket were made of human skin, and the lettering was jagged marks cut into flesh. 

    “It’s not real,” she said softly to the empty room. “It can’t be.” 

    Part of her wanted to throw it the ground with a cry of repulsion, the other part of her clung onto it with morbid fascination. 

    Of course it wasn’t real. She was an idiot to even think such a thing for a second. But it was pretty gross, and so realistic. 

    It must be some special edition horror book, or something. 

    But she didn’t much like horror, so how the hell had it ended up on her bookshelf? 

    She frowned in confusion. Nope, she didn’t recognise it at all. 

    Maybe it’s Roger’s. 

    But Roger wasn’t much of a reader; every single book in the house belonged to her. Helen was a self-confessed book-whore – not a day of her life went by where she didn’t snatch at least ten minutes reading time. Books were her life and reading was her passion. Ten years ago, she had graduated from Oxford University with a first in English Lit, going on to teach English at a grammar school. 

    The strangest feeling washed over her. 

    I shouldn’t be touching this. 

    But she didn’t put it down. 

    Where did you come from, strange little book? 

    Even though she didn’t like horror, she found herself opening the cover, wanting to see the copyright page for information on the author and the publisher. There was nothing. No copyright page. No information. No nothing. The damn thing opened up straight to the first story. 

    Her frown deepened when she read the title, ‘STICKY-TAPE’. There was no author name there, either. Almost in a trance, she carried the book over to the sofa and wrapped the grey fleece around her body in a tight cocoon.  

    She began to read…. 
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    “Ugh, I hate these places. Remind me why we came here, again?” 

    Charlotte shot her boyfriend Jason a withering stare. “Because funfairs are fun, dumbass.” 

    Charlotte took in her surroundings as they wound their way through the crowds beneath the night sky. How she loved the brightly coloured, tacky rides, and the many different pop songs that pumped out from numerous speakers. Funfairs just had this energy about them, and it was infectious. 

    “Yes, well, I haven’t had this much fun since I had my wisdom tooth extracted.” 

    Disappointment crashed down on top of her – he was just such a killjoy. Not for the first time, she wondered why the hell she was with him, anyway. In the beginning, it had been their differences that had first so attracted her to him. He was kind of geeky, bookish and introverted and she was a party-animal that had left school at sixteen. He was studying for his PHD in Mathematics, and she was a pursuing a career in modelling. Except the work wasn’t coming in like she’d hoped it would, and mostly she found herself drifting from one shitty waitressing job to the next. 

    Pompous arse, she thought uncharitably. 

    “Some of us aren’t fusty and old before our time. Some of us actually like to get out and live a little.” 

    “You call this living? Good Lord, I call this dying a slow, painful death. And that music. I have such a headache.” 

    “You know what, Jason? Beethoven gives me a fucking headache, because it’s fucking crap. And don’t even get me started on that opera shit you listen to, it sounds like fucking cats dying.” 

    Charlotte slipped her hand out of his and stopped dead in her tracks, glaring at him. In that moment, she couldn’t think of a single reason why she was with him. At twenty-four, he was just two years older than her, but right then it felt like at least twenty. Everything about him and his stuffy attitude grated on her, from his already receding hairline, to his glasses, to the corduroy jackets with leather elbow patches that he wore that she used to think were so adorably cute. Now she just thought they made him look like a pretentious wanker. 

    “I wish you wouldn’t swear like that. It makes you sound trashy.” 

    Charlotte bristled. “Trashy? You think I’m trashy now? Am I not good enough for you? Why are you being so rude? You say I’m close-minded, but what about you? There’s more to life than books, and Universities and boring old equations.” 

    Behind his little round spectacles, his gaze softened. “Charlotte…” 

    “No,” she said, snatching her hand away when he reached for her. “I think you’ve said enough.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    She glared at him, but felt herself thawing a little. Still, there was no way she was going to apologise. He was the one in the wrong, not her. He could go fuck himself if he expected her to say sorry. But apparently, he didn’t. 

    “Can we start again? You’re right, I’m just really stressed with the work load at University. I’ll buy you some candyfloss.” 

    “Will you go on the dodgems with me?” 

    “Let’s not push it. I said I was sorry, I didn’t say I’d have a personality transplant.” 

    But he said it with a smile; his first proper smile since they had arrived here ten minutes ago. 

    Despite herself, she smiled back. Maybe she was being a little harsh. Jason was a good bloke, a real catch. He was intelligent and kind, even if he was a little smug sometimes, and more importantly, one day he was going to be very rich. And maybe, if she could persuade him to start going down the gym, he could do something about his puny body, too. 

    She allowed him to take her hand in his and once more they resumed their walk. 

    “Oh look,” Charlotte gasped in delight, grinding to a halt. “A fortune teller. How exciting! Come on, let’s get our fortune told.” 

    She gazed in awe at the small tent that was sandwiched between a tombola stand and a candyfloss stand. 

    Jason rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Do we really have to go and see some stupid, theatrical old hag in a shawl, crouching over a crystal ball and wearing a prosthetic nose?” 

    “A prosthetic nose? Really? I thought you said you were going to stop moaning and try to live a little. Come on, it will be fun.” 

    Jason opened his mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it and shut it again. 

    “Please? Come on, our song is playing too, it’s a sign.” 

    The Pet Shop Boys floated towards them – the only pop music that Jason seemed to tolerate. It wasn’t exactly her favourite pop group, but at least it wasn’t bloody Mozart or some other classical crap. The lyrics of ‘their song’ – a song she secretly disliked – drifted over her. It was the song that had been playing on the car radio when Jason had asked her to move in with him.  

    …’cause when you least expect it, waiting round the corner for you. Love comes quickly, whatever you do, you can’t stop falling… 

    Invisible, icy fingers tickled the back of her neck, and for a moment she stood stock still, irrationally gripped by the idea that someone, or something was watching her. Her heart hammered and the lyrics of the song seemed to take on a whole new, sinister meaning. The crazy notion that something bad was waiting round the corner for her, caused her to sway slightly on the spot. The music, and all the noise of the funfair seemed to distort around her, like she was heavily drugged. The joyful screams of the people on rides suddenly sounded like screams of terror, and the jostling crowd and clanking machinery of the rides caused her vision to narrow, like she was falling down a well. 

    “Hey, are you alright? You’ve gone quite pale.” 

    Jason’s voice instantly snapped her back, and suddenly everything was normal again. Her heart hammered wildly and she placed a hand over her chest. 

    “I’m fine, I think I had a panic attack, or something.” 

    She’d had them before, but not for many years and never that bad. 

    The flap of the tent swished to one side and her gaze fell upon the newly revealed entrance of the tent. 

    For a second, everything around her seemed to fall silent. Framed in the tent’s entrance was quite possibly the most gorgeous man she had ever seen in her life. He was tall with thick, glossy black hair that flopped over his forehead. His complexion was the smoothest olive, his eyes a glittering black. 

    She marvelled at the perfect, manly angles of his face. He had the bone-structure of a young Brad Pitt. No, scrap that, she thought, this guy was a zillion times hotter than Brad ever was. His utter perfection made him appear ageless, yet she doubted he was over thirty. 

    Her gaze lowered to his mouth, and her lower stomach flipped in arousal. She squirmed uncomfortably, conscious of the sudden, wet heat that flooded between her legs. His mouth somehow managed to be both soft and inviting yet hard and cruel at the same time. His beautiful lips looked as if they were carved out of stone, and the corner of one side lifted up in a cruel smirk that made her breath catch in her throat. 

    Her gaze travelled lower, drinking in the sight of his body encased in the simple white t-shirt and tight, faded Levis. 

    Oh my, that body… Fuck me, those muscles… 

    Her pulse quickened and she felt her face flush. 

    “Can I read your fortune?” he asked. 

     His accent was thick and one she couldn’t place. Romanian, perhaps? He sounded like a campy Count Dracula from some ancient, black and white movie. His glittering, black eyes bore into her, making her face flame further. Not once did he look at Jason. 

    “No, it’s alright,” Jason squeaked, then cleared his throat. 

    She jumped guiltily at the sound of his voice. “You promised,” she said, not quite able to bring herself to meet his eyes. 

    “I promise I won’t bite,” the sexy stranger said with that knicker-soaking smirk. 

    He stepped to one side, holding up the flap of the tent to let them pass. 

    Charlotte entwined her fingers with Jason’s, gently tugging on his hand. 

    He sighed heavily. “Okay, okay, we’ll do it.” 

    As she brushed past The Hunk, a jolt of electricity shot through her body where his bulging bicep grazed her shoulder. Her legs were jelly beneath her when she entered the tent with Jason close behind her. On the inside it was a simple affair; just one, small, white table with three chairs surrounding it. 

    And there was no sign of a crystal ball. 

    “Please sit,” the man said, pulling out two chairs and gesturing for them to sit down.  

    They did, and the sexy stranger sat opposite them. 

    “I do not need props to read a person’s fortune,” the man said as if he could read her mind. “I am the real deal. I want one of you to lay their hand palm up on the table. Who shall go first?” 

    Jason sighed and Charlotte glared at him. “I guess I’ll go first, then,” she said, shooting Jason a warning glance.  

    You promised you would be nice. 

    She smiled at the man, peeping coquettishly up at him through her eyelashes. 

    “It is not so easy to perform on sceptics,” the man said, his eyes glittering and narrowing into slits. “But I sense a deep, mystical soul within you, my child.” 

    His words made her shiver, like they had touched her physically. 

    When he touched her, his big hands were warm, dry and slightly calloused. With her heart in her throat she stared down at his fingers cupping hers, marvelling at how big and masculine his hands were; how small and dainty her hands looked in his. 

    How a man and a woman should look together, she thought through the haze of lust. Jason’s hands were so small and pathetic in comparison. 

    He began to trace slow, languid patterns with his fingertips on her upturned palms. Her whole body flooded with endorphins and her head swam. The tickle of his fingers made her entire world spin. Barely touching her skin, he followed the faint lines on her palm. 

    “Interesting,” he said, staring hard at her palm, that all-knowing, sexy smirk firmly in place. “So. You are twenty-two years old, and you are an aspiring model.” 

    She gaped stupidly at him. “How did you know that?” 

    He lifted his gaze to meet hers and felt herself falling into the unfathomable, dark pools of his eyes. “I read people, Charlotte, that’s what I do.” 

    “I didn’t tell you my name,” she whispered. 

    “That’s right. You didn’t.” 

    “Yes, well, you had to be eavesdropping on us then, didn’t you?” Jason said. “And if not you, then someone else.” 

    “Please, Jason, can we just do this? At least try to make an effort, try and get into the spirit of things.” 

    “Fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “For you.” 

    “Your life is at a pivotal moment,” the fortune teller continued as if Jason were invisible. “This very night will determine your future. You are a beautiful woman, Charlotte, you will go far in modelling if you choose the right path tonight.” 

    “The right path? How’d you mean?” 

    “I mean that tonight you will be given a choice, and whatever you decide will make or break you. Tonight, you will realise that you are with the wrong man. A woman as breath-taking as you will never go the distance with a man like Jason. He is not good enough for you. Yes, he will one day have a brilliant career and make lots of money, but he could never satisfy you. A tall, dark, handsome stranger will come along and sweep you off your feet; he will show you who you really are.” 

    “I’ve heard enough,” Jason said, pushing back his chair and jumping to his feet. “This tall, handsome stranger is you, I suppose?” He looked down at Charlotte, pushing his glasses up his long nose. “This guy is the worst kind of predator. He’s a spy, a liar and a charlatan and I have no intention of staying here to have my intelligence insulted for a second longer. It is time to go.” 

    Charlotte was almost impressed – she had never known Jason to be quite so vocal and stern. She knew she should get up and walk out of that tent, but her legs refused to move. The compulsion to stay a while longer outweighed the need to please Jason. 

    Who the hell does he think he is, anyway, she thought with a flash of anger. I want to stay. 

    “Charlotte. Let’s go.” 

    “Let the lady decide for herself,” the man said in that strange accent of his as he looked at Jason as if he were shit on his shoe. “I expect no less from the mind of a mathematician. You cannot even begin to comprehend the wonders of the world beyond the narrow field of your vision.” The sexy man narrowed his eyes at him. “And I sense a darkness within you, my friend. An ugliness. Charlotte, this man is no good for you, you must leave him while you still have the chance. He will destroy you.” 

    Charlotte almost laughed at that; Jason was such a wimp, he got upset swatting a fly, for fuck’s sake. 

    Jason blanked him. “Charlotte, this is your last chance. If you don’t come with me right now, you can find your own way home.” 

    She gaped at him. Surely he couldn’t be serious? 

    “Then I guess there’s nothing more to say.” 

    As soon as the words left her lips, she knew she’d fucked up. It was only sheer bloody pride that dictated she should stay. 

    Pride? Who are you kidding? It’s lust... 

    “Have it your way,” Jason said, turning to leave. 

    Numb with shock, she just sat there and watched as he angrily swept the tent flap to one side and disappeared out into the brightly-lit night. Her paralysis broke when she suddenly remembered that she only had loose change in her handbag and hadn’t bothered to bring her wallet with all her cards in.  

    “Jason, wait,” she cried, jumping up from her seat and stumbling out of the tent.  

    But he was nowhere to be seen, instantly swallowed up by the milling crowd. She looked around herself in confusion, disorientated and inexplicably frightened. Where the hell had they parked? Not being able to drive herself, she never really paid attention to such trivial details… 

    Tears prickled her eyes and she gasped in shock when a hand grasped her shoulder. She spun round and found herself staring up into those black eyes; eyes which seemed to reflect the blackest pits of hell right back at her. 

    She shuddered at the strange thought. Seems like I’m full of them tonight. 

    “He is gone, you will not find him here again tonight. Men like him, they are not worth your time. They will destroy what they do not understand. Do you understand what I’m saying?” She didn’t, and just stared at him open-mouthed. “One day, your hidden strength will save you. You will find it within yourself to fight him. Come, you are in shock, I will look after you.” 

    “But I have to find him,” she said in a small voice. “He can’t be far away –“ 

    He silenced her with his forefinger pressed to her lips. “Hush, the moment has passed. Fate has spoken.” 

    Fate has spoken? What the hell is that supposed to mean? 

    But the thought was fleeting, because all her senses were on high-alert with his finger pressed to her lips like that. The other hand gently massaging her shoulder didn’t help much, either – that small action alone sent ripples of desire coursing through her body, muddying her thoughts. 

    I feel so strange… Is this a dream? 

    She gazed up into his dark eyes, then at his cruel mouth. All she wanted to do was to kiss him. What’s happening to me? 

    “You are so beautiful. Come.” 

    His hands dropped away, and he turned his back.  

     

    End of sample. 
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