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      How do you go on living when you’re already dead?

      The world has ended, but a few places cling to life in their final, dwindling moments. The United Kingdom is one of those places still holding, but it is only a matter of time before it too is wiped from the face of the earth.

      

      It means the clock is ticking for Finn, who needs to find the monster that murdered his sister before it’s too late. The world might be over, but vengeance never dies.
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        “Science never solves a problem without creating ten more.”

        – George Bernard Shaw

        

      

      
        
        “On wrongs swift vengeance waits.”

        – Alexander Pope

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

      

    
    
      Bodies packed the observation room of the Oceanic Super Collider. Scientists and engineers squeezed together shoulder to shoulder, inside the glass bubble overlooking the vast tunnels below—a 24 mile circuit hidden beneath the Australian Outback. The OSC facility was cutting edge. Six square-miles, with a High Luminosity Hadron Collider that even CERN lacked. That was the point. Tired of being left out of the loop by the European and United States science elite, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, Singapore, Japan, and the Philippines banded together to create the OSC—the largest, most expensive science facility in the world. Its creation had near bankrupted many of the countries involved, but the pride and possibilities it presented were worth it. The calibre of international students already flooding to the University of Melbourne had boosted the country’s intellectual population, and donations from the private sector increased all the time. Australia had formed its very own burgeoning Silicon Valley, full of tech start-ups and research companies. The future had switched hemispheres.

      And today history would be made. The OSC would fire two extremely dense ionic beams at each other and record the resulting collision with eighteen different sensors. Anything could happen. They might create a stable black hole—with all the possibilities that brought—or even discover a new particle to make the Higgs Bosun a forgettable footnote in the history of Physics. Today’s results might be a precursor to quantum power, and give the host countries an invaluable patent that would quadruple their GDP. Australia might not have led any great wars, or invented the Internet, but it would cement itself at the forefront of human discovery. It would make itself heard.

      Lead Scientist, Chester Shepard, adjusted his spectacles and waved an arm at his chief engineer. “Initiate the run.”

      The room grew silent. Four dozen eyes stretched wide. Anxious breaths were held. The room was a schoolyard full of grinning children. Beneath their feet, the glass floor shimmered—a delicate tremble at first but growing to a fierce vibration that pulled them off balance. It was like standing on the surface of a drum. The excited scientists giggled as they widened their stances to keep balance. An almighty whine accompanied the shaking of the room, the sound of a million parts working in unison. A mechanical dragon breathing fire—the fire of scientific discovery.

      They were going to change the world.

      “Look,” someone said, pointing a finger at the tunnels below. “What is that?”

      “Is that supposed to happen?”

      “Out of the way,” said Shepard. “Move!” The lead scientist shook his head in confusion. A confused scientist could be good or bad. It could signal the start of a quest of discovery, like Isaac Newton wondering why an insolent apple had fallen on his head. Or it might be a bad omen, like a sudden bump against the Titanic’s hull on its maiden voyage. Scientists yearned to understand and control; a confused scientist was a scientist without control.

      “Damn it! Halt the experiment,” Shepherd barked. “Something has gone wrong.”

      Smoke filled the tunnels, destroying the positivity in the observation room. Dreams dead in an instant.

      The chief engineer halted the experiment. The mechanical whirring puttered out and the dragon went back to sleep. People slumped against the walls and groaned.

      “Okay, people,” said Shepherd, taking off his spectacles and polishing them with the tail of his lab coat. “We’ll assess things and see where we stand, but there is no reason to lose heart. No scientist ever walked a straight path to discovery. Humanity's destiny has always been a meandering zig-zag. Each obstacle in the road gives us a tiny glimpse at the mysteries of our world—and how to overcome them. This is our first obstacle, my friends, and it won’t be our last, but each one will move us closer to victory. We will revisit this day; you have my word.”

      The disheartened scientists lifted their heads. Some mumbled agreement. Today was just a bad day soon forgotten.

      “I’ll get a team down there to check the damage,” said the chief engineer. “I’ve got the extractors running to get that smoke cleared. Crikey, what a bloody mess.”

      Shepherd gave the man a withering stare. “Your job is to keep things running, Cecil. I trust you'll repair anything broken and allow us to correct today's unfortunate misfire. There's no point regretting what has already passed. Tomorrow is a new day.”

      The chief engineer sodded his understanding and headed out of the room, unlocking the magnetic locks and leaving the room open. The scientists began shuffling out.

      “What’s happened to the floor?” someone asked as Shepherd headed towards the exit himself. The woman pointing was Karen Paul, his Quantum Theorist. He glanced at her feet where she pointed. A frown found its way to his eyebrows.

      Something was happening in the tunnels below their feet.

      “It’s moving,” somebody said. “It… It looks sticky, like tar.”

      Shepherd shoved one of his assistants aside to get a look at the patch of glass floor behind her. Clinging to the surface of the glass, something grey and viscous moved. Grew. The odd stain was growing, creeping along the bottom of the glass, like blood seeping into carpet fibres.

      “What the hell is going on?” Shepherd asked to no one in particular. His confusion had reached an apex. Either he turned the corner towards understanding or would careen, screaming, into the gutter.

      Crack!

      Everyone in the room spread out against the glass walls, as a circle opened between them as they stared at the transparent floor. Shepherd, however, remained in the centre of the room. The smoke cleared in the tunnels as the extractor fans did their work, but the electronic catacomb grew dim as the lights flickered and died.

      What was happening?

      Crack!

      The glass floor shook.

      “It’s going to give way,” someone yelled. “We need to get the hell out.”

      The grey tar continued spreading, covering the underside of the entire glass floor now. A dull droning sound came from somewhere—or perhaps from everywhere—and a silvery cobweb scratched itself into the patch of glass directly beneath Shepherd’s feet. It was enough to finally make him move back towards the wall with the others.

      “Jesus Christ,” came a muted voice belonging to the chief engineer in the tunnels. Shepherd turned. He glanced out of the window and spotted the man struggling on the floor. The lights behind the chief engineer were still lit, but the ones in front of him had blinked out. The grey substance clinging to the underside of the glass floor also seemed to be clinging to the engineer's legs in the tunnels. When the man tried to sit up, Shepherd saw the terrified expression on his face.

      “Everybody out!” Shepherd screamed. “Evacuate!”

      The room burst to life, screams and yells bouncing off the glass walls. People threw themselves at the exit, but it was only a single-body wide door and people pushed and panicked. Shepherd shouted at them to remain orderly, but fear of the unknown drove them to irrationality. Fear of the unknown was a scientist’s motivator, but it was no longer their muse today. Today that fear terrified them like chickens before a wolf. Even Shepherd struggled to put one shaking foot in front of the other.

      Was the facility about to blow up?

      What kind of chemical reaction was taking place?

      Craaack!

      The floor opened in a chasm, the glass shattering into a thousand pieces.

      But no one fell to the tunnels below.

      The grey substance remained in place, floating where before it had clung to the bottom of the glass. The shards of glass seemed to sink into it, dissolving.

      No, Shepherd thought, frowning.

      The glass shards transformed into the same tar-like substance that was spreading everywhere. The tar wasn’t growing: everything it touched was adding to it. And Shepherd realised he was standing in it.

      His feet rested atop the viscous blanket as though it was a carpeted floor. It was soft.

      He tried to lift his foot but couldn't.

      The tar held it.

      A dozen panicked colleagues were also trapped by the alien substance and Shepherd could taste their fear. His inner caveman broke free and fought furiously to escape. But it was no good. His feet refused to budge. His shoes had gone—turned into tar.

      What of his feet inside those shoes? Were they also being consumed?

      Shepherd experienced no pain, and neither did anyone else by the sound of it. His colleague's cries were of fear, not agony. He sensed something in his lower extremities, but it was dull and far away—perhaps an itching. What Shepherd felt most was that he felt nothing. He tried to wiggle his toes, but it was if they had never existed.

      Shepherd twisted his hips and managed to stare at the tunnels below. Dozens more lights had extinguished and the chief engineer was nowhere to be seen. A creeping river of sludge covered all.

      Shepherd glanced down and saw that his shins and knees were no longer part of him. They had become tar. “What have we done?” he whispered.

      Shepherd was covered by the black, sticky stuff, and it changed everything it touched. The grey river flowed up his legs toward his groin, and it was then he finally felt something. As his genitalia turned to thick sludge, Shepherd became nauseous. His body burned as his organs ceased operating—or disappeared completely. Others in the room screamed too, so hard that their vocal chords snapped and ruined voice boxes emitted strangled shrieks.

      The agony started. A chorus of pain.

      The entire team of the OSC was being eaten alive, consumed by a blanket of death.

      Shepherd spewed a mouthful of blood against the glass window that was already half-consumed by tar. The room grew dark. The tunnels below were a solid river of choking sludge.

      The world closed in.

      Shepherd shook his head as his organs liquefied and darkness overtook him. My God. What have we done?
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      A stifled cough punctuated the silence. The world was shedding its cancerous skin, and you took it with you everywhere. Black dust covered everything. A person could no longer ever be clean.

      Finn gazed at the bundle of blankets hiding his dead sister. No one made coffins anymore, so covering her in an old duvet was the best her family could do. He winced when he spotted a damp patch where her face should be. He’d always thought of a corpse as being a dry thing. The truth was different. Dead things were moist.

      His sister was moist.

      Rotting.

      Finn’s family had placed his sister in the living room so they could be together when the end came. The presence of a corpse was no longer morbid, it was mundane. A simple part of life—what little remained of it.

      Finn turned from his sister’s resting place—the spot where the television once stood—and glanced at his ma. The old girl gazed numbly, her face grey and expressionless. She held a frail hand against her mouth as she fought off another cough and seemed satisfied when it went away. In the old world she would have been wailing in a church after the loss of her child, but death was too commonplace now for melodrama. A billion mothers had lost their children. She was not special. Death was coming to claim them all—a withered old man with palm outstretched, ready to give the final handshake. Finn considered his sister might have been lucky to escape humanity’s last choking breaths.

      If you can call being brutalised and murdered lucky.

      Finn clenched his fists, ignoring the pain of knuckles once broken as a younger man. His mother seemed to sense his anger and moved her gaze towards him. She did not smile, but gave a tiny nod telling him she was still present. A weaker woman would be lost to madness, but his ma was cursed with an unbreakable spirit. No respite of insanity for her.

      Or for Finn.

      Clive put a hand on Finn’s stiff back and handed him a tumbler full of whiskey. “Enjoy it, brother, because there’s no more left. I’d pop the shop, but it’s not there no more.”

      Finn smiled at the joke. The nearby corner shop went up in flames days ago, but had dropped its shutters long before. The only way to get anything anymore was to take it, find it, or bargain for it.

      Take it, thought Finn grimly. Like someone took my sister.

      I should have been here. I should have been looking after her. My little sis.

      Finn and Marie had not been close since they were kids—she had moved with the family to London in the early nineties, while Finn stayed behind in Belfast, an eighteen-year-old with a chip on his shoulder and a perfect recruit for the IRA—but he felt her loss like a blade in his chest. He had always felt like he would have time—time to reconnect with his family later, and settle down when he was ready. He realised now how much of his life he had sacrificed to fighting. Northern Ireland didn't even exist anymore, so it had all been for nothing anyway. His homeland was a blackened, lifeless husk, just like the rest of the globe.

      All that remained of Finn’s world were the people inside this cramped living room. It was a home he’d never been part of, yet, looking around at the old heirlooms and ancient photographs, it felt like he belonged. Atop the mantelpiece stood the horse figurine Finn had made at school. It still bore the hairline fracture where a toddling Marie got a hold of it and dropped it on the old Kitchen tiles back in Belfast.

      Back when they had all been together.

      This might not have been Finn's home for the past twenty years, but it was his home now. His mother, his brother, and him—a killer and the loving family he turned away from—awaiting the end of the world.

      Finn had chosen a life of hate.

      And it had cost him so much.

      He downed the whiskey despite his brother's warning it would be his last, unwilling to draw out the agony with tentative sips. Whiskey deserved a chance to work, and even now he sensed its warmness spreading through his legs.

      Spreading like tar.

      “You never were a patient one, were you?” said Clive, his native accent gone after two decades in England—just four years old when he moved here.

      Finn patted his younger brother on the shoulder. “I’m an Irishman with a drink in front of him. You having one yourself?”

      Clive shook his head. “Knew you would enjoy it more.”

      Finn felt a lump in his throat where the whiskey burned. To get back to emotions he could handle, he glanced again at his dead sister. A brief memory of Marie threading daisy-chains while sitting on his lap in the forest flashed through his mind. It hurt like a rusty blade across his ribs. “What happened to her, Clive?”

      Clive looked away, hiding his eyes. He rubbed at his left wrist and sighed. “No point thinking about it now. She’s gone. I'm going to bury her in the front garden. It's probably a silly thing to do, but I want her to be at rest when the end comes. She was such a kind soul.”

      “I know,” said Finn, heart thudding inside his chest. “What bastard did this to her?”

      “I don’t know, Finn, and it doesn’t matter. We’ll all be gone ourselves before the week is through. Danny Stanton said he drove down to Ramsgate last week, and the English Channel was gone. Just… gone. The tar was crawling right up the beach.” He stopped rubbing his wrist for a moment and wiped the dusty sweat from his brow. “It’s stupid, but even after all the news reports, part of me hoped it was all fantasy. I prayed to almighty it wasn’t really happening, but seeing the fear on poor Danny Stanton’s face was all the proof I needed. He reckons it will be up this way before the week ends. We should move north with Ma. They say Newcastle will be last to go. Makes you proud in a way. The last surviving patch of life will be right here in England.”

      Finn sneered. “Why would it make you proud? You’re Irish. Ireland is gone.”

      “I’ve lived here for twenty years, Finn. I might be Irish, but England is my home. Do you really look back at that place so fondly? It was a battleground. Why did you stay so long?”

      Finn stared at his sister’s damp corpse. “This place is no different, Clive. Monsters dwell everywhere. A monster did this to Marie, and I want to know who.”

      “Like I said, I don't know.”

      Clive went to turn away, but Finn grabbed him by the wrist—harder than he’d intended—and it made Clive cry out.

      “You’re lying to me, Clive. I want to know who did this. Who killed our sister? Who killed Marie?”

      Clive yanked his arm away and rubbed his wrist as though it were on fire. “What the fuck does it matter? We’re all dead, anyway.”

      “It matters because she suffered, alone and afraid.”

      “Ha! Don’t act like you give a shit about Marie being alone. She had to get by without you for the last twenty years. I was just a baby when we moved here, but she remembered. She missed you her whole life.”

      Finn recoiled. “I was here. I saw her.”

      “The odd Christmas or Easter when you weren’t too busy fighting pointless wars?”

      “I was a soldier, Clive. I had a duty.”

      “You followed in dad’s footsteps and became a mindless terrorist. The IRA has a lot to answer for…” he trailed off, “but there’s no reason to debate it now. There’s no reason to do anything anymore. Don’t you get it, Finn? Marie is dead. She doesn’t care what happened to her, and neither should you. Instead of worrying about it, you should be making peace with God. You more than most.”

      Finn clenched his fists. “Careful, little brother.”

      Clive’s lower lip trembled, but he stood his ground. His younger brother thought himself a man. At twenty four he should be, but Finn could still teach him a few things.

      “Finley!” Both brothers turned to face their ma who chose that moment as one of the few times she spoke as of late. “I will not see you at each other’s throats. We should all be making peace with God, not just Finn. Let’s count ourselves lucky we have any time at all. To be amongst family for our final days is a blessing. Don’t squander what most are nay lucky enough to have. You two are brothers.”

      Clive nodded, looked at Finn. “I’m sorry.”

      Finn shrugged, but said nothing. His anger had risen. The only thing that could bring him back now was taking a few breaths and remaining silent. His little brother was right, and it was infuriating. It meant that Finn was wrong—and had been wrong most of his life.

      Fighting pointless wars against neighbours and children.

      “Finn, can I speak with you in the kitchen, please?” His ma ordered rather than asked. She moved past the mahogany china cabinet older than she was and disappeared.

      Finn followed her. Entering the small kitchen streaked with filth. Earth’s atmosphere was in tatters. The solidification of the oceans had put an end to climatic winds. England was hot, dusty, and still. Not so much as a mild breeze gave relief from the mugginess, and grime coated all. In the last few weeks, trees began to die, choked off from the sun by whatever foulness clung to the air. Some said it was decayed animal and human corpses. Others claimed flecks of the creeping grey tar casually devouring the earth. Finn didn’t care what the dust was, he was just tired of choking on it.

      His ma stood in front of the empty fridge, blocking the curled family photo of them at their former home—the one picture that had Dad in it. His callous eyes stared back at Finn. “You’re still angry, Finley?” his ma said. “Even after all these years?”

      Finn went to argue but ended up nodding. Anger wasn’t something of which he was ashamed. It was a part of him—the only thing his father had left him with any value. “Yes, I am angry.”

      “Good,” his ma said, surprising him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Good?”

      His ma took a step towards him and placed her hands on his shoulders while she looked at him. Her eyes had once been green, but now they were grey, set above sunken cheeks. When she spoke, she kept her voice low, as if she didn’t want Clive to hear in the next room. “Marie had a boyfriend, Finn. A real piece of work.”

      Finn swallowed, the lump in his throat returning. His eyes kept falling upon that family photo. Next to his dad stood Marie, a tiny three-year-old hanging off her thirteen year old brother. Clearing his throat, Finn urged his ma to continue.

      “It was a year ago when she came home with her first black eye,” she went on. “She’d been down a local pub called the Hobby Horse drinking with some new fella. She swore he had nothing to do with her face, but it was as regular as the wind after that. Your brother went down one evening and tried to put a stop to it.”

      Finn raised an eyebrow. “Clive confronted the guy?”

      His ma almost smiled, but the sadness was too quick and snuffed it out. “Aye, he did, bless him. He came back with more than a black eye. Took three months for his wrist to heal. Even now, I see it pains him. We didn’t see Marie for weeks after that. The brute kept her from us.”

      “Who is he?” Finn growled. “I’ll wring his bloody neck.”

      “I know you will, Finley. That’s why I’m telling you. We may have been parted by your father's hate, but you've been brought back by your mother's love. Never have I made you unwelcome here. You have always been free to call this your home. Now ye have, just in time. You're my boy and I love you. Being here now, at the end, is what counts. Taking care of your family now is what counts. You look just like him, you know? But your eyes are much softer.”

      Finn knew he looked like his father—chestnut hair atop an ordinary face—but his blue eyes were his ma’s. He took a moment to think things through. His ma had always been so against violence. When his father had been murdered by a British paratrooper during a standoff at a burned-out factory, she had begged Finn not to take up his mantle, but at thirteen years old a boy needed his daddy. Having him taken away by a foreign invader filled Finn with a rage that had only grown with age. Yet, here Ma was now, seeking vengeance?

      “Are you saying that Marie’s boyfriend did this? It was him who killed her?”

      His ma shrugged her shoulders and folded her arms. For a moment, she was once again the strong, no-nonsense Catholic woman he remembered from his youth. “Don’t have no proof, but if one day you see a cat eyeing up a mouse and then the next day ye have a dead mouse, it don’t make much sense to blame the dog. You know I don’t like killing, Finley, but it doesn’t cost so much these days. I don’t want to meet my end knowing that monster is still out there.”

      “His name?”

      “Dominic Cassell.”

      Finn leaned in and gave his mother a hug. He didn't let go for a long time. Perhaps his ma's embrace might have saved him from the hatred, if only he'd allowed it more often as a younger man. “I’ll take care of it, Ma. If I’m not back when…”

      “I know,” she said, cutting him off. “I love you, Finley. I’ll see you in the next life.”

      Finley ground his teeth, nodded, then left the kitchen in silence.

      “Everything okay?” asked Clive when Finn re-entered the living room. He still rubbed at his wrist and was wincing.

      “Sorry I hurt you, little brother. I never meant to.”

      Clive nodded. He didn’t hold grudges—never had. They fought every Christmas about something or other, and sometimes a year would go by before they saw each other again. Nonetheless, Clive always welcomed Finn back with open arms.

      “I wish I had been here more. I always thought there would be time. You were right, I should have made better decisions, but I can't change what I am.” Finn pulled his brother into an awkward hug and patted him on the back. Then he turned and knelt down beside Marie. Beneath the blanket, he knew her face was a beaten mess. Her skull looked as though a horse had trampled on it, and one eye socket was so badly crushed that her left eye popped out a full inch. Even with all he'd seen, Finn had been so horrified that he'd not looked beneath the blanket since the day they had covered her.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you too, little sis. I wasn't here, but I am now. Your big brother is here to look after you.”

      Finn stood up and left the house without saying another word.
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      Finn didn’t know the streets, for he’d only arrived in London three days ago. When the tar reached the north-western coast of his native Northern Ireland, he had decided to extend his existence by travelling to see his family in the UK. Getting hold of a boat had been dirty business, but there was no other way to cross the sea, so he had taken a yacht from a rich couple and made the journey. He'd found London to be the exact same dirty mess that Belfast had been, and since the earth descended into panic, every street corner played host to the dead and dying—the mugged and murdered. Every alleyway was a death sentence to those who walked it. It was hell on earth.

      Finn knew roughly where to find the Hobby Horse. It sat in an area that would have been labelled “rough” back when areas were still good and bad. He couldn’t believe his little sister had hung around such a place.

      Do I really know anything about her at all?

      Finn remembered Marie's laugh—remembered the way her cheeks blushed bright red whenever she giggled. Even last Christmas, as an adult, her laughter had still been childish and innocent. It was the thing he missed most every time he returned home. How could somebody hurt a sweet girl like Marie?

      Only a monster could.

      During Finn’s last Christmas visit, he had not been himself. The emotional bloodstains were obvious, clinging to every inch of his flesh. He’d been sullen and tormented. His ma, Clive, and Marie could only have been glad when he went home and took the dark, sucking cloud with him. It still hung over him now, but the dreary rain-cloud had filled with thunder and lightning. When he found Dominic Cassell, more blood would stain his soul, but this stain would not add to his burden, it would lighten it. It would be the first time in a long time he killed somebody deserving. Finn might be a lot of things, but he did not beat women to death.

      Yet he was still a monster. He had created orphans beyond count. Did the fact the world was over absolve him? The lives he took had been unknowingly brief. The days he cut short were less.

      But the grief he caused was no less severe.

      Finn stepped over an elderly woman lying against the curb in her bloody nightdress. She trembled and shook while muttering to herself, but he could do nothing to help her, so he did not try. The suffering in the world would continue until the last gasps of humanity, and it was too pervasive to prevent. They would all get what they deserved.

      Wherever Finn went next, he doubted he'd see Marie again.

      When he and his sister had been children in Belfast, they would often go up into the nearby hills and enter the forest. There, they played in streams, discovered insects, and collected acorns. Sometimes they took jam sandwiches and sat on fallen logs to eat them. Other times, they would find a clearing and sunbathe with their shirts off. Finn couldn’t believe he'd once lived in a world where a boy could take his six-year-old sister to play without fear of monsters preying upon them. Now, monsters dwelled everywhere, feasting on those unlucky enough to be alive.

      And all the while the grey tar got ever closer. Inch by creeping inch by creeping inch.

      The shops Finn passed on his way to the Hobby Horse bore smashed windows and bent doors. Druggies and alkys pottered amongst the ruins looking for a fix, but the fixes had all dried up. No more drugs to push. No more vodka left in existence. The pleasures of the world had evaporated.

      However, certain pleasures still remained. Like vengeance

      Finn strolled towards an underpass beneath an empty highway. Mounds of black dust collected at the bottom where a couple of teenagers leaned up against the underpass's walls. They eyed Finn as he came near “How’s it going, mate?”

      “Just fine,” said Finn, not bothering to make eye-contact.

      “Got any smokes?”

      Finn kept on walking.

      “Oi, mate, I said, you got any smokes?”

      Finn stopped walking. He turned and looked at the lad who had spoken—a weasel in a red woollen cap. “Now, let me consider your question,” Finn said in a low voice. “Several million people in this country were addicted to smoking before the world ended. Since the world is now utterly fucked, I imagine cigarettes are in dwindling supply. That would make a single smoke extremely valuable.”

      The teenager pulled his hands out of his pockets. “Yeah, mate, what’s your point?”

      “My point is,” said Finn, “that if I possessed something extremely valuable, why the hell would I give it to some ballsack who just asked for it?”

      The teenager leaned forwards, putting his face closer to Finn’s. “Because I’m asking nicely, mate. Want to see me get upset?”

      Finn smirked, which the teenager didn’t appreciate if the irritated look on his face was any indication. “You must be pretty tough to have survived this long, I'll grant you that, but do you really want to spend the time you have left getting battered in an underpass? You may have experienced a whole lot of shit in the last few months, kid, but I’ve been surviving in shit for the last twenty years. I killed my first man before you were even born, and I’m on my way to go kill another. You want to get in my way? You won’t be the first I’ve killed or the last, you’ll just be some dead dickhead I won’t remember beyond today.”

      The teenager clenched his fists and locked his jaw. He looked ready to throw a punch, but before he was able to, his friend stepped forwards and put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not worth it. He probably ain’t got no smokes anyway, so let’s just bounce.”

      The angry teenager sucked at his teeth, but took a slow step backwards. He sneered at Finn. “You ain’t worth my time, blud. Hope that geezer you’re off to see takes you out.” He raised his hand like a gun, turned it sideways, and quietly mouthed the word “Blam.”

      Finn smirked. “He’ll be dead before he even knows who I am. Same goes for you if you don't get out of my face.”

      The teenager looked like he was going to get into it again, but his friend pulled him back once more. “Come on, Frankie.”

      The two of them headed in the direction Finn had come from.

      Finn shook his head. Fecking eejits.

      He carried on through the underpass, attempting to ignore the rank odour of piss radiating from the walls. All manner of bodily fluids stained the dusty pavement, and he was fairly certain that at one point he stepped on an ear. Leaving the underpass didn’t ease the suffocating feeling though. The world outside swirled with black ash. The sky above was a grey sheet, lowering by the second. A few weeks ago, the sound of sirens had pierced the air at all hours of day and night. Now the world was silent. Doom had struck the words from people’s mouths.

      Eventually, the Hobby Horse came into view. Like other buildings, its windows were shattered and its door hung loose. Wooden picnic tables sat outside on the pavement but had been reduced to kindling. Only one table survived intact, and it was currently occupied by two men.

      Finn crossed the road, not bothering to look for traffic. Now and then, you would see a car travelling, but it had become increasingly rare. There was nowhere to drive to, and getting around the endless wrecks and abandoned vehicles was a nightmare.

      The two men at the picnic table stood up and scrutinised Finn as he approached. “Help you mate?” asked the biggest of the two. The man wore a tight suit like a bouncer, and his shaven head and tattooed neck suggested he enjoyed being a cliche of an English thug. His colleague was more ordinary, with short black hair and a two-day layer of stubble. He also wore a suit.

      Finn nodded hello and kept his arms by his side. He wanted information not aggro. “I’m looking for Dominic, you seen him?” He stated the question in a way that made it seem like he knew Dominic and they were friends.

      But the skinhead-bouncer didn’t buy it. “What you want Dom for?”

      “Just want to talk to him about something.”

      “I don’t know you, mate, so I suggest you piss off.”

      Finn raised his eyebrow and looked confused. “What’s the problem, fella? I just want to talk to him.”

      The thug jutted out his chin. “Lotta people want to talk to Dom, mate. Don’t mean they get to.”

      Finn took a step forwards, which prompted the skinhead’s colleague to move in front of him. “Where you think you’re going, mate?”

      “I’m going in there to talk to Dom,” said Finn in a voice several shades harder than his prior tone. “Now, you can either tell me where he is or I’ll snap your friend’s elbow.”

      The skinhead laughed, almost bellowed with amusement. Perhaps it was the fact he held half-a-foot of height over Finn and two stones in weight. Whatever it was he found so funny, he didn't laugh when Finn doubled him over with a jab to the throat and grabbed him in a hammer lock, shoving up on his wrist until his elbow snapped. The noise the big skinhead made reminded Finn of the wounded seven-year-old girl he’d dragged out of a post office in Belfast. Agony made frightened children of men.

      The skinhead’s colleague pulled something from his inside pocket. From the glint alone, Finn knew it was a blade. “You’re going to want to think twice about that, buddy.”

      The thug didn’t heed Finn’s warning and thrust the knife at his chest. Finn hopped back and the blade missed its target, leaving its wielder unbalanced. Taking advantage, Finn used the palm of his right fist to shatter his attacker’s nose, aiming the blow down onto the bridge rather than up against the septum—he didn’t want to kill the guy. Not unless he had to.

      With both thugs on the floor weeping, Finn sauntered in through the pub’s open doorway. Hearing the commotion outside, the pub’s inhabitants were already looking his way as he entered.

      Finn waved a hand. “Can a fella get a drink?”

      “The fuck are you?” a stumpy guy behind the bar asked.

      “The name’s Finn. I’m looking for Dominic. You fine gentlemen seen him?”

      There were maybe nine people in the bar, but no one spoke or announced themselves as Dominic. Finn took the moment to survey his surroundings. The carpet beneath his feet was worn and tacky. Bloodstains melded with ancient chewing gum and mushed-up peanuts. The walls, too, were stained and the ancient wallpaper peeled in multiple places. The air smelled of piss and stale beer.

      “Dom isn’t here,” said the guy behind the bar. “I suggest you bugger off before he sees what you just did to Gaz and Tommy.”

      “Oh, them?” Finn looked back out at the pavement. “That was a misunderstanding.”

      “Yeah, right,” the barman replied.

      Finn cleared his throat and looked around the room again, making eye-contact with everybody present. He didn’t want to give the impression he was intimidated by any of them. In fact, he wanted them to be intimidated by him. After what he did to their two friends outside, he saw he had already achieved his goal with most of them.

      “Could somebody tell me where Dominic is, please? I’d be much obliged.”

      The barman picked up a dishcloth and started wiping down the bar. He pulled a face. “Can’t help you, mate.”

      Finn took several steps and stood directly in the centre of the room. “Tell me where Dominic is, right now.”

      “Or else what?” someone in the room asked.

      Finn turned and met eyes with the person who had spoken—a dirty-looking kid in an Arsenal shirt. He gave the man an answer. “Or else I start asking questions you people won't like.”

      “What questions?” the barman asked.

      Finn took another step forward. A guy to his left with shaggy blonde hