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    CHAPTER ONE 

    2017 

     

     

     

     

     

    “Are you really that much of a walking, talking, cliché? I mean the secretary, for fuck’s sake,” Jane said. 

    “It does not become you to swear.” 

    “It does not become me? Jesus Christ, Seb, it does not become me?” 

    “Stop shouting, the neighbours will hear.” 

    “Fuck the neighbours. You’ve been shagging around behind my back and you expect me to give a toss about the fucking neighbours? Fuck them  and fuck you.” 

    The hate-filled words spilled forth, beyond her control. 

    “I think I should go. I can’t talk to you while you’re in this state.” 

    “You mean you’re going to her.” 

    His silence was an admission of guilt. She shook her head sadly, the fight momentarily knocked out of her. “I can’t believe you’re throwing our marriage away for a girl young enough to be your daughter.” 

    “I’m sorry, Jane, but you’re out of control. I think we should do this when you’ve calmed down.” 

    The anger surged back and she straightened her back against the AGA cooker. 

    “Fuck you. If you walk out that door now, that’s it. We’re finished.” 

    “But we already are. I never meant to hurt you,” he said softly, edging backwards towards the kitchen door.  

    He’s really going to do it. He really is leaving me. 

    Her mind reeled at the sheer magnitude of the situation. This was preposterous, this was insane this was…. 

    Happening. This is really happening. 

    A hand instinctively snaked behind her back, her fingers curling around the handle of the frying-pan that sat atop the hob. 

    A fleeting image of bashing him round the head with it slammed into her mind, but disappeared just as quickly. 

    I am not that woman. I am not a fucking fishwife… 

    Fishwife. Her hand dropped away from the frying-pan, a strange sensation of emptiness tightening in her guts. A frown creased her forehead as she thought of her first love. Of Malcom. 

    How strange. She hadn’t thought of him for years, so why would she suddenly think of him now? She shook her head to dislodge his kind face. 

    “I’m sorry,” he said, one final time. 

    Then he was gone. 

    She stared at the spot where he had just stood, not believing that he was actually gone. 

    Gone to her… I have been dumped for a woman almost twenty years my junior. 

    “He doesn’t even have any stuff with him,” she said to herself. 

    But then, she reasoned, he probably did. The fact that he had admitted he’d been shagging her for ‘a few months’ probably meant at least six, in ‘man’ speak. He would have ‘supplies’ in their little love nest. 

    Jesus Christ, the fucking secretary. 

    She found she was shaking, and she wrapped her arms around her trembling body. The opened bottle of red on the marble countertop caught her eye and she went to it, pouring herself a large glass then downing it almost in one. Instantly, she refilled it. 

    On jelly legs, she wandered out of the kitchen and down the wide hallway. What was she supposed to do now? The rest of her life stretched out before her – a life unknown and frightening – a life without Seb. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, she had given up everything for that man, even her own career as a journalist. Seb Miles was a brilliant doctor, a man that was at the top of his game and in the prime of his life. He had never liked her working, deeming it unseemly, and preferred her to keep house. 

    No. Don’t go down that bitter, jilted wife road. That can surely only end badly… 

    Without realising it, she had wandered into the downstairs bathroom, clutching her glass of red. A wild-eyed woman stared back at her in the big mirror above the sink; a woman she barely recognised. 

    Look at the state of you. No wonder he left you. 

    She decided that she was looking old. Old and past it. She had seen his bright-eyed, twenty-two-year-old secretary – at thirty-nine, how the fuck was she supposed to compete with that? 

    Then she thought of her eighteen-year-old daughter, currently away at Uni and for the first time her eyes welled with tears. Even when he had announced that he was leaving her just now in the kitchen, she had not cried. 

    What was the point of all this money, of this stupid fucking house if one’s life was an empty shell? She was used-up, washed-up. Past her prime. Her daughter was grown-up and didn’t need her anymore. Who would want her now? 

    Malcom would. He always did. 

    But that was a crazy thought. It made no sense to think of him now, not after firmly putting him out of her mind for twenty years… 

    She concentrated on her reflection once more. 

    I look like shit. 

    Critically, she examined her face, clutching the rim of the sink – Venetian marble, no less – and leaned in close to the mirror. Her once pretty, if not beautiful face, was easily showing the passage of time; it looked like she had aged ten years in the past ten minutes. Her jawline seemed a little soft, the once-plump mouth slightly less full and curving downwards at the corners. Seb used to say that she looked like Jane Birkin in her prime, with her slim face, symmetrical features and big, brown eyes. 

    Yeah. He hasn’t said that for years though, has he? 

    Her gaze shifted to her immaculately cut, brown hair, which hung in a glossy curtain to her shoulder-blades. But lately, no matter how often she dyed her hair, a few pesky white strands always shone nastily through, weaving through to the ends. 

    I’m old and I’m ugly. 

    A fresh bout of tears blurred her vision and she tipped back her head to regain control of herself, staring up at the high ceiling. When she had herself sufficiently under control, she met her gaze once more in the mirror… 

    And let out a strangled cry. There was a figure standing next to the walk-in shower. The tall, thin, all-too-familiar figure was cast entirely – and impossibly – in shadows. Impossible because the bathroom was brightly lit and shadowless. 

    Impossible because the man was not in the shadows, he was the shadows. 

    It was Him. 

    It’s The Undertaker. 

    Spinning round, she stared at the spot where He had been standing, but of course, there was no one and nothing there. 

    No, no, no, this can’t be happening. I’m seeing things. My husband has left me so I’m seeing things… 

    But if that was true, why was her heart pounding so violently and why was her breath coming in shallow little gasps? She closed her eyes and shakily exhaled, remembering her promise. 

    If he comes back, then we have to stop him, all of us, together. Only we can stop him. 

    Memories that she had suppressed for twenty-seven years were suddenly at the forefront of her mind; memories that she thought she had long forgotten. Wrenching her gaze away from the empty spot by the shower, she stumbled out of the bathroom, an anguished cry on her lips. 

    She flung herself onto the designer sofa in the living-room, burying her face in a cushion with a groan. She stayed like that, assaulted by the violent rush of memories.   

    She was twelve-years-old again, back when her surname was Halliday, not Miles, hanging out with her four best-friends. It was a warm Summer’s day that had started out like any other. A day that signalled the start, and the end, of everything. 

    It was the day of the dead cat… 

    




 

     

     

    CHAPTER TWO 

    1990 

     

     

     

     

     

    It was as if the old woman had appeared from out of nowhere, materialising at her gate at the end of her long, front garden. Her name was Marjorie Reid, but most kids just called her ‘The Witch’. 

     “Why don’t you kids go and play down the beach? Or the cliff-path?” 

    “Because Sean wants to learn to skateboard,” Brett called over to her from the pavement on the other side of the road. “And this is the widest street with the least traffic.” 

    Jane elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t be rude,” she hissed. 

    “I’m not being rude,” Brett said in a too-loud voice. “I’m just sayin’ that this is a public road, that’s all.” 

    The old woman looked thunderous. She opened her mouth, but her reply was cut dead by the sound of a high-pitched scream. 

    Sean had parted ways with the skateboard, and lay in a heap in the middle of the road. All four of them – Jane, Brett, Malcom and Amber – rushed over to him. Amber got their first, just like she always did where Sean was concerned. 

    “Are you okay?” she asked, pulling him to his feet. 

    “Fine,” he said, his cheeks flaming in embarrassment. “I almost had it, but there was this really big stone…” 

    Malcom placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked with a gravity that by rights should have belonged to a person much older. “Thank God you didn’t land on your head, you really should have been wearing a helmet.” 

    Brett rolled his eyes. “Fuck, Malcom, you’re such a fusspot.” 

    “Yeah, yeah. Why don’t I show you how it’s done?” Brett said, grabbing the skateboard and expertly hopping on. 

    Malcom shook his head, sadly. “It will end in broken bones. You’d never catch me on one of those things.” 

    But everyone ignored him, even Jane, who secretly quite agreed with him – she would’ve much rather been swimming or just chilling out on the beach. 

    She watched Brett on the skateboard. Out of the five of them, he was the shortest, but physically, he was maturing at a faster rate. Despite only being twelve, he was already beginning to get a man’s shape. Unlike rake-thin Sean and slightly-plump Malcom, his shoulders were already beginning to fill out, his arms wiry and strong for someone so young. 

    Jane secretly thought that he had taken to working-out because he was over-compensating for being a redhead. That, and she knew his dad took the belt to him when he’d had one too many. 

    “See? Piece of piss,” he called over his shoulder as he glided effortlessly down the street. 

    “Wanker,” Sean called back. 

    “There is no need for such coarse language,” the old woman shouted over to them, her voice thin and watery. 

    Jane smiled at her, but the gesture was not returned. “I’m sorry Mrs Reid, he doesn’t mean it.” 

    “You are such an arse-lick,” Amber said softly in her ear. “I’m bored, anyway. Let’s go and smoke on the cliff.” 

    “Where’d you get fags?’ Sean asked, rubbing his elbow. Despite this, by some miracle he appeared unscathed. 

    “Nicked them off my parents.” 

    “Naughty girl,” Sean said with his customary, lopsided grin. 

    Amber giggled, pleased as always to be basking in Sean’s attention. 

    Jane, however, wasn’t so pleased at this sudden turn in events. Her parents would kill her if they found out that she had so much as looked at a cigarette, and she knew that Malcom wouldn’t want to smoke either, because even at the tender age of twelve, he was so moral it hurt. 

    They turned their back on the glaring woman at the end of her garden, and crossed the wide street. Jane leaned against the stonewall, beyond which was the wilderness of the cliff-top that eventually dropped to the crashing sea below. 

    “I wish that old bag would stop staring at us,” Sean said. 

    “Maybe she’s got a point,” Malcom said, speaking for the first time in ages. “We’re disrupting her peace.” 

    “It’s a free fucking country,” Sean said. “Besides, everyone knows she’s a witch.” 

    Jane couldn’t help laughing at that one. “Oh, please, just because a woman over sixty-five lives alone in a big house and has long white hair in a bun, it doesn’t make her a witch.” 

    Malcom smiled at her, probably pleased that she was joining him on his moral high-ground. Or at least, the ground where everybody was judged fairly, and everyone was kind and decent, like him. It felt good, when he smiled at her like that. 

    “And she’s got a black cat,” Sean continued. “So she’s definitely a witch. Oi, mate, we’re going now,” Sean shouted over to Brett who was now all the way down the other end of the street where the road ended and the cliff-path began. 

    Jane almost felt sorry for Brett. Even though she was only twelve, she got that he was trying to impress them. Her and Amber especially. But the trouble was, Amber only had eyes for Sean – not that she would ever admit it – and as for her, well, she and Malcom had a special connection. He made her feel safe. 

    Sean cupped his hands over his mouth. “I said we’re going now, fuck-brains!” 

    Brett’s head jerked backwards to look at them, and the rest happened so fast that Jane didn’t have time to so much as draw breath.  

    Brett’s fall was so much worse than Sean’s had been because of the speed he was travelling. He was flipped up into the air like a ragdoll. For a moment he seemed suspended there, all loose-limbed and resembling a broken starfish, before he crashed to the floor. His body smacked against the concrete, bounced once, and lay still. 

    “Brett!” Jane cried, rushing over towards him, at the same time as the old woman erupted out of the gate with a speed that belied her sixty-plus years. She was aware of her three friends keeping pace next to her and they arrived at the same time, skidding to halt by Brett’s side. 

    “Jesus, are you okay?” Jane asked, peering down at Brett who lay sprawled on his back. 

    He groaned in reply, shakily lifting his head up off the ground. 

    Malcom crouched down next to him and Jane, Sean and Amber did the same. 

    Malcom placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Told you you should’ve worn a helmet.” 

    “Christ, mate, have you broken anything?” Sean asked. 

    “Abigail,” the old woman cried. 

    “Oh shit,” Amber muttered under her breath. 

    Jane’s head swivelled to look where Amber was looking, and her heart lurched in her chest. 

    “Oh shit,” she said too. 

    Just a few feet from where Brett lay was a sizable clump of black fur next to the overturned skateboard. It took her a second or two to work out what it was, exactly, that she was seeing. 

    Oh fuck. It’s the old biddy’s cat. 

    And it most definitely wasn’t moving. The old woman was crouched over it, tears streaming from her eyes. 

    “Oh my giddy aunt, you heathens have run over Abigail.” 

    For the briefest of moments, Jane almost felt sorry for her. She cut such a pitiful figure in her navy-blue carpet slippers, with her flesh coloured tights wrinkling around her swollen ankles.  

    “We’re so sorry…” Jane began, not knowing how to finish. 

    “Yeah, it was an accident,” Sean said. 

    “Ow,” Brett groaned, struggling to raise his head before it flopped back down again. 

    The fall he had taken was much worse than Sean’s had been. Jane did a quick scan of his body – no blood, thank God. 

    The old woman let out an almighty howl, and all concern for Brett was temporarily forgotten. Tenderly, she reached out to stroke the bloody pile of fur that had once been her beloved pet. Her grief was absolute, making Jane think of a woman crouching over the gravestone of her dead infant. 

    Broken, Jane thought. We’ve broken her. 

    As if reading her mind, the old woman raised her head and locked eyes with Jane. Her watery brown eyes glistened with tears and anger. She pointed a trembling, bony finger in her direction. 

    “I curse you. You’ll pay for what you’ve done.” 

    Jane remained frozen to the spot, withering under the old woman’s hateful glare. Sean and Malcom pulled Brett to his feet. 

    “Come on, Jane,” Amber was saying to her. “We have to go. Now.” 

    “Get out of my sight!” the old woman screamed, making Jane flinch. 

    Amber extended her hand down to her and pulled her to her feet. 

    The five of them fled the scene, leaving the dead cat and the heartbroken woman far behind them. 

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER THREE 

    2017 

     

     

     

     

     

    Sean Walker wasn’t feeling it tonight; this was a tough crowd. There was alternative, and then there was alternative, and this fucking shower were rough. The audience was less goth and more neo-nazi, if the bald heads and fleeting glimpse of ‘almost-but-not-quite’ Swastika tattoos were anything to go by. 

    He belted out the song nonetheless, hoping that the heavy, industrial sound of his band, ‘Disassociate’ made up for the distinct lack of white-supremacist lyrics. 

    “…if you leave me I’ll die, but not before I rip out his heart and yours toooo, yeah. You trample on me, trample on me, trample on meee,” he wailed, deliberately off-key. 

    When he had finished, there was a half-hearted round of applause, but most of them looked too pissed to stand. 

    “I need a fucking pint,” he said to the keyboardist and long-term friend, Kevin White. 

    “Not a fucking chance, mate,’ Kevin replied. “I am out of this dump.” 

    “Yeah, me too,” Greg King said, the guitarist, and third and final member of ‘Disassociate’. “Promised the wife I’d be home straight after this gig.” 

    A wave of sadness crashed over him, which he glossed over with a generous dose of sarcastic anger. 

    “Well, fuck both you pair of henpecked cunts. I need a fucking drink.” 

    “Then don’t have one here, you dumb fuck. You’ll only get your head kicked in,” Greg said as he busied himself dismantling what little equipment they had. 

    “Sorry, mate, I really can’t,” Kevin said. “It’s Sunday tomorrow, I promised the wife we’d go to Margate for the day and that means leaving at the crack of dawn.” 

    “Who said rock and roll was dead? Fuck you both, I’m fucking gasping. Bar’s gotta be open for another ten minutes.” 

    Leaving his two bandmates to finish up on the small, raised platform at the edge of the squalid club, Sean made a beeline for the bar, weaving his way through the handful of drunken thugs headbanging to ‘Cradle of Filth’ on the dancefloor. 

    “Thank you, thank you,” he said loudly. “Glad you liked the music. No, please don’t mob me, yes, I’d love a pint.” 

    Perhaps luckily for Sean, no one appeared to hear him. 

    At the bar, he ordered a pint of bitter off the barmaid that looked fifty but was probably only thirty, and perched dismally on the barstool. His bandmates were right; this place was hanging. Drunks laughed loudly in clusters of twos or threes, and the few women left in this dive swayed on too-high heels in too-short skirts, their eye-make-up running down their cheeks, giving them the appearance of Alice Cooper rather than Brigitte Bardot. 

    Sean took a large slug of his beer, downing a third of it one go. He glanced to his left and saw Greg and Kevin over by the exit, laden down with equipment. Kevin turned briefly to raise his hand before the crowd swallowed them. 

    And in that one, short second, Sean watched his life slip away – the sum of his responsibilities amounting to two other men who owned a keyboard and a guitar. That was his life. 

    I am one pathetic cunt.  

    All he did was write the songs on his knackered old piano and ancient guitar in his crummy, one-bedroom rental. He didn’t have any stuff; all the stuff belonged to Kev and Greg. 

    Fuck ‘em, he thought, downing the next third of his pint. 

    But the sorry state of his life was not their fault, and he knew it. It wasn’t their fault that he was thirty-nine with his dreams fading faster than a sprinting cheetah. It wasn’t their fault that he had been in love with the same woman for over fifteen years, and after one measly month of finally being ‘together’ after years of friendship, she had dumped his sorry arse for the father of her two children. That same, cunt of a drunk who had walked out on her when she was pregnant with their second child, now a six-year-old-girl that Sean loved like she was his own flesh and blood.  

    Yeah, his life was a fucking joke. 

    “Are you going to buy a lady a pint?” 

    “Lady? I don’t see a lady.”  

    As soon as the words had left his mouth, he regretted them. Sean was a lot of things; including ex-drug-addict and petty thief – the emphasis being very much on ‘ex’ – but despite his flaws, he believed wholeheartedly in equality. Women were people, even if they did choose to dress like prostitutes. Who the hell was he to judge, anyway? He wasn’t exactly ‘Mr Normal’ himself. He glanced down at his t-shirt – a faded, skin-tight relic from the late 90s that he’d worn for three days straight – and down at his ripped Levis. They weren’t ripped out of choice, he just couldn’t afford a new pair. 

    Yeah, I’m a fucking state alright. 

    “Sorry love, didn’t mean to be rude. I’m a bit busy right now, feeling sorry for myself, and that,” he said, pushing his dyed-black hair out of his eyes that hung in straggly layers to his chin. 

    “What’s a good-looking boy like you drinking all alone for?” she slurred, staggering slightly on her heels. 

    His gaze swept over her, assessing her. She was way too young for him, probably mid-twenties, or so. Not bad-looking though, if you were into that ‘obvious’ look. Which Sean wasn’t. He liked his women over thirty-five and a little more subtle. 

    Well, woman, that was, seeing as he only had eyes for one, and said woman was probably boning her kids’ father as they spoke. A fresh wave of despair washed over him at the thought. 

    “Good-looking boy? Christ, you must be pissed.” 

    “Nah, I love your look,” she said. “You’re different.” 

    “Different? Yeah, I guess so. Sort of like a combination of Marilyn Manson, Sid Vicious, and a concentration camp victim. You know, I try to put on weight,” he said, patting his flat stomach, “but I think it must be genetically impossible. If I was drowning, all you’d have to do is throw me a cheerio.” 

    “You’re funny, too.” 

    “Yeah, that’s me. Funny boy,” he said sadly. “You want that drink, then?” he asked, even though he was down to his last tenner and had no intention of shagging her. 

    “I’ll have a double rum and coke.” 

    Course you will, he thought as he ordered his final pint and her drink. 

    “Excuse me,” he said as he handed her the drink. 

    “Where you going?” 

    “Out for a fag.” 

    He prayed she wouldn’t follow and shook his head sadly. Pretty girl like that, she should be more careful. There were a lot of nutters about. 

    So maybe you should just shag her. You know, save her from a potential nut-job. You’d be doing her a favour, really… 

    Out in the beer-garden that the overlooked busy main road, the crowds were beginning to thin out. He leaned against the brick wall of the ‘The Golden Lion’ and lit up, staring absently over at the pavement on the other side of the road. A long line of tall trees poked up above the high brick-wall that ran for a mile, sectioning off the big, inner-city park. 

    His attention was suddenly on high-alert when a movement in the shadow of a tree to the right of a lamppost caught his eye. 

    His heart stopped beating, then resumed at twice normal speed. 

    It’s just some bloke, standing in the shadow of the tree... 

    Except it wasn’t, and he knew it. Because the occasional other person walking parallel with the brick-wall wasn’t obscured by shadows and could be seen perfectly clearly from where he stood. 

    This guy wasn’t obscured by shadows, he was the shadows… 

    His fag slipped from his trembling fingers, and he stared in horror at the man that wasn’t. At the face obscured by shadows. Impossibly obscured by shadows, like the darkness was radiating from within him… 

    At The Undertaker. 

    He blinked, and the apparition almost faded completely before re-gaining substance once more. The Undertaker’s seven-foot-plus, lanky frame undulated slightly, as if seen through water, his top-hat distorting, seeming to stretch and bend with the shadows. His impossibly long, thin arms stretched out towards him… And then a long, bony finger pointed right at him… 

    “It ain’t real, it is not real.” 

    When he opened his eyes again, the man was gone. The shadow cast by the tree was just that; a shadow. A shadow with trembling edges due to the early summer breeze that shimmied the leaves on the branches. 

    Sean found that he was trembling violently, and when he looked down at his forearms, they were covered in a rash of goose-bumps, despite the warmth of the June night. 

    Amber. 

    The name popped into his head, unbidden. For the past fifteen years, his heart had belonged to Casey. It still did. 

    Why the fuck would I think of Amber Hyde? That’s fucked up. 

    But her image blazed in his mind in all her twelve-year-old glory. The golden hair the colour of honey in sunshine, or sun-flecked wheat. The rash of freckles across the cute, little snub nose. The perfect, cupid’s bow arch of her top lip. The blue eyes, much like his own. But where the pale-blue of his eyes more closely resembled that of an Afghan wolfhound’s, hers were the rich, dazzling blue of a Maldivian sky. 

    Then he thought of Him. Of The Undertaker. 

    He’s come back. 

    The thought was sure and true and utterly terrifying. As much as he had blanked the past from his mind, deep down, he had been expecting him to come back. He had not thought about The Undertaker for nigh on twenty-seven years. Neither had he thought about Amber, or the others. 

    And he’d certainly never thought about what they had done to summon him in the first place… 

    That was a memory that had been buried for twenty-seven years. 

    Yeah. Until now. 

    When he and Mum had moved away from his childhood town at the tender age of twelve, he had left behind everything. The girl he loved, his innocence, his very history. He had wiped the lot from his memory banks. 

    He closed his eyes, suddenly dizzy with the rush of emotions and memories that assaulted him. He never let himself think of his life prior to the age of twelve. When his mother had landed that better paying factory job in London just before his thirteenth birthday, it was like only then that his life had properly begun.  

    But this ‘new life’ had turned out to be a lie anyway because what little benefits they received from the state got cut in half because of her increase in wage, and then she got sacked anyway. She never did find a higher paying job again, which coincided nicely with the sudden astronomical hike in property prices in Greater London, effectively leaving them high and dry. Then she got cancer and died On Sean’s eighteenth birthday…. 

    Yes, he thought sadly. Happy times. 

    But it was not those life events at the forefront of his mind, he was thinking about before. 

    And specifically, to when they played ‘the game’. 

    Seeing ‘The Undertaker’ again, real or imagined, had dislodged the memories as effectively as a plunger on a clogged sink. 

    With trembling fingers, he fumbled for a fresh fag, unable to stop his tumbling thoughts. In his head, he could hear the cawing of the seagulls, could smell the briny ocean on the breeze. He was back in the Cornish, seaside village of Treave. He and Brett were standing on Brett’s doorstep, staring at the infernal thing. 

    At The Game Of Shadows… 

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER FOUR 

    1990 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

    “The Game of Shadows? What the fuck is that when it’s at home?” Sean asked, wet through from the rain. 

    He turned the box of the board-game over in his hands, examining it. It shared its dimensions with any other board-game that could be bought from Woolworths or some toy store. Perfectly innocuous, yet somehow – inexplicably – disturbing. Maybe it was just because the box was so old. The picture on the front – a painting of a high, wrought iron gate, of all things – was faded to the point of non-existence. The box itself was fraying at the corners. It smelt funny too; musty, like a junk shop or a forgotten drawer in an old person’s wardrobe. 

    But it was more than that. Just touching the box made him feel inexplicably queasy, the smell, of it, no matter how faint, made his nostrils flare like a frightened animal. 

    It smells like mothballs and death. 

    He resisted the urge to throw it to the ground because he didn’t want to look like a baby in front of Brett. 

    “I dunno what it is,” Brett said. “That’s why I asked you. Thought you might’ve left it here, or something.” 

    “Me? Why would I do that?” 

    Brett shrugged. “I dunno. Just thought, that’s all.” 

    The two boys lapsed into silence, staring at the offending box. Brett lived with his dad in a surprisingly large cottage just around the corner from the harbour. He lived alone with his dad – a fisherman who was drunk down the pub when he wasn’t at sea. Today – a Sunday – was a pub day. It was three pm, and Brett could reasonably expect to be alone until ten. As a result of this parental neglect, Amber, Malcom and Jane were due to arrive any minute. And because it was raining today, they didn’t much fancy hanging out at their usual haunts on the clifftop or on the beach. 

    “Maybe it was one of the others,” Sean said. 

    There was no need to elaborate on who he meant by ‘others’. The five of them were a rock-solid group, and Sean couldn’t imagine life without a single one of them. 

    “Don’t think so. It doesn’t feel like one of them, you know? I mean, they would knock, right? They wouldn’t just leave this on the doorstep and go again.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    Sean shook the water out of his short, brown hair, it was raining cats and dogs out there and he had run all the way to Brett’s. He was still panting from the exertion and his heart was slamming hard in his chest. 

    And that, of course, had nothing to do with the fact that he was holding the game. Gently, he set it down on the wooden floorboards between them. 

    “Have you opened it?” 

    “No,” Brett said. “Only found it a second before you got here.” 

    “We should play it when the others get here.” 

    Sean said the words, but he didn’t mean them. He didn’t want Brett to know that he was scared of a stupid board-game. 

    “Yeah,” Brett said, with little conviction. 

    Sean jumped when the front-door to the cottage that opened straight into the living-room creaked open. 

    “It’s pissing down,” Amber said, not bothering with the niceties of knocking, and Sean’s heart gave its customary little lurch at the sight of her. 

    She looked glorious. Her slim figure with the burgeoning breasts never ceased to excite him. And her little, turned-up nose with the rash of freckles over the bridge always, for some inexplicable reason, tugged at his heart-strings. 

    It was safe to say that despite only being twelve, he was beginning to get what this whole ‘girl thing’ was about. Recently, he’d either been waking up as stiff as a board, or not quite so stiff and very wet… This new phenomenon was always accompanied with images of Amber where she wasn’t wearing too many clothes. 

    “Hi,” he said, then cleared his throat when it came out as a squeak. 

    She threw him one of her special smiles that was like a hand squeezing his balls, and then went straight over to Brett. Sean’s stomach twisted into a jealous knot when she laid a hand gently on his shoulder. 

    “Your dad down the pub, then?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Thank God for that. I am so sick of parents, and I really don’t want to spend all day in the rain. It’s so cool we can spend the day at your place.” 

    Except it wasn’t quite as ‘cool’ as Amber was making out, and they all knew it. Brett didn’t speak much about it, but they all knew his dad beat him when he was pissed. Sean knew how difficult it was being brought up by a single parent – his dad had walked out on them when he was a baby – and he couldn’t even begin to imagine how hard it must be for Brett. Brett’s mum had died during childbirth and was apparently the love of his father’s life, and this house and everything in it hadn’t altered at all since her death. It was kind of creepy. 

    “Yeah,” Brett said, the colour rising in his cheeks. “It’s good we can hang out here.” 

    Luckily for him, his dark red hair and sunburnt skin made it look like he was constantly blushing, so perhaps Amber didn’t notice. 

    Sean only noticed because after all, it took one to know one; it was painfully obvious to him that he was in love with her, too. 

    “What’s that on the floor?” Amber said, collapsing into the chintzy floral, two-seater. “Have you guys been playing board games?” 

    She said it disdainfully, like they were way too mature to engage in such childish activity, even though Sean knew for a fact that she still played with Barbies. 

    “No,” Brett said, his voice suddenly much deeper than usual. “I found it on the doorstep just now.” 

    Her eyebrows shot up in her head. “You did? Can I see?” 

    Obviously, it was a rhetorical question, because she was already kneeling on the floor between them and scooping it up to take a closer look. 

    Sean was momentarily mesmerised by the way the kneeling position caused the fabric of her short shorts to strain against her tawny skin, still slick with rain. Droplets of rain glistened like a thousand precious jewels in her dark-honey hair, which was swept up in a ponytail. She was a sight to behold, and when he glanced at Brett, he saw that he was staring at her, too. 

    Amber acted oblivious, staring intently at the game. 

    “The Game of Shadows. What the hell’s that when it’s at home?” 

    “Dunno,” they said in unison. 

    She wasted no time in opening the box. Sean flinched as she did so, inexplicably on edge. 

    “Maybe you shouldn’t do that…” he began, then stopped himself. 

    It was just some stupid board-game; nothing to get so uptight about. Brett said nothing, but then, that was the norm for him. 

    Sean loved his friend, but he got that he was damaged, that inside, part of him was broken. He guessed they all were, in their own way, but Brett more so than the rest of them. Sometimes, Sean got the impression that he was brewing, like an impending storm. But brewing for what, he didn’t know. It made him feel sad because sometimes he thought his friend was lost and there was nothing he could do to help him. 

    Amber gingerly placed the opened box on the floor in front of her like it was the most precious object in the world and peered inside. From where Sean stood, he couldn’t see so he crouched down next to her. Brett did the same. 

    “Is this a Ouija board?” she said, pulling out a folded-over board and flattening it out. She laid it flat on the floor between them. 

    Sean’s blood turned to ice-water in his veins. “Yeah. Looks like it.” 

    Put it back in the box, he wanted to scream at her, but didn’t. 

    Printed on the mottled ochre board was the alphabet, which was spread across two curved lines, from ‘A’ to ‘M’ on the top line, and ‘N’ to ‘Z’ on the bottom. Above and below these two curved lines were the words ‘hello’ and ‘goodbye’ written in small case. 

    “These look like the instructions,” Amber said, pulling out a sheet of paper which lined the bottom of the box. 

    A banging on the door made him jump and his heart hammer. Jane and Malcom burst into the small front-room, bringing the rain in with them. 

    Their faces were flushed, and Sean wondered what they had been up to. He was envious of their bond; if they weren’t yet ‘together’ together, then he was sure that one day they would be. 

    Maybe, one day me and Amber will be, too… 

    “What’s going on?” Jane asked. 

    “Shut the door,” Sean and Brett said in unison. 

    What had started off as a light drizzle had escalated into a full-blown rainstorm. The rain came in at a right-angle through the opened the door, and outside, the wind howled through the narrow, cobbled backstreet. 

    Malcom leaned against the door to shut it, the rain sliding off his face. His black t-shirt and shorts were plastered to his chunky frame and he shook himself like a dog. 

    Jane, sensible as always, was wearing a bright green mac with the hood pulled up over her head. Sean’s gaze shifted to her legs, which were bare beneath the mac and ended in flipflops, which she proceeded to kick off. Her legs were deeply tanned and a little plump, but still shapely. 

    He became aware of Amber staring at him with raised eyebrows and a little smirk on her lips. Embarrassed to be caught ogling Jane’s legs, he looked down at his lap. Whenever he saw female flesh, he just had to look. This compulsion shamed him, but he could no more stop it that he could stop himself from drawing breath. 

    “So,” Jane said, removing the mac to reveal mid-thigh length shorts and a t-shirt with a faded Cookie Monster stretched across her small breasts. “What’s going on? What’s that you got there? Christ, is that a Ouija board? Where the hell did you get that?” 

    “Don’t know,” Sean said. “Brett just found it on his doorstep before we got here.” 

    “It was the old lady. The witch. We ran over her cat and now she’s cursed us.” 

    Everyone turned to look at Malcom. 

    “The witch?” Jane said, slowly shaking her head, looking very much like a disapproving mother rather than a twelve-year-old girl. “My God, Malcom, you are the last person I’d expect to come out with such rubbish. She’s a lonely old lady, she’s not a witch.” 

    A strange look passed over Malcom’s face, one which Sean couldn’t quite fathom. “I’ve changed my mind, okay? She’s a witch, and I don’t think we should play that game.” 

    “Well, I do,” Brett said. “Come on, guys, it’ll be fun. Besides, this is my house, so anyone that doesn’t want to play can just leave.” 

    Not wanting to look like a wuss in front of Amber, Sean all too readily agreed, despite his misgivings about the frankly plain bloody weird game that stirred up so many frightening – and entirely irrational – emotions within him. “Yeah. I’m with Brett. So let’s say that the old biddy did leave this on the doorstep to try and scare us. I’d say that’s even more reason to play it.” 

    “Yeah,” Brett added. “I didn’t mean to run over her stupid cat, it was an accident. And I don’t like being bullied.”  

    A crack of thunder accompanied his words and he tried not to flinch. 

    “Well, I’m not playing,” Malcom said. 

    “I am,” Amber piped up. “What the hell else are we going to do today? It’s pissing it down and who knows, it might even be fun. You know what that is, right, Malcom?” 

    Sean watched the way in which Jane seemed to unconsciously move closer towards Malcom, as if to protect him. A fresh wave of jealousy roiled in his guts as he wished that Amber would be that way with him. Gently, Jane touched Malcom on the arm. 

    “Maybe they’re right,” she said softly. “Maybe it will be fun, scaring ourselves silly, and everything.” 

    Sean snorted laughter. “Who’s scared? Let’s just play the bloody game already.” 

    “Yeah,” Amber said, kneeling down and picking up the box and board. “Let’s take this to the kitchen table.” 
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    The five of them sat round the kitchen table with the rain lashing against the small window over the sink. Sean’s arms had broken out in goose-bumps, despite the warmth of the air. They sat there in silence for a moment, almost reverent in their stillness. The board was laid out in the middle of the small, square wooden table, with the clear plastic pot and dice on top of it. 

    Amber still had the instructions clenched in her hand. Sean noticed that her knuckles were white, despite the tan. 

    “I’ll read the instructions, then, shall I?” she said to the silent group. 

    “Yeah,” Sean squeaked, then coughed as if to clear his throat. 

    Amber began to read, her immature voice as clear as bell and somehow sounding much older: 

    “You are invited to play The Game of Shadows. There must be between three and eight players. Within this box, you will find the board, the dice, the plastic cup, and the instructions which you are now reading. In order to play, you will also need a pen and one piece of A4 paper. You must rip the paper into the same amount of pieces as there are players, plus one extra for the magic word you will write down during the game.” 

    Amber stopped reading and looked at them all over the sheet of paper. The freckles across the bridge of her nose seemed darker than usual as the colour was drained from her face. 

    “Brett? Are you going to get a piece of paper, then?” 

    “Yeah,” he replied, scraping back his chair across the terracotta tiling of the kitchen floor. He looked as dazed as the rest of them. 

    We shouldn’t be doing this, Sean thought with utter certainty. 

    He glanced over at Malcom, hoping that he would get to his feet and put an end to this – whatever this was. Sadly, he didn’t, and the four of them sat there in silence waiting for Brett’s return. 

    All too soon he was back, a sheet of ordinary copy paper and pen in hand. 

    “Are you going to do the honours?” Amber said. “Rip the paper into six pieces.” 

    Silently, Brett did so as his friends watched quietly on, placing the shredded paper on top of the board next to the clear plastic beaker. When he was done, Amber continued to read: 

    “Each player must take a piece of ripped paper, and take it in turns to write down a physical characteristic of a monster or of a person that scares them the most. This can be anything the player wants, from an item of clothing, to the shape of a nose. It can be size, or height, or a hairstyle. The only thing it cannot be is a colour. When each player has written down their chosen, physical attribute, they must hold it hidden in the palm of their left hand. The players must then recite the poem in unison at the bottom of this page. During the recital, they must all read off the same sheet of paper. After the players have recited the poem, they must then take it in turns to read out to the group what they have written down on their piece of paper. 

    “The player who first shared what was written on their piece of paper, must roll the dice first. Whatever the number on the dice is, represents the amount of times the beaker must move over the letters. All players must place their forefinger on the upturned beaker. They must relax their minds and let the board guide them. 

    “All players must take it in turn to roll the dice. As the letters are read out, so the designated writer must write down the word on the final piece of paper. 

    “Just remember. Whichever way the dice rolls, the word will be the same. Intrabit. The players are forbidden from reading the following poem aloud, unless it is in context of the game.” 

    Amber lowered the instructions, her hands visibly trembling. 

    “Well,” Sean said eventually to the stunned group, breaking the silence that had befallen them. “Are we going to do this thing, or not?” 

    “What does intrabit mean?” Amber asked, looking directly at Jane. 

    Jane was the swot, and the only one of them likely to know. Instead, she shrugged. 

    “I have no idea.” 

    Brett clapped his hands together, making them all jump. “Come on then, people, let’s do this thing. Let’s have some fun.” 

    Sean watched as Brett solemnly proceeded to dish out a piece of torn paper to each of them. “Ladies first,” he said, pushing the pen across the table in Amber’s direction. 

    “Thanks,” she muttered, a small frown creasing her flawless brow. 

    She scribbled something down, her tongue poking out of the side of her mouth. Fleetingly, Sean wondered what it would feel like against his, how wet and smooth it would be. What she would taste like. 

    Honey. She would taste like honey. 

    Amber stopped writing and her gaze snapped upwards, her deep blue eyes locking with his. He blushed hard, his heart hammering in his chest. The way she was looking at him, it was like she knew what he was thinking. 

    “My turn,” Brett said, an angry note creeping into his voice. 

    Sean’s heart swelled with happiness. 

    I didn’t imagine it. He saw the way Amber was looking at me too. 

    Quickly, and maybe a little angrily, he wrote something down on the scrap of paper and clenched it in his left fist. He handed the pen to Sean with a scowl: 

    “Your turn.” 

    Sean stared down at the blank bit of paper on the table before him, his mind a big, fat blank. 

    And then it came to him. A few weeks ago, he had seen his first ever horror movie and it had scared the shit out of him. It had been about this horrible, burned guy who appeared in teenager’s dreams. On his right hand, he had worn a glove that had knives for fingers… 

    On his piece of paper he wrote, he has knives for fingers, then passed the pen to Jane, who was sitting next to him. 

    Jane stared at the offered pen for a second as if it might bite her, before gingerly taking it from him. It seemed to take her an age before she finally wrote something down. When it was Malcom’s turn, he took even longer than Jane. 

    Silently, Sean willed him to refuse to do it, but he too succumbed and wrote something down on his scrap of paper. 

    “I guess we read the poem now, then,” Brett said. 

    “Maybe this isn’t such a great idea,” Malcom said. 

    Yes, Sean thought. At bloody last. 

    “Are you a baby, Malcom? Surely you’re not scared of some dumb board-game?” Brett asked. 

    “I’m not scared,” he said, and Sean’s heart sank. 

    Shit, we’re really going to do this. 

    Without discussing it, they all got to their feet, apart from Amber, who remained sitting in her chair. They clustered around the back of her chair, and together, they read the poem: 

     

    “We call upon the shadows, 

    To make our vision flesh, 

    We are asking of the darkness, 

    To make our terrors mesh. 

     

    And with our fears combined, 

    The creature shall be born, 

    A child of the shadows, 

    Abomination of the Lord. 

     

    Come to us, oh creature, 

    Grant us our every wish, 

    And in return we give to you, 

    Our blood and dreams to flourish.” 

     

    When they were done, they silently took their seats once more. 

    What’s the matter with us? Sean wondered. We’re acting like zombies. 

    The strange thought was immediately pushed to one side, but that strange, dreamlike feeling clung to him. It felt like they had just done something really, really bad.  

    But everything still looked the same. The fiery pits of hell had not erupted up through the kitchen floor and claimed their immortal souls. 

    “So, who’s going to read what they’ve written first?” Sean asked, breaking the silence. 

    “I’ll go first,” Amber said, smoothing out the scrap of paper that she had been holding so tightly in her palm. She cleared her throat. “He wears an Undertaker’s hat.” 

    Despite himself, Sean laughed. “An Undertaker’s hat? What’s so scary about that?” 

    Amber didn’t return his smile. “When my gran died when I was six, I remember being terrified of the Undertaker that came to see my parents to talk about the funeral arrangements. And he wore this stupid hat when he left the house. I remember thinking that he was the devil.” 

    Immediately, Sean felt bad for being so insensitive. How was he to have known that she had a phobia of bloody Undertakers? “Sorry,” he mumbled, his face flaming. 

    She managed a small smile for him and his heart leapt in relief. “That’s okay. Your turn, Brett.” 

    Brett cleared his throat. “He has pointy teeth, like a shark.” 

    This time, Sean didn’t laugh. Somehow, it didn’t seem so funny anymore. Not that what Amber had said had been funny either, he guessed that his sudden rush of laughter was born of nervousness more than anything. He didn’t pass comment on Brett’s chosen ‘physical characteristic’ but the ‘fish’ thing was not lost on him. Sean was too young to properly formulate the thought, but he got that it was something to do with his dad being a fisherman, and perhaps having the coldness of a shark. 

    Now it was his turn and he un-scrunched the piece of paper in his hand. He stared at his palm, noticing how the edges of the paper had left red indents in his skin. 

    “He has knives for fingers,” he said. 

    Now it was Amber’s turn to laugh. “Knives for fingers? Please, that is so lame. You’ve been watching that dumb horror movie again, haven’t you?” 

    Brett laughed too, although Jane and Malcom remained po-faced and silent, as they had done throughout the entire game. 

    “Yeah, well, it’s not like I said a glove. I said it was his actual fingers that were knives, so that’s different.” 

    “Whatever,” Amber said, still smiling. “And if anyone else has put something so dumb, like, he has pins all over his head, I swear to God, I’ll die laughing.” 

    Sean couldn’t help but smile back, despite the fact that she was taking the piss out of him. Brett, however, was no longer laughing. 

    “It’s still really fucking dumb,” he said sulkily. “Jane? What did you put?” 

    Jane didn’t look at all happy. “I just said he was seven foot tall, and thin.” 

    No one laughed at that, and then it was Malcom’s turn. 

    “I put, he can stretch out his arms as long as he wants.” 

    “He can stretch out his arms?” Brett scoffed. “What is he? Mr Tickle?” 

    Malcom scowled at him. “I never wanted to play this stupid game anyway.” 

    “Leave him alone,” Jane said. “Everything we’ve written is pretty dumb, wouldn’t you say?” 

    “Yeah, but Mr Tickles?” Amber grinned. 

    Sean laughed along with Brett and Amber, although a great uneasiness continued to churn in his guts. When he would come to look back on ‘The Game’ a few days later, he would be swamped with guilt that he bullied Malcom and Jane into playing. Because the alternative was too horrible to contemplate. Malcom and Jane hadn’t wanted to play, but they had done so anyway. In his darker moments, he would come to think that it wasn’t his fault at all, that it was the game’s fault. The game had wanted them to play; an unseen force had been guiding them, urging them on to play. 

    But in the moment, none of that occurred to him. So long as he ignored his misgivings, it was all still so innocent. Just friends, larking around. 

    “It’s funny, isn’t it, the way we all started the sentence the same way. He is this, he is that. Why would we all refer to it as he, anyway?” Jane said softly. 

    “Because all boys are the stuff of nightmares. Even boys think so.” 

    This time Jane cracked a small smile, and Amber giggled. 

    “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Sean said. “Shall we get on with it?” 

    A flash of lightening caught his eye out of the window, swiftly followed by a loud roll of thunder. 

    Jesus, what was with this rainstorm? 

    If anything, the sky seemed to be getting blacker with every passing second. Sean shivered. 

    “I guess I’m rolling first, then, seeing as I read first,” Amber said, picking up the dice and dropping it into the plastic pot. She gave it a good shake, and rolled a one. “Alrighty, then. You guys ready?” 

    She turned over the pot and placed it upside-down in the centre of the board. Everyone leaned over and placed their forefinger on the upturned glass. 

    Sean let out a small gasp when the beaker lurched under his fingers and shot over to the letter ‘I’ on the top row. 

    Everyone else looked as shocked as he was. 

    “Which one of you bastards did that?” Brett said. 

    “I bet it was Sean,” Jane said. 

    Sean bridled in indignation. “It wasn’t me.” 

    Jane rolled her eyes. “You think you’re so funny, don’t you? Always the joker.” 

    “Hey, why am I getting the blame for this? I ain’t done nothing!” 

    “Who cares,” Brett shrugged. “It’s my go.” 

    He too, rolled a one. 

    Without further chat, they placed their fingers atop the beaker once more. Like before, the beaker immediately and violently skidded over to the letter ‘N’. 

    “Intrabit.” Amber said softly, writing down Brett’s letter. 

    The hush that fell over them made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. Then he realised that it wasn’t the quiet that was making him feel so uneasy, but that it felt like someone was watching them. 

    Instinctively, he craned his neck towards the kitchen door, half expecting to see Brett’s dad standing there, having come home early from the pub…  

    But there was no one there. Shrugging off the feeling that they were being watched, he picked up the dice and beaker for his turn to roll. 

    He got a two. That bad feeling in his gut intensified, and outside, the thunderstorm raged. His guts felt cold and squirmy, like there was ice-water sloshing around in his insides. 

    We shouldn’t be doing this, he thought, far from the first time. 

    Silently, everyone put their finger on the beaker. As soon as they did, the beaker whizzed over the letters, landing on ‘T’ and ‘R’ in quick succession. 

    Whichever way the dice rolls, the word will be the same. 

    He couldn’t remember the word, because in his head it was gobbledygook, but he knew that they were spelling It. They were summoning something evil that they had no business summoning. 

    “No,” he said, scraping back his chair and getting to his feet. “This has to stop.” 

    His own assertiveness surprised even him. Everyone’s heads were tilted back, looking up at him. 

    “Don’t be a dick,” Brett said. 

    Sean wavered, torn between what he knew was inherently right, and looking like an idiot. 

    “I just think that…” he began. 

    “Sit the fuck back down,” Malcom said. 

    Coming from Malcom, that was a shock. Even Jane let out a little gasp. Sean just stared stupidly at him, his mouth hanging open. 

    “Sit down, Sean,” Amber said softly. 

    That was his undoing, and, like an obedient dog, he did. 

    “Now, shall we get on?” Jane asked. 

    Sean stared at Jane, his heart twisting in his chest. 

    This isn’t right, he thought. We’re all acting so strange… 

    Without further ado, Jane popped the dice into the beaker, gave it a shake, and let it go across the board. 

    A two. 

    Inside, Sean squirmed. 

    Everyone, apart from Sean, put their fingers on top of the beaker. They all turned to look at him, their expressions accusatory. 

    Or maybe he was imagining it. Before he was quite sure what he was doing, he reached out his own finger to join theirs. As before, the beaker shot over the letters, landing on ‘A’ and ‘B’, which Amber diligently wrote down. 

    Who’s doing this? 

    The last player was Malcom, and he rolled a two. Sean’s blood ran cold in his veins. Even before the beaker touched the letters, he knew what they would be. 

    An ‘I’ and a ‘T’. Intrabit. Whatever the fuck that means. 

    Sean was far from pleased when he was proved right. When they were done, they sat there in silence, staring dumbly at the board. 

    Amber was the first to break the silence. “Now what?” 

    “I guess that’s it. Game over,” Sean said. 

    “Look, the sun’s coming out. Who wants to go down the beach?” Malcom said, getting to his feet. 

    Dazedly, Sean looked over at the window. The sun was extra bright after the rainstorm, but that bad feeling still clung to him. 

    Even when they all trooped outside, and even though no one mentioned the game they had just played, his heart was heavy. 

    On a subconscious level, he knew that they would pay for what they did. He knew it wasn’t over. 

    He knew that their fates were sealed. 
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    Intrabit. 

    That one word echoed in Sean’s head as he hurried home through the dark night. Every shadow made him jump, even the passing cars made him flinch. 

    Intrabit. 

    The day after they had played the game, he had gone to the local library and picked up a Latin / English dictionary. The word was Latin, he just knew it, and old. 

    He remembered how puzzled he had been when he had found out what the word had meant. 

    Enter. 

    But now, it made perfect sense, especially coupled with the picture of the gates on the front of the box. 

    It was entering their world because they had invited it in. 

    Sean knew what he had to do, and he hurried home to pack. 

    He had a train to catch to Cornwall. 
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    Amber Hyde wasn’t feeling herself. She sat on the edge of her bed in the bedroom of her wildly expensive, New York, Brownstone apartment with her head in her hands.  

    She was hungover, lonely and burnt-out. Fragmented memories of the night before played over in her mind – attending the opening night of the fabulous new club on 52nd street, followed by a private house-party, hosted by one of the hottest young popstars on the scene today. 

    Amber hadn’t even recognised the overly muscled young lad, but she had never been one to turn down a party. 

    “I’m too old for this shit,” she said to the empty room. 

    She might have looked twenty-eight, thanks to the Botox and the fact she spent hours a week down the gym, but she sure as shit didn’t feel it right now. It was so depressing, getting older. There was a time she could get as pissed as she wanted without feeling it the next day. 

    How the hell did I even get home, anyway? 

    Dim memories of clambering into a cab in the early hours played over in her mind, and a great wave of self-pity crashed over her. 

    I’m almost forty-years-old, and I’m still alone. 

    She thought of the husband she hadn’t yet met, and the children she would most likely never have. Crushing loneliness engulfed her, and in that moment, she had never felt so rootless and sad. She was living the dream, but somewhere along the line, her New York dream had turned into a nightmare. 

    Telling herself that it was just her hangover talking – for who wouldn’t want her fabulous life and her fabulous job as top-notch PR woman of NYC – she struggled to her feet with a groan. 

    Me. That’s who doesn’t want my life. My fabulous life can go fuck itself. 

    The big room lurched around her, and she flopped down on the bed on her back, cradling her screaming head in her hands. The room was blissfully dark thanks to the heavy, navy-blue velvet curtains that adorned the three, long sash-windows. A quick glance at her digital alarm-clock told her it was almost midday. 

    Thank God it was Sunday. 

    A creaking noise caused her eyes to snap open and she was immediately and inexplicably on edge. 

    What the hell was that? 

    It sounded like someone was in the bedroom with her, walking on the beautifully polished, Herringbone floor. 

    It’s nothing, she told herself. These old buildings were always creaking and groaning, despite their immaculate upkeep. It was part of their charm. 

    A bit like me. Nothing and no one can stave off the passage of time. 

    The creaking noise came again and she sat upright, suddenly on full-alert. 

    The door to her walk-in closet all the way over on the other side of the big room swung inwards, revealing the black, windowless space within. 

    Amber’s heart hammered and she found that her teeth were chattering, despite the warmth of the room. 

    For God’s sake, woman, the door creaked open, so what? 

    But despite telling herself this, she couldn’t dislodge the bad feeling that churned in her guts. Holding her breath, she stared wide-eyed and unblinking at the newly revealed, black space, resisting the idiotic urge to run over there and switch on the light. 

    She let out a small scream when she saw something inside the walk-in closet move. 

    No. It’s just a trick of the dark. 

    It had looked very much like someone had walked from one side of the closet to the other, right at the very back. 

    She stared hard into her closet, her heart slamming. 

    And that’s when she saw Him. 

    The Undertaker. 

    “No,” she gasped, but the word was a silent prayer on her lips. 

    The black shadows in the closet seemed to be gathering, to be gaining shape. Right in the middle at the very back was the vaguest silhouette of a man; a very tall man who wore a tall hat, and had very long arms. 

    Extraordinarily long arms, she thought, thinking of the children’s book Mr Tickles. 

    Brett was so weird to think of that one. 

    A bubble of hysterical laughter rose from the pit of her stomach, but instantly died when it reached her lips. She felt her mind physically lurch when He stretched out one very long arm in her direction – an arm that ended in long fingers made of knives… 

    She blinked once, and the vision was gone. Hastily, she wiped away the tears so that she could better see. 

    No, there was definitely nothing in the closet. 

    Of course there’s nothing there, you stupid cow.  

    She stared stupidly at the spot where she had seen Him, drawing her knees up to her chin and hugging herself like a frightened kid. 

    Sean was right. We should’ve played the game again. We could’ve ended it, there and then… 

    Fresh tears sprung into her eyes as she was suddenly bombarded with memories from her past. Sean’s thin, young face burned bright in her mind and her heart twisted into a painful knot in her chest. Christ, she hadn’t thought about her first love for nigh-on thirty years, and here she was now, positively drowning in her own memories. 

    In her mind, she was twelve-years-old again. Finally, after all these years, she found herself confronting what she was scared of most. 

    The truth of that damn board-game… 
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    Amber turned up the stereo, a lit cigarette dangling from her lips. Her parents would kill her if they could see her now. 

    They shouldn’t have pissed off for a dirty weekend in London then, should they? 

    Amber came from a loving home. Too loving, she thought. Her parents loved each other far more than they did her. Sometimes, she envied Sean who was doted on by his single mother, or Jane, who claimed that her parents secretly despised each other. 

    …build a little birdhouse in your soul, sang the deep male voice, and Amber closed her eyes, swaying slightly to the music. 

    They were having a party, and they’d been on the White Lightning cider. Well, she had been on the cider, to be exact. Sean and Brett had had a little, but Malcom and Jane had barely touched any. 

    Amber knew she was a little wilder than her peers. She didn’t know why, she just figured that she was wired that way. She worked hard at school and she played hard out of school. Her parents – when they weren’t too busy snogging and groping each other like teenagers – said she was a livewire. Amber just thought that she liked to feel alive. 

    “I love this song,” she said, closing her eyes and tapping her fag-ash into her mum’s favourite Cactus pot-plant. 

    She was aware of Sean’s and Brett’s eyes on her, and she basked in the attention. Especially Sean’s. Amber had a thing for David Bowie, and Sean reminded her of him a little. She loved the almost transparent blue of Sean’s eyes, and his thin, wolfish face. 

    I’m going to snog him tonight, she thought drunkenly. 

    Jane and Malcom were sitting close together on her parent’s green chenille sofa, and from the way they kept throwing meaningful glances at each other, she guessed that she and Sean wouldn’t be the only two pairing off tonight. 

    Above the blare of the music, the doorbell chimed. 

    “Who’s that?” Amber said, instantly on edge. “Did you guys invite anyone else? I told you not to, if we trash the house I’m going to be grounded for like a year.” 

    Everyone shook their head, and Sean jumped up from the arm of the sofa that he had been perching on. 

    “I’ll come with you,” he said, and in that moment, she fancied herself in love with him for always wanting to protect her. 

    They made their way down the short hallway of her parent’s modest, middle-class home and opened the door… 

    And found herself staring at old Marjorie Reid, the woman whose cat they had killed the other day. Instinctively, she edged closer to Sean, her heart tripping in her chest. 

    “Did you play the game?” she said by way of greeting. 

    She looked even more frail than usual. Her face was creased like crepe paper and her veiny, gnarled hands shook on the cane she held. 

    “Yes,” Sean said simply, surprising her. 

    She turned to look at him, wondering why he was engaging the senile old biddy in conversation. 

    “Did you sign off?” 

    “Sign off?” Sean asked. “How do you mean?” 

    “It’s not in the instructions, because the game doesn’t want you to. But if you sign off, you close the gateway, and it can’t get through. You have to play it again, and place the upturned beaker over the word ‘goodbye’. If you all say goodbye, it won’t get through.” 

    Amber had heard enough; this was complete bullshit. She began to close the door on the hateful old hag. 

    “Thanks for stopping by, and everything, Mrs Reid, but if you don’t mind, we’re kind of busy.” 

    “Amber,” Sean said sharply; far more sharply than she was used to hearing from him. He wedged his foot in the door to prevent her from shutting it and spoke to the old woman. “What will get through, Mrs Reid? What did you make us do?” 

    The old woman’s watery brown eyes shone with unshed tears. Or maybe, Amber thought, they were just watery because she was so old. 

    “I’m sorry. It was wrong of me. I was so cross at you for killing Abigail. I’m still cross, but it doesn’t make what I did right.” 

    “What will get through?” Sean repeated in a low voice. 

    “The bad. The darkness. It will come in whatever childish form you conjured, but it is as old as time. It exists on a different plane from ours, where time has no meaning. It could appear at any point in your lives. It could come today, or forty years from now. But it will come, I promise you that. You must play again and sign off. And you must do so with all the original players. If one of you doesn’t play, it won’t work. But if one of you has died, then it doesn’t count and you can still play.” 

    ‘If one of us dies?” Amber repeated incredulously. 

    “What does this darkness want?” Sean asked, ignoring her little outburst. 

    Amber couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The old cow was obviously senile, but it was like Sean actually believed her. How could he even give her the time of day after what she had said about them dying? 

    “It wants you. It wants to claim the souls that played the game. Only then will it be satisfied.” 

    Now Amber had heard enough. This old bat was really beginning to get her goat up.  

    But that’s not the truth now, is it? You’re scared. 

    “Come on, Sean, let’s go back in.” 

    She forcefully tugged on his arm and slammed the door on the old woman’s face. 

    “Hey, that was rude,” Sean complained. “She was trying to help, to put things right.” 

    “Well, I’m sick of talking about that bloody game, I just want to forget we ever played the stupid thing.” 

    The force of her words surprised even her. Sean opened his mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the other three appearing in the hallway. 

    “Who was that?” Jane asked. 

    “It was her. Mrs Reid.” 

    “What did she want?” Malcom asked. 

    “To put a curse on us, I expect,” Brett muttered. 

    “Brett? What did you do with the game?” Sean asked. 

    “I binned the bloody thing.” 

    “Oh God, please tell me the bin-men haven’t taken it,” Sean said. 

    “The bin-men have taken it.” 

    “Shit. She said we have to play it again and sign off properly.” 

    Sean then proceeded to recount the conversation with everyone. Throughout his monologue, Amber was growing increasingly frustrated. 

    Why can’t we just forget about it? 

    “Well, I’m not playing it again, even if we did have it,” she said when he had finished. 

    “I wouldn’t either,” Brett agreed. “Not that we could anyway, because we wouldn’t remember the poem.” 

    “I think we should play it again,” Malcom said. “I think we should do what the old woman says.” 

    “I’m with Malcom,” Jane said. “That game was just wrong.” 

    “But we can’t even play it, even if we wanted to, can we?” Amber said with some finality. “The bin-men have taken it, remember? Can we please just forget about the stupid bloody game?” 

    They spoke no more of it, and she didn’t kiss Sean that evening because she remained irritated at him for the remainder of the night. He was supposed to be on her side. 

    They went back inside, but the party spirit was irreversibly dampened and by nine, they had given up and had gone their separate ways. Amber had been supposed to stay at Jane’s tonight – she had promised her parents that she was sleeping there and wouldn’t be alone in the house – but Jane was quietly sulking with her for her opinion on that stupid bloody game so had left without her. 

    Amber had ended up spending the night alone in the house. 

    And that’s when she had seen Him for the first time, in the shadows of her bedroom, late at night… 

    




 

     

     

     

    CHAPTER SEVEN 

    2017 

     

     

     

     

     

    With a cry, she covered her face with her hands. 

    No. Don’t think about that. 

    But it was too late – she couldn’t stop herself. All too clearly, she remembered how He had appeared at the foot of her bed when she had been twelve-years-old. How he had stretched out a long, thin arm and the cold hardness of his bladed finger had scraped her cheek… 

    That had been the first, and, until now, only time she had ever seen Him. 

    Yeah. Until now. 

    And, just like when she had been twelve-years-old, He had faded into oblivion, melting into the shadows, back to wherever the hell it was he had come from. 

    Back to Hell. 

    If only I had listened to old Marjorie Reid when she tried to warn us. 

    But Amber had never seen the old woman again because she had died of a heart-attack a week later, taking the secrets of the game with her to her grave. 

     

    She had to clench her jaw because her teeth were chattering uncontrollably in terror. 

    Suddenly, she thought of the heavy curtains obscuring the sash-windows, of the busy New York City street ten stories below, teeming with life. She jumped to her feet, intending to sweep back the curtains, to let in the midday sun. 

    I’ll be safe in the sunshine. 

    She swung her bare, tanned legs over the side of the bed, then stopped dead. That creaking noise was back. Frantically, her gaze swept the bedroom, stopping at the menacing black depths of the walk-in closet. 

    Fuck. 

    The creaking noise wasn’t coming from the closet. It was coming from under the bed. Quickly, she hopped back onto the bed so that she was kneeling near the designer, wrought-iron headboard. 

    The creaking was louder now and a strange, whimpering sound reached her ears. It took her a second or two to realise that it was she who was making the noise and she clamped a hand over her mouth. 

    In the gloom, she caught sight of her reflection in the wide, floor to ceiling, ornately carved mirror opposite the bed. 

    She looked utterly terrified. Her shoulder-length, blonde hair stuck up every which way and the baggy t-shirt which belonged to some guy she had shagged years ago whose name she long forgotten added to the overall, crazed mental-patient look. 

    Maybe I am going mad, came the fleeting thought. It was true that she had been under a shit-load of stress lately, that she was barely holding things together, thanks to her hectic lifestyle. 

    The bed lurched once beneath her, and she screamed. 

    Four black, sharp points appeared sticking upwards at the foot of the bed. 

    His bladed fingers, she thought in terror. 

    The blades waggled, like the hand was waving. Then all four blades lowered so that the tips were pointing right at her. She scrambled backwards as the hand edged towards her, followed by an unnaturally long and thin, black arm. It slid along the Egyptian cotton sheets like a black snake and for a moment all she could do was stare at it, paralysed in terror. 

    “Leave me alone!” she screamed. 

    Fuck this. 

    Her paralysis broke and she jumped off the bed. Her legs were shaking so much that they threatened to crumple beneath her and she stumbled, almost landing flat on her face. She lurched forwards, heading for the bedroom door that led out into the spacious living-room, and the shared hallway beyond. 

    She barely got two steps before a weight landed on her back and pushed her to the ground. The air left her lungs in a rush and the room distorted around her as blind panic set in. 

    Her hands formed claws, the perfectly manicured nails scratching uselessly at the heavily varnished floor. She was dragged backwards, towards the bed. Her stolen t-shirt rucked-up around her neck, almost choking her and her heavy breasts mashed painfully against the floor, her nipples catching in the frequent cracks, causing her to cry out in pain. 

    Then the dragging stopped. She went to lift up her battered, aching body, but before she knew what was happening, she was airborne. She wasn’t sure how, exactly, the thing had lifted her so easily, and right then she didn’t care. All she knew was that one second she was on her front on the floor, the next she was on her back on the bed. 

    She stared up at her captor in the murky light of the bedroom, at the man made of shadows. He was straddling her hips, with only the flimsy cotton of her panties separating them. He was ice-cold, and easily as heavy as a flesh and blood man. 

    She stared up into the thing’s face, her heart racing and her mind twisting. The outer edges of his form undulated, like he might come undone and float away in a million different directions at any second. His hat kept elongating and distorting, and her mind reeled. 

    He opened his mouth to reveal razor sharp teeth – the only distinct feature along with the hat and razor-fingers in his otherwise indistinct form. All that could be said for his body was that it was long and thin – it was impossible to know if the thing wore clothes or not. 

    With his knifeless left hand clamped around her throat, his knife fingers reached down for her and gently cupped her ribcage on her left side. She struggled uselessly beneath him as the freezing cold metal pressed against her flesh. 

    The terrifying thing edged down her body slightly so that it was straddling her thighs, and, because of the abnormally long arms, he was able to keep hold of her neck. 

    Inside her head, she howled, but no sound escaped her lips. His fingers may have felt like real knives, but how could a thing made of shadows have substance, yet alone feel like metal? 

    How could this thing even exist? 

    The cold metal of his fingers slithered sideways across her abdomen, stopping her terrified musings stone-dead. His hand slid ever lower, gliding over her exposed skin in an ice-cold trail. It stopped at the top of her knickers for a moment, before effortlessly slicing through the thin cotton. 

    She went to scream but the hand around her neck tightened. Then the knifed fingers were moving upwards again and sawing through the bunched-up t-shirt around her neck. 

    A cold hand cupped her breast and she squeezed her eyes shut with a whimper. The hand around her neck showed no sign of letting up the pressure, and part of her wished that he would squeeze until she passed out. 

    Or kill me, a nasty little voice whispered in her mind. Because anything is better than this… 

    Her eyes involuntarily snapped open when he squeezed her tit hard. The cold press of his knife fingers made her squirm uselessly beneath him and she became aware that his bulk on her body had shifted. 

    In the moments before it happened, it dawned on her what he was doing. 

    Oh, dear God, this thing is going to rape me. 

    Before the horrendous thought could properly sink in, she was flipped over onto her front and effortlessly manoeuvred onto all fours. The shadow-man fisted her hair, tilting back her head so that she had a good view of her helpless position in the mirror opposite the bed. 

    It wants me to watch… 

    The shadowy figure loomed behind her, a grotesque parody of a lover. Its head was cocked to one side, the hat continuing to distort and elongate at random. 

    The devil’s hat.  

    For the briefest of seconds, she remembered how ‘Undertaker’s hat’ had been the thing that she had written down when they had played that infernal game. 

    Then came the pain. Amber had never been one for sodomy, and the all-consuming agony that ripped through her body like wildfire was stupefying. 

    It felt like a real penis, and an oversized one at that. 

    Panic mixed in with the terror.  

    He’s going to rip me clean in two. 

    Her lower abdomen sung out with fierce cramps, like she was suffering from the most severe bout of food poisoning. Her rectum was agonisingly tight, and she felt something rip deep inside her. Hot wetness flooded her thighs and the room span and closed-in around her. 

    Yet still the monster held up her head, forcing her to confront her own reflection. She tried to keep her eyes closed, but his hard thrusts were somehow even more alarming and dizzying when she couldn’t see. 

    Dimly, she became aware that the shadow-figure raping her was changing. Or more specifically, his head was changing shape. At first, her brain couldn’t quite comprehend what her eyes were seeing, and she just thought that he was no longer wearing the hat. But then she realised that his head was thrown-back, that his jaw was becoming unhinged. 

    The most awful simile slammed into her mind; that of a snake about to devour its prey. The shadow-thing leaned over her body, the head travelling up her back. 

    Impossibly, the oversized cock remained inside her as the thing’s body elongated to accommodate the new position. His head hovered over hers, his mouth now such an impossibly yawning cavern, that its circumference was bigger than her own head. 

    He’s going to eat me all up. 

    The pointed shark’s teeth framed her terrified face, black as death, yet clear as day. 

    But something was different now. It took her a second or two to realise that the pain in her bowels had lessened, that the horrendous tight feeling in her rectum had diminished. Also, the creature’s face was growing increasingly more transparent, the outline of him less distinct than it had been a minute ago. 

    Then just like that, He was gone. 

    She thought she heard the thing howl, but maybe it was just her. She flopped face-first onto the bed, smeared in her own blood and shit from the vicious excavation of her arsehole. 

    Before she blacked-out, her last thought was of Sean. 

    Sean’s right. We should’ve played the game again. We should’ve sent that fucking thing right back to where it came from… 
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    Brett Ellison lay on his back on the squeaky, lumpy bed, staring up at the peeling paint of the hotel ceiling. The whore noisily slurped on his semi-erect cock, and, growing increasingly frustrated, he fisted her hair, shoving her head until her mouth grazed the tops of his balls. 

    Still it wasn’t enough. She let out a little moan of pleasure – not the effect he was after. He wanted to hear her gag, wanted to hear her cry out in terror. He pushed harder so that the tip of her nose mashed into his groin. He hoped that the bitch was choking. 

    This slag must have fucking gills on her back, he thought in despair. This wasn’t what he had paid for. He had specified that he wanted it rough, but he’d had rougher with his own fucking wife. 

    “Swivel round,” he ordered gruffly. “Knees either side of my head and spread your cunt.” 

    Willingly – too willingly he thought, considering the price he’d paid for her – she obliged him so that he was staring up into her cunt. As he gazed at the fleshy pink folds, stripped of all hair, a great sense of loneliness washed over him. 

    His life wasn’t supposed to be like this. He was supposed to have escaped the shadow of his past. 

    A memory of his dad washed over him, with his belt looped once around his hand. 

    Don’t hit me, Dad. Please don’t hit me. 

    He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, forcing out the memory. Roughly, he grabbed the whore’s rump, hard enough to leave angry red fingerprints on her firm little arse. When he probed her puckered arsehole with his thumb, ever so slightly she flinched. That helped things on a little bit, and his cock twitched its approval. 

    Fleetingly, Jessica’s sweet face blazed in his mind. He liked to think that he was doing this for his wife, that he was protecting her. Better that he took out his anger on some prostitute rather than his darling wife. And now his cock was growing increasingly limper by the second, just at the mere thought of what he was doing behind the back of the woman that trusted him so wholeheartedly. It was time to take action, to get what he’d paid for. 

    Not wanting the whore to accidently bite off his cock with what he was about to do to her, he shoved her off him. 

    “You know the drill,” he said. 

    Indeed she did, for this was hers and Brett’s third time together. 

    Obediently, she lay on her back and opened her legs. For a second he faltered. This was the part where he roughly fisted her cunt before he fucked her in the arse, all the while whispering obscenities in her ear, telling her how much he’d like to choke the life out of her, or gut her like a fish… 

    He had no real desire to do so, of course, but the words just felt so damn good… Only by exerting total control over someone else did he feel free and at peace with himself. 

    But somehow, today, he had lost his taste for it. He couldn’t stop thinking about his wife and their two children, eight-year-old Zac and six-year-old Isobella. 

    How long before I hit them like my father hit me? 

    No. He wouldn’t do that. He wasn’t his dad, he was a successful banker, a powerful businessman. He wasn’t some sad prick that caught fish for a living and drank away his wages down the pub. 

    “What’s the matter, baby?” the prostitute slurred. 

    He suddenly noticed how out of it she was. Her eyes were glazed and his stomach clenched in disgust. He liked women to be clean and healthy, full of sunshine and laughter. 

    Like my wife. 

    And like Amber. 

    Amber Hyde? That kid from his hometown? Christ, he hadn’t thought of her in years, how weird that he would suddenly think of her now. 

    He shook his head to dispel the images of the two, tanned blondes; the only two females he had ever really loved. 

    And only one of them – his wife – had loved him in return. 

    My wife. The Amber substitute. He shook his head in disbelief. What the fuck is wrong with me today? 

    Throughout the ten years of his mostly successful marriage, he had always known that deep down, he had been searching for Amber. Or at least, a girl just like her. Ever since his first hard-on, his heart had belonged to that sunny, beautiful blonde from his youth. 

    But what a time it was for such a fucking stupid self-revelation. Mad at himself for the bizarre turn in his thoughts, he turned his full attention to the blonde slut on her back: “You’re on drugs. I told I don’t like drugs. I told you not be high when you were with me.” 

    “I ain’t taken a thing,” she slurred. 

    Critically, his gaze swept over her offered-up body. Last time he had been with her three weeks ago, she had been glowing with good health and was at least five pounds heavier. Now, she was pale-skinned like the underbelly of the mackerels that his dad used to catch and sometimes gut for their dinner. It was painfully obvious to him that her all-over fake tan had long-since washed off and she’d been too busy shoving coke up her nose to eat. Her hipbones jutted and her stomach was concave beneath the protruding ribs. Brett got to his feet, not able to stand the sight of her for a second longer. 

    “Get dressed and get out.” 

    “But we haven’t finished.” 

    “Believe me, darling, we have.” 

    “You still owe me fifty.” 

    “Fine,” he said, hopping off the bed and reaching for the wallet which was in an inside pocket of his jacket, slung over the back of the over-stuffed chair. 

    Wordlessly, she took the cash and scooped up her work attire – a little black dress and killer heels – slamming the door shut behind herself. 

    Brett pinched the bridge of his nose. He could feel the mother of all migraines coming on and, wincing slightly, he reached for his shoes next to the bed. The lack of shoes aside, he was still fully dressed – that was part and parcel of his whole ‘power-trip’ with the prostitutes. Brett didn’t ever want to feel out of control again. 

    Sighing heavily, he laced up his designer Italian shoes, stood up, shrugged on his grey, suit jacket and straightened his tie. Inside the pocket of his jacket, his phone buzzed. 

    It was a text from his wife. 

    Hope work isn’t too hectic. I’m doing your favourite for dinner, don’t work too late, I miss you. x 

    Unexpected tears blurred his vision and he let out a strangled sob. This really wouldn’t do at all, standing there, balling like a goddamn pansy. In a second he was under control again. 

    Cool, collected, and in control, remember? 

    He repeated his favourite mantra over and over in his head as he made for the door of the seedy hotel room. 

    As his fingers curled around the doorknob, he felt a rush of air on the back of his neck. His entire body stiffened with the shocking sensation, the tears of self-pity drying instantly. 

    It had felt like somebody had breathed on his neck. The room lurched around him as he spun around. 

    There was nothing and no one there. 

    Of course there isn’t, you dumb twat. 

    Once again, he reached for the doorknob, turning his back on the room. He twisted the knob, but nothing happened. He rattled the door, his mouth suddenly as dry as the scorched earth of the desert and his heart slamming in his ribcage. 

    A low chuckle assaulted his ears, coming from somewhere close behind. 

    “No, no, no,” he said, rattling the door, much harder now. 

    Still, it did not budge. 

    He’s come back. 

    The unwelcome thought slammed into his head, momentarily leaving him weak with terror and unable to so much as catch as his breath. 

    The adrenalin kicked in, and he chucked all thirteen stone of his gym-honed physique at the door, a cry for help just inches away from escaping his lips… 

    He never got the chance to scream. One second he was pressed flat to the door, the next he was airborne. The air left his lungs in an almighty whoosh as He grabbed him from behind and flung him into the air as if he weighed no more than a sack of feathers. 

    Brett landed on his back next to the double-bed, his body paralysed by pain and terror. 

    Oh, dear God, it’s come back… 

    The nightmare figure that he and his friends had invited into their world had returned to finish what had been started. He didn’t want to open his eyes, didn’t want to see what he knew would be standing over him. The stench of sour breath hit him square in the face – a mix of damp, mouldy earth, rotten meat, and something far, far worse. Against his better judgement, he opened his eyes. 

    The nightmare visage of The Undertaker was mere inches from his face.  

    It undulated slightly, parts of its face blacker than the blackest windowless room at midnight, yet some of the face showing small spots of transparency. 

    The Undertaker was composed of shadows; a shadow with solid form. It opened its mouth and grinned, displaying two neat rows of pointed, razor sharp teeth that were closer to a set of shark’s teeth than a human’s. Atop his head he wore a tall, black hat with a wide rim – a traditional Undertaker’s hat straight out of Victorian times. His eyes were invisible beneath the wide rim, but Brett knew without a shadow of a doubt they would be empty sockets that would reflect the blackest pits of hell right back at him. 

    Dimly, through the screaming aches and pain of his body, he was aware of a pressure on his lower stomach where the shadowy figure straddled him, pinning him to the ground. 

    “No,” he gasped, finding his voice at last. 

    A black, yet transparent hand clamped down over his mouth, as cold as a gravestone in a Winter’s night, stifling his cries. Above the hand, his eyes widened in terror. 

    The Undertaker raised his other arm in the air with a speed that would be impossible for a human-being. Brett’s mind lurched in terror when He splayed his long, shadowy fingers. Impossibly long fingers. Fingers that had to be at least fifteen inches long from bottom to tip… Fingers that ended in pointed knives. 

    He screamed into the ice-cold hand, and The Undertaker’s smile broadened. The hand came swooping down to his chest, gleefully theatrical, connecting perfectly with his ribcage and piercing the sternum. 

    Brett screamed a muffled scream and arched his back. The shadow man didn’t pierce his heart – he was too crafty to end his life so quickly and wanted to prolong his suffering, like a cat toying with a mouse. 

    The fingers wriggled inside him, slicing slowly but effortlessly downwards. The agony was unspeakable. The strength of Its fingers was diabolically strong; He seemed to exert no pressure at all, yet at the same time was able to slice through the bone of his ribs like his fingers were rotary-saws. 

    Brett’s back ceased to arch and he flopped to the skanky carpet, powerless and trapped beneath the creature. He heard the echo of his snapping bones deep inside his head; an atrocious sound that untethered his mind and set it free as surely as a boat drifting away from its mooring. 

    Snap, snap, snap, went all twelve ribs down his left-hand side. Brett howled. Or at least, in his mind he howled because all that existed for him now was pain; pain that had stolen his ability to speak. 

    The Undertaker lowered his head, and, in a grotesque parody of a lover’s kiss, he pressed his freezing, shadowy face to the right side of his neck. The pointy teeth sunk effortlessly into him, like a knife in soft butter, and Brett felt the side of his neck rip in the monster’s mouth. 

    He was fading fast now, and he became aware of a wailing sound. Distantly, he realised that the sound was coming from him, that The Undertaker had removed his hand and had replaced it with his icy lips. Like a mother bird, he plopped something grotesque into his mouth.  

    My own flesh, came the half-formed thought. 

     Coppery blood slipped down the back of his throat and the lump of meat that was his own neck rested on the top of his tongue. His tongue curled in repulsion, and The Undertaker forcefully tilted back his head, gently encouraging him to swallow the meat. 

    Almost lovingly, The Undertaker brought up his knife fingers and curled them around his heart. In the final seconds before his death, Brett felt his heart explode in his chest. His vision dimmed, the image of His infernal face with the blood dripping off the black fangs imprinted on his retinas. 

    As soon as Brett’s body expired, The Undertaker faded to nothing, leaving on the same tide of silence that had brought him to the hotel room. 
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    Malcom Green sat on the beach on the warm, bright and blustery Spring day, squinting out to sea. He wasn’t on the little harbour beach where his mackerel boat was moored, but on the other beach around the corner; the beach where they used to hang out, back in the day. 

    He leaned back against the sun-warmed rock. 

    They’ll be here soon. I wonder what Brett will say, when he finds out that I’m a fisherman, just like his child-beating father… 

    Then his thoughts drifted to Jane, as they so often hand over the years. He had never got over her, why pretend that he had? His heart belonged to her; it always did and it always would. He closed his eyes for a moment, enjoying the warmth of his sun on his upturned face, listening to the cawing gulls. He let his thoughts drift back; back to the beginning of the end. Back to when the group had drifted apart. 
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    The now thirteen-year-old Malcom leaned against the sun-warmed rock, on the main beach around the corner from the harbour beach. Jane sat next to him, burying her bare toes in the golden sand. He held her hand in his, and it felt so right, so natural. 

    “Do you think they’ll come?” she asked. 

    And by ‘they’, Malcom knew exactly who she was talking about. 

    Brett. 

    Malcom shrugged. “I think so. Sean said he had something important to tell us.” 

    They lapsed into silence, both of them leaning against the rock and staring out to sea. Things hadn’t been the same since ‘The Game’. Somehow, their solid little group had begun to unravel at the seams. They were drifting apart. Apart from him and Jane, that was, who were seeing more and more of each other, and the others less. 

    Absently, he wondered if she would one day soon let him touch her ‘down there’. He wanted to, but he understood that there was no rush. They had their whole lives ahead of them. He could wait. He would do anything for her. 

    He swivelled his head and saw Sean ambling along the beach towards them, weaving his way through the sunbathing holiday-makers. Malcom thought that he looked different, somehow. More grown-up. He had a swagger now to his gangly frame that made him seem much older. 

    ‘What’s up?” he said, plonking himself down on the sand opposite them. 

    “Hello, Sean,” Malcom said, hating the way he sounded so formal, like they were practically strangers. “Thanks for coming.” 

    “Yeah.” He smiled his crooked smile, but his expression was hidden by the sunglasses he wore. “Look, here come the others.” 

    Brett and Amber had arrived separately, approaching from opposite sides of the beach. The arrived at the same time, mumbling their hellos. 

    The gang was back together. 

    Together for the final time. 

    The strange thought startled him, followed by a crushing sadness that washed over him. He pushed the misplaced melancholy to one side. 

    “So what did you want to tell us, Sean?” Brett asked in a less than friendly manner. 

    He had changed a lot the past month, or so. Gone was the shy boy, and in his place was this youth with a hard glint in his eye and overdeveloped muscles for one so young. He had fallen in with a bad crowd – a group of lads who were a few years older than them and had a bad reputation. 

    “I’m leaving Treave next week. Mum lost her job at the fudge factory and she got offered a supervisor’s position in a factory in London. Money’s much better so we’re moving,” Sean said. 

    Malcom’s heart sank. Jane, who still gripped his hand gave it a gentle squeeze. 

    “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. 

    “Yeah, me too,” Malcom agreed. 

    He would miss his friend, even if they didn’t really hang out much anymore, but it was more than that. 

    Sean was on my side about the game. If he leaves, we’ll never be able to play it again and send the monster back. 

    “Oh, right. Is that it?” Brett said, hopping to his feet. 

    “I’m leaving, too,” Amber said quietly. 

    That stopped Brett in his tracks, and slowly he sat back down again. Malcom experienced a bitter stab of satisfaction. 

    He does still have feelings, then. He does still love Amber. 

    “What?” Jane said. 

    Malcom felt bad for her. He knew how much she loved Amber, and how hurt she had been when Amber had effectively dumped her by not hanging out with her anymore. He knew it was because of the game. He got that Amber was scared and didn’t want to be reminded of it. 

    He got that she had probably seen Him. Just like he had. Just like they undoubtedly all had. 

    “Yeah, in a few months time,” she said. “Dad’s gran died and she left us this huge house up in Scotland. So we’re moving up there later this year.” 

    “Scotland,” Sean said. He sounded shocked. 

    “So that’s that, then,” Jane said. 

    “So how many of you have seen Him?” Malcom blurted out. He hadn’t intended to, but time was running out for them. If they didn’t talk about it now, they may never get another chance. 

    Brett let out a harsh sounding laugh. “Dunno what you’re talking about, mate.” 

    “Yes, you do,” Malcom said slowly. “Him. The man in the shadows. The Undertaker.” 

    “Me. I have,” Sean mumbled. “But you shouldn’t have named him. It gives him more power.” 

    Shit, Malcom thought. He could be right. He thought about how he and Jane had talked about him. Not often, but sometimes they talked about the man in the tall hat they had seen in the dead of night, standing at the foot of bed, or peeking out from a shadowy door or cupboard. He resolved there and then that they would never talk about Him again. 

    “Yeah, I get you. But we still have to talk about it now. We need to play the game again. We need to send him back.” 

    Sean nodded solemnly. “Yeah. We do.” 

    “You’re all a bunch of stupid cunts,” Brett said, getting to his feet. There’s no such thing as ghosts. Goodbye. Have a nice life.” 

    “For fuck’s sake, Brett,” Sean said. “Malcom’s right!” 

    “Please, Brett,” Malcom called after his departing figure. “I know you’ve seen him too. You can deny it ‘til you’re blue in the face, but it’s the truth. We have to make a promise to each other, right here, right now. If it gets bad, no matter where we are in life, we meet up and we end it.” 

    But it was too late, he was talking to thin air because Brett had gone. 

    Amber clambered to her feet. “I’ve got to go.” 

    “Why are you in denial? I know you’ve seen him, too. It’s written all over your face,” Jane said. 

    “You’re all mad, this is like group hysteria, or mass hallucination, or some crap. I’m sorry, but I’ve really got to go.” 

    Malcom watched in despair as Amber too, walked away. 

    “Amber! Wait!” Sean called after her. 

    She turned to face them, the sunlight glowing in her blonde hair, framing her face like a golden cloud. Quite objectively, and for the first time, Malcom noticed how beautiful she was. He quite clearly saw the beautiful woman that she would one day become. 

    Yeah. That’s if The Undertaker doesn’t get her first. 

    “Just promise us one thing,” Sean said. “Promise that you’ll always come back if things get bad. No matter where you are, you’ll come back.” 

    She stood there for a moment longer, as if debating something in her head. 

    “Goodbye,” she said. 

    She turned her back on them and walked away. 
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    Malcom sighed deeply. He was sitting in the exact same spot he had sat all those years ago, when Brett and Amber had walked away in every sense of the word. Sean, too, had drifted away and that was pretty much the last time Malcom had ever spoken to him. 

    At least Jane had stayed with him for a while, right up to the point when she had left for University at the age of eighteen. He was grateful for those years they did have together. True to his word, they had never spoken of The Undertaker again, and neither Jane nor he had seen him again. 

    Until now. 

    Instinctively, he knew that the others had seen him, too. The creature that they had conjured up from beyond was back. He almost laughed at that melodramatic statement that sounded like something out of a bad horror movie, but it was the truth. He just prayed that the others would have the good sense to come back here before it was too late.  

    He trusted that they did. 

    A shadow fell across him, and even before he lifted his head, he knew who it was. His heart somersaulted at the sound of the voice he had longed to hear for so long: 

    “Hello, Malcom. Long time, no see.” 

    She sat down next to him, leaning against the rock. With a hammering heart, he drank in the sight of her. She was a little fatter round the middle, a little slimmer round the hips. Her face was a lot thinner and a little worn looking, but otherwise, she was still beautiful. She was still her.  

    “How did you know where to find me?” he asked. 

    “I went to your house, and a strange woman opened the door. She said you sold the house to them five years ago and bought a place on Backstreet East. It didn’t take a genius to work out that you’d bought Brett’s old place. So then I went there, and there was no one home. Why did you buy Brett’s old house?” 

    “When Brett’s dad died of alcoholism, the house came up for sale. So I bought it. It’s a good property, nearer the harbour for me, and Gran’s place was just too small…” 

    His voice trailed off, as he wasn’t being entirely honest. Yes, on the face of it, all the above was true. When his parents had died in a tragic car accident when he was just three, his then fifty-five-year-old gran had brought him up in her tiny little house. She had passed away just after Jane had left for Uni, leaving the house to him. Brett’s old place was much bigger and as he could afford to move, it made perfect sense. 

    But that’s not the real reason, is it? 

    The real reason was because that was where they had played the game. They had to finish this where they had started it. And Malcom had been waiting a long time for this day to come. 

     

    “Did you see Brett when you bought his house?” 

    “No. When he left at eighteen, he never came back. He handled the house through a third party, he may not have even known it was me that bought the house.” 

    Malcom said the words, but he doubted them. “You still haven’t told me how you knew where to find me.” 

    “Call it women’s intuition. This is the last place we were all together.” 

    “Are you still happily married?” he suddenly asked, surprising even himself. 

    She turned and looked at him properly for the first time. “Married, yes. Happily, no.” 

    She then proceeded to tell him how her husband had left her for someone else, and how as soon as he had left, she had seen Him. 

    “He’s come back, hasn’t he?” 

    Subconsciously, he rubbed his side. Two nights ago, the shadow-man had pinned him to the bed and sunk his knives into his torso. But before He could do any real damage, he had faded away. 

    “Yeah.” 

    He lifted up his plain, white t-shirt, and peeled back the fresh bandage. Jane sucked in a sharp intake of breath, her big brown eyes widening in horror. 

    “He touched you?” 

    “I’d say that he did more than just touch.” 

    He hadn’t meant it to come out quite so bitchy, but he couldn’t take it back now. But Jane didn’t seem to have taken offence. In fact, she reached for his hand and squeezed it gently, like she used to do. 

    His heart soared. “It’s only ever been you, Jane.” 

    “You mean you never…” 

    “What? Of course I did. I meant, in here.” He placed a hand over his heart and stared gravely into her eyes. “Why didn’t you ever come back?” 

    “Because when my parents moved to Kent when I was away at Uni, I had nothing to come back for.” 

    Her words stung as surely as a slap across the face, but he didn’t pull his hand out of hers. That would’ve been churlish. 

    “I was something to come back for.” 

    “I couldn’t. It felt too much like moving backwards.” 

    “So you moved forwards. With Sebastian.” 

    She visibly flinched. “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I was so young, I did what I thought was right.” 

    Malcom didn’t add anything more. The past was the past, and she was here now, that was all that mattered. 

    “What happens next?” she said. 

    “Next? We wait.” 

    “Wait for what?” 

    “For the others to arrive.” 

    She was silent for a moment, as if contemplating his words. “Do you think they’ll come?” 

    “Yes.” If they’re not dead already, he silently added.  

    “But we don’t have the game. I guess we could maybe replicate it as best we could, and make up a poem that was near the original. Maybe it doesn’t have to be exact…” 

    “I kept the game.” 

    Jane gasped. “What? You did? How?” 

    “After we played it, I knew Brett would bin it. So that night I snuck round the side of his house and fished it out of their wheelie-bin.” 

    “All those years, you had it? And you never thought to tell me?” 

    “I kept it in the bottom of my wardrobe. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to scare you.” 

    “You didn’t tell me in case I got rid of the damn thing, you mean.” 

    Okay, he thought, so maybe that had been part of the reason… But certainly not the whole one. He floundered, wondering how best to reply. 

    To his surprise, she cupped her face in her hands and kissed him firmly on the mouth. 

    “You, are a genius.” 

    Despite being thirty-nine-years-old, he blushed like a schoolboy. “Nah. I’m just a fisherman.” 

    “Just like Brett’s dad,” she said softly. “I wonder what Brett will think of that, if he comes.” 

    Yeah. If he comes. A moment of doubt assailed him. If he isn’t dead. 

    He pushed aside the morbid thought, remembering his encounter with The Undertaker. He wasn’t strong enough yet, they still had time... 

    He jumped to his feet, and extended his hand to the only woman he had ever loved. She took it, and he pulled her up. 

    “Come on, let’s go back to mine. We have to prepare.” 
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    Sean had spent seventy of his last ninety quid on a train ticket from Victoria to Penzance, and was feeling decidedly sorry for himself. He stood shivering on the Penzance train platform, wondering if any buses ran at eight thirty-nine on a Sunday night. Hell, Treave was only seven miles away; he could just walk it if it came down to it. 

    Shivering in the cooling, early summer-evening night, he shifted his beat-up rucksack from his left shoulder to his right, and pulled his equally beat-up leather jacket more tightly around himself. 

    As he left the station and walked along the rapidly darkening promenade in search of a bus, a bad feeling churned in his guts. 

    It felt like he was being watched. He stopped, turning slowly on the spot. 

    Aw, fuck it. Not again. 

    When he saw Him up ahead, he had been fully expecting it. Like in London, he was standing under the shadow of a tree, his form indistinct but unmistakable. 

    He won’t come for me in a public place. 

    He told himself that, but he didn’t quite believe it. Crossing the moderately busy main road, he refused to look. 

    But the bastard thing was getting stronger now, he could feel it. He had to find the others before it was too late. He thought back to the last time they had all been together on the beach at Treave, remembering their promise. Well, remembering his, Malcom’s, and Jane’s promise, to be exact. Because it wasn’t like Amber and Brett had promised fuck all. 

    But they’ll come. They have to come. 

    Painfully aware that time was running out, he picked up his pace. He had to get to Treave. 

    He had to find the others. 

     

    * * * * * 

     

    Amber was exhausted. After her ordeal with the shadow-creature three nights ago, and her subsequent stitch-up job at the hospital, she had boarded the first plane to England. She had told the disapproving doctors that she liked it rough and that her lover had gotten carried away. The doctor had strongly advised that she abstain from sodomy for at least a few months, and that next time she should use a lubricant. 

    But Christ, despite the meds, her arsehole still hurt like holy fuck. And now, sitting on a hard bench in the beer garden of ‘The Fox and Hound’ that overlooked the small; working harbour of Treave, wasn’t helping any. 

    “I haven’t seen you here before,” said a voice with a deep Cornish twang. 

    “No,” she replied, without even looking up from her G and T. “I don’t suppose you have.” 

    “You’re American,” the man said. “Whereabouts are you from and how you did get washed up here?” 

    Out of the corner of her eye, she was aware of his youth and good-looks. He was built, and looked like a surfer-type. Under normal circumstances, she may well have taken him back with her to the neighbouring town of St Ives where she was staying in a hotel. 

    But these weren’t normal circumstances. 

    “I’m from here,” she said softly, still refusing to make eye-contact with the stranger. “And I’m meeting some old friends, so if you don’t mind...” 

    Her voice trailed off when she saw a familiar figure strolling along the harbour-front. There was no mistaking that jaunty walk; she had always loved his swagger. Somehow, he managed to look like a cross between a tramp and a Rockstar, with his pitch-black hair that was worn too long for any respectable job, and the ripped jeans. The rucksack, which was casually slung over one broad shoulder, had seen better days and was the polar-opposite to her carefully coiffed – and outrageously expensive – attire.  

    Her heart slammed against her ribcage and her breath caught in her throat when the tall, slim man suddenly stopped dead directly opposite the beer-garden, as if sensing that someone was watching. 

    Then, like in every cliché going in the romance novels she secretly read, their eyes locked across the road. 

    Wolfhound eyes, she thought absently. That same shade of pale blue that had always haunted her deepest, most secret dreams. 

    He smiled at her; that very same, charmingly crooked smile she had once loved so dearly. His wonky grin was so different to the perfect, plastic-looking smiles one found in New York City. He was the most real thing she had seen in a long time, and, for the first time in a long time, she felt like she was home. 

    She smiled back and ever-so-slightly raised a trembling hand. Feeling like this made no sense to her, and she struggled to get her wayward emotions under control. 

    The meds I’m on must be screwing with my brain. 

    “So that’s your friend, huh?” the stranger said. “I guess I’ll leave you to it, then.” 

    “Yeah,” she said, not breaking eye-contact with the man opposite. “It was nice speaking with you.” 

    Sean ambled gracefully across the street, and she rose to feet as he approached. 

    “Hi,” she said shakily. 

    “Hi yourself. You’re looking good, Amber.” 

    They stood there awkwardly for a moment, before Sean closed the gap between them and engulfed her in a bearhug. He wasn’t that tall, but right then it felt like he was a giant towering over her five-foot-six frame, and a small sob escaped her still-tender throat. 

    “What a way to have a reunion, huh?” she said, telling herself that the lump in her throat was because of the fact she had almost been strangled to death the other night, and not because she was close to breaking down in tears. 

    He held her at arm’s length, his big hands gripping her slim shoulders. Looking into his pale eyes caused goose-bumps to break out all over body. 

    “God, Amber. It’s so good to see you.” 

    “Yeah. You too, Sean.” 

    He grinned at her suddenly, and it was like the sun peaking through the rainclouds. “Are you talking American?” 

    “Yeah, I guess I am,” she drawled, putting it on slightly. “I’ve been living in The Big Apple for the past fifteen years.” 

    “Well, ain’t that a thing?” 

    “I wish I’d found you sooner,” she said suddenly. 

    Not even she was quite sure what she meant by that – it wasn’t like her at all to be anything other than cool and collected. 

    “I guess we were all running away from the past. You know, away from Him. We didn’t want to dredge Him up, but I guess it found us anyway.” 

    “Do you think the others will show?” 

    “Have you even tried looking for them, yet?” 

    Shamefully, she shook her head, her gaze swivelling to her drink on the wooden table. “Dutch courage.” 

    “Well, I just knocked on Malcom’s door. Apparently, he’s moved.” 

    An icy sweat broke out down her back. It hadn’t even occurred to her that Malcom might not live in Treave anymore. He was just so Cornish, unlike the rest of them who had moved here with their families when they were very young. She couldn’t imagine him ever moving away, but then, why wouldn’t he? 

    Treave is a small place. If the others are here, we’ll find them. 

    “Don’t look so panicked. The woman in the house told me that he’d bought Brett’s old place a few years back. Says a woman about my age came looking for him earlier today, too.” 

    “Jane,” she gasped in relief. “I really thought her and Malcom would end up together.” 

    “Yeah. Me too. So shall we go?” 

    Her stomach twisted into a tight knot of terror. “Yeah. Let’s do this thing.” 
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    Sean couldn’t believe how good Amber looked, despite her obvious tiredness and the moderate amount of Botox that had been pumped into her forehead. He also didn’t fail to notice the bruises around her neck which he glimpsed when thin, clinging, and incredibly sexy polo-neck pullover edged downwards as she nervously tugged at her clothes. 

    As they walked the short distance to Brett’s old place, they exchanged their life stories. He listened in rapt attention as Amber gave him the lowdown – of how she had lived in Scotland with her parents and attended Edinburgh University, before carving out a brilliant career for herself in New York. Her parents had retired to the south of France, and Sean sensed the emotional distance that existed between her and her parents, just like there always had been. When he told her about his mum dying, tears welled in her eyes. 

    They didn’t speak of Him. Not yet. By the time they reached the cottage, Sean felt like he’d spent his entire life with this woman. Being with her felt right on so many levels. His head was in a tailspin, and the woman he thought he had been in love with for so long was shoved to the back of his mind. 

    “Are you ready?” he asked when they came to be standing on Brett’s doorstep. 

    “As I’ll ever be,” she said. 

    Briefly, she reached out to squeeze his hand, and his stomach did a little backflip. 

    Oh boy, this is bad. 

    But he didn’t know if that thought was referring to what they were about to confront, or the avalanche of emotions regarding Amber. Either way, he figured that he was fucked. 

    Malcom opened the door to them, and even though twenty-seven years had passed, he was still unmistakably him. For a moment, Sean was overcome with emotions, just like he had been on first seeing Amber. 

    In a second, his gaze swept over his old friend, taking him in. He wasn’t on the plump side as he had been as a kid, but he was a big bloke. Like Sean, he appeared to be a little over six feet, but he was almost twice the width of Sean. He was solid, but without appearing either fat or overly muscled. He took in the greying hair cropped close to his head, the sunburnt neck and face. His face was kind, non-descript, almost puddingy in its softness, and prematurely lined from the sun. 

    “You came,” he said. “Come in.” 

    They stepped into the familiar surroundings of Brett’s old living-room. Or Malcom’s living-room. It looked different now – gone was the fussy décor and in its place were clean white lines and simple, brown-leather furniture. 

    “Hi,” Jane said, getting to her feet from the sofa. 

    Next to him, Amber let out a strangled sob. 

    “Jane,” she gasped, stumbling towards her and embracing her. 

    Sean experienced a momentary flash of jealousy – she hadn’t greeted him quite so warmly – but that was swiftly forgotten when tears of nostalgia welled in his own eyes. 

    “Aw, fuck it,” he said, going over to Malcom and hugging him tight. “I’m sorry, mate,” he mumbled, patting him on the back. “I was such a twat.” 

    Malcom cleared his throat, his voice thick. “It wasn’t your fault that you had to leave. This isn’t anyone’s fault.” 

    Amber, wiping away the tears and still with her arm draped around Jane, spoke up: 

    “Where’s Brett?” 

    Sean let Malcom go and sat down on the spot on the sofa that Jane had just vacated, crossing his ankles on the glass coffee-table in front of him and lacing his hands behind his head. 

    His gaze swept over Jane, not because he was checking her out, but just because it had been such a long since he had seen his old friend. She hadn’t kept her looks in the same way that Amber had, but then, she had arguably never been as classically beautiful as Amber in the first place. She was still very pretty and natural looking, with a sweep of lustrous brown hair and big, brown eyes. 

    “He hasn’t come yet,” Jane said. 

    “I don’t know about you lot, but I’m gagging for a fucking drink,” Malcom said, heading for the door that led to the adjoining kitchen. 

    “Mate, you took the words right out of my mouth,” Sean said. 

    “You’re not kidding,” Amber said, flopping down on the sofa next to him. 

    It felt so unbelievably good to be sitting next to Amber like that, and for the first time in a long time, despite all this shit, he felt at ease. 

    Jane sat down on the two-seater opposite, and when Malcom came back with a bottle of red and four glasses and squeezed in next to her on the tiny sofa, it felt like the most natural thing in the world; like they were two ordinary couples that had been together forever and friends forever. To Sean, the moment was as beautiful as it was sad, and he knew that whatever happened for the rest of his life, he would always treasure this moment. 

    “So,” Jane said, taking the bottle off Malcom and casually swiping Sean’s feet off the coffee-table before Malcom set down the glasses and she proceeded to pour the wine. “What’s been happening with you two?” 

    The four of them settled down together on the sofas, and they talked. 

     

    When each of them had finished giving a brief summary of their lives and the second bottle of wine was drained, the conversation inevitably turned to Him. 

    A horrified silence fell over the group when Amber finished explaining what had happened to her. 

    “Fuck,” Sean muttered, shifting closer to her on the sofa and putting his arm around her. She leaned her head against his chest like they had been doing so for years. He had long since discarded the jacket, and the side of her face mashed against his tight t-shirt depicting a faded Animal from The Muppets banging on his drums. The warmth of her seeped into him, momentarily taking the icy edge off his fear. 

    “So what do we do now?” Amber mumbled into his chest. 

    Malcom leaned forward, his big hands cradling his almost-empty glass of wine. “I kept the game.” 

    “What?” Sean said. 

    “Yeah, I took it out of Brett’s bin all those years ago. I guess I always knew this day would come.” 

    My God, you’re a clever fucker, aren’t you?” Sean said with some admiration. “And I suppose you brought this house too, just so that we could play the game in the same place as we did the first time.” 

    “Maybe. But this place really was a steal,” Malcom said with the faintest of smiles. 

    “He’s not going to come is he?” Amber said, pulling herself upright once more. 

    Sean wished that she had stayed there, because now he felt even colder that her heat had left him. 

    “I don’t know,” Jane said, getting to her feet. “Why don’t we find out?” 

    Sean knew perfectly well who they were talking about. 

    Brett. Where the fuck is he? 

    “How will you do that?” Malcom asked. 

    “I’m calling in a favour. My cheating shit of a husband was also a social-climbing shit. We were on the dinner-party circuit with Jimmy and his wife.” 

    “Who the hell’s Jimmy?” Sean asked, not failing to notice the way Malcom’s face had closed angrily over at the mention of her husband. 

    “James Campbell, The Chief of Police. I’m sure he’ll put in a few calls for me. If anything has happened to him, we’re about to find out.” 

    “Friends in high places, huh,” Sean said. The only friend he had in a high place was Fred, who worked in the local chippy. Sometimes, if Sean was lucky, he would get a free pickled egg with his fish and chips. 

    The three of them watched as she wandered into the kitchen, speaking into her mobile as she went: “Hi Jimmy, it’s Jane… I’m fine thanks… Actually, I need a favour… Can you find about someone called Brett Ellison…” 

    She shut the door behind her and her voice became an indistinct mumble. They sat there in silence, straining their ears to no avail. 

    Five minutes later, she came back into the room with another bottle of wine. 

    “Well?” Malcom asked. “Did you find out anything?” 

    “He said he’ll call me back.” 

    “Right,” Sean said. “And if he’s okay, then I guess we’ll just have to call him and get him to come. Your mate will have his contact details, right?” 

    Amber put her hand on his knee, and he realised his leg was jigging up and down. “Sorry. Nervous twitch,” he said with a small smile. 

    They all stared at Jane’s mobile on the coffee-table, as if it might leap up and bite them. The screen lit up and it buzzed on the glass-top. 

    Jane snatched it up. “Yes?” Her face drained of all colour as she listened to what the person was saying on the other end of the line. “Okay. Thank you very much.” 

    They stared at her expectantly. 

    “Brett’s dead. He was found murdered in a sleazy hotel early yesterday evening. It’s a top priority investigation. Jimmy says they have no leads.” 

    Amber let out a strangled sob and covered her face with her hands. 

    “Shit,” Sean muttered under his breath. “He got him, didn’t he?” No one answered him. “Shit,” he muttered again. 

    “You remember what the old woman, said, don’t you?” Malcom said. “That we can’t play if someone’s missing, but we can play if someone’s dead.” 

    Jane nodded, her face pale. “Malcom’s right. It’s why we’re here. We have to play the game.” 
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    It was the same as twenty-seven years ago, minus Brett. The kitchen had been dramatically updated, and the players were that much bigger, but it felt like they had stepped back in time. The table was similar in style to the rickety original, and instinctively they took the same seats that they had all those years ago, leaving an empty chair where Brett had sat.  

    His empty seat was a knife in the heart to Sean, and, wrenching his gaze away from the vacant seat, he looked at the board laid out in the centre of the table. His stomach curdled like milk in sunshine. It was exactly as he remembered it, and the urge to run away and never look back was strong. 

    Amber picked up the instructions that were now yellowing and curling at the corners, just like she had twenty-seven years ago. “I can’t believe you kept it. I don’t have to read it out again, do I?” 

    “I guess not,” Malcom said. “Shall we just each write down the same thing we did when we were twelve?” 

    This time, there was no laughter or piss-taking, and when Sean accepted the pen off Amber to write down his contribution, his hand shook like he had Parkinson’s. It felt like he was signing away his life. 

    When they were done, Amber read hers out: “He wears an Undertaker’s hat.” 

    Just as she said it, there was a creaking sound above them, and for a second the lights flickered. 

    “Do you feel that?” Jane whispered. 

    The temperature in the room had dropped a couple of degrees, and outside, it had begun to rain. The fat raindrops pelted the windowpane, and Sean squirmed in his seat, that feeling of dread intensifying with every passing second. 

    Malcom reached out and squeezed Jane’s shoulder. “We can’t stop now.” 

    Brett should have been next, with his ‘he has sharp, pointy teeth’ and for a moment everyone was respectfully silent. 

    Sean cleared his throat and un-scrunched his scrap of paper. “He has knives for fingers.” 

    A flash of lightening accompanied his words, followed by a loud roll of thunder. 

    Oh, fuck this shit, he thought. 

    He glanced at Jane who was sitting to his left; it was her turn now. To his dismay, tears were coursing down her cheeks.  

    “This doesn’t feel right,” she said in a voice so low that they could barely hear her. “The old lady was wrong, there’s no stopping it. The more we play into it, the more we acknowledge it, the more power we give him.” 

    “No,” Sean said, more harshly than he had intended. “All we have to do is sign off.” 

    Fuck. What if she was right? What if we are making it stronger? 

    “It’s okay, baby, we can do this –” 

    Malcom’s words were cut dead by the total chaos that ensued. 

    Amber’s scream rang in his ears as Jane was lifted all the way up to the ceiling. She was yanked out of her seat with such force that Sean felt the rush of air on his face. 

    His mouth hung open and his eyes bulged as he craned back his neck. He couldn’t even begin to comprehend what he was seeing. It made no sense, yet there it was, happening right before his eyes. 

    Jane was pinned to the ceiling on her back. Her brown hair hung downwards in two glossy sheets on either side of her terrified face. 

    “Jane!” Malcom roared, knocking over his chair in his haste to get to his feet. “Let her go!” 

    For a second, Sean glimpsed Him. He was transparent, his torso straddling her knees, his long arms stretched out so that his hands held her in place by her forearms and elbows. 

    And then he faded away completely so that Jane came crashing down to the table, just as Malcom and Sean leapt forward in an attempt to break her fall. They were only partly successful, and her thighs hit the table-top with a sickening crack, the bulk of her torso slamming awkwardly against Malcom. Her knee jerked into Sean’s jaw and he went sprawling backwards, his ears ringing and everything going fuzzy around him. He landed on his rump with a sickening smack, his back propped up against the oven. 

    A heavy weight thumped against him, and he realised that it was Amber, her arms thrown around his shoulders and her face buried in the side of his neck. Her sobbing got suddenly louder as his hearing and vision cleared. 

    He saw Malcom and Jane on the other side of the kitchen, they too sprawled on the ground like him and Amber. 

    His blood turned to ice in his veins when he saw Him standing over them. The creature was no longer transparent, and Sean watched in mute terror as it reached down its arms and picked up Jane like she weighed no more than a ragdoll. He lifted her up again, pinning her to the wall by her throat. Her feet kicked and her face turned from pink to red to purple in a matter of seconds. 

    Instantly, Malcom was on his feet and clawing at the creature, but his hands went straight through him every time. With what seemed like deliberate slowness, the shadow-man raised his knifed-hand, and pushed his fingers into her chest. Slowly, he drew his hand downwards, disembowelling her. 

    Her guts spilled out in a wet heap onto the floor; coils upon coils of pinkish-brown intestines, accompanied by a geisha of blood. 

    Amber screamed in his ear, momentarily deafening him. 

    And then it was Malcom’s turn. The creature let go of Jane and she flopped to the floor, landing in an ungainly heap on her own insides. 

    He reached for Malcom, his arms like two striking Cobras. Holding the screaming, terrified man by his upper arms, he picked him up a few inches off the floor and brought him towards his body. The thing opened its shadowy mouth, wider and wider. At first, Sean thought he was imagining it, but the shadow-man was definitely growing bigger, filling up more and more of the kitchen. His mouth unhinged like a snake, yawning ever wider. 

    Sean was reminded of a painting that had always creeped him out. He couldn’t remember the name of the artist, but he remembered the title. 

    Satan devouring his son. 

    The painting where the devil held the body of a naked, armless, headless body, as he munched on the other, half-eaten arm. 

    Malcom’s screaming head disappeared into the thing’s gaping maw, and then his cries were cut dead, his arms and legs falling limp. 

    The thing gulped, and for a second, Sean fancied he glimpsed Malcom’s wide-eyed head disappear down the thing’s gullet, before He gained solidity once more. 

    The infernal creature appeared to be shrinking again, and then it swivelled its head in their direction. Even though Sean couldn’t see the thing’s eyes beneath the rim of the constantly distorting hat, he felt the weight of its empty stare. 

    Without seeing how he got there, the shadow-man was upon them. Effortlessly, he plucked the screaming Amber out of his embrace, and threw her against the wall next to the cooker. 

    He swiped at the creature, but his hands went right through him, making them freeze like he had plunged them into ice-water. He watched on helplessly as his knifed hand slipped between Amber’s legs and disappeared up inside her. 

    She screamed like a banshee as blood erupted between her thighs, instantly saturating her beige trousers and pooling around her on the tiled-floor. 

    “No, no, no, you bastard,” Sean screamed, doing the only thing he could think of doing, which was reaching behind himself and turning on all four gas rings and the oven. 

     The gas hissed out in a steady, noisy stream, nauseating and awful, making his nostrils flare and his head spin. The creature didn’t seem to notice as it tore the now silent Amber to shreds, plunging his knives into her over and over. He yanked open the oven-door right by his head and promptly retched all over the floor. 

    “Fuck you,” Sean whispered, heaving up all the red wine in a foul stream of acidity. 

    Weakly, he fumbled in the front-pocket of his ripped jeans for his lighter. His thoughts were getting clouded, his reflexes dulling. Amber was already dead, there was nothing he could do now to help her. 

    But he could still help himself, and he could destroy the infernal game in the process. His vison dimmed as he became aware that the monster had stopped tearing Amber apart and its sightless gaze was fixed upon him. 

    For a ghastly moment, his numb fingers wouldn’t cooperate and skidded uselessly over the lighter. Just as the creature stretched out its arms for him, the lighter sparked into life. The air wavered with the seeping gas, like a desert mirage, and then brilliant light exploded all around him. 

    Sean died instantly, taking the house with him. 

     

    




 

     

     

     

    EPILOGUE 

     

     

     

     

     

    A small crowd had gathered outside the burning house. 

    “Everyone back!” one of the firemen bellowed into his loud-speaker. “Go down to the harbourfront, the police will be there.” 

    The smoke was thick and frightening in the air, and ten-year-old Ethan huddled close to his mum. He and his recently divorced mother lived six doors down from the burning house. 

    “Thank God it’s raining,” his mum said, more to herself than to him. 

     “Why are the police here?” he gasped. “We haven’t done anything wrong.” 

    “I know, honey,” his mother soothed. “It’s just what happens when a house goes up like that in a gas explosion. They just want the area evacuated in case the other houses catch alight. The police want to talk everyone, that’s all. They want to make sure we’re okay.” 

    “Are they going to blame us?” 

    Her mother laughed, but it didn’t sound very convincing to Ethan. “No sweetie, they’re just doing their job.” 

    “Did anyone die, Mummy?” 

    Ethan thought of the man that lived in the house. A fisherman. He was always friendly, and was about the same age as his mum. 

    “I don’t know, baby. I don’t even know if there was anyone in. What’s that you’re clutching?” 

    Instinctively, Ethan tucked the board game more firmly in his armpit. For some reason he couldn’t explain, he felt very protective of it. When he and Mum had rushed outside on hearing the explosion, along with everyone else that lived on the street, the oblong box in the middle of the road had caught his eye. When his mum’s back was turned talking to a neighbour, he had rushed over and scooped it up. 

    And the weird thing about it was, it was like the rain had fallen around the box, rather than on it. But now that he thought about, Ethan figured that he had just been imagining it. 

    “Nothing. I mean, it’s a game I was holding in my bedroom,” he lied. “I guess I was still holding it when we came outside.” 

    The Game of Shadows… I wonder what sort of game it is? he thought. 

    She frowned. “Really? I didn’t notice. Never mind, come on, we have to go,” she said, just as a uniformed police officer approached them. 

    “Please move down to the harbourfront,” the man said, encouraging the crowd to disperse.  

    She steered him in the direction of the seafront, and he cast a final glance at the burning house. 

    For a second, he was sure he saw a shadowy figure in the downstairs window, the flames licking around him. 

    He blinked, and the vision was gone. 

    Ethan followed his mum to the seafront, the game hugged tightly to his chest. 

     

    The End. 

    




 

     

     

    Hello Reader, you’ve reached the end of Shadow Games. Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed the story. Below, I have enclosed the first chapter of the extreme horror novel, Her Father’s Mistake. But please be warned, it is a lot more gruesome than Shadow Games. 

    If you’re new to me, thank you very much for investing your time in this book and seeing it through to the end. If you’re someone that keeps coming back for more, thank you so much. I wouldn’t be doing this without your continued support and I can’t even begin to say how humbled I am that you read my stories. 

    Until next time, 

    Sam. 

    




 

    HER FATHER’S MISTAKE: 

    AN EXTREME HORROR NOVEL 

     

     

     

    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… 

     

    End of sample. 
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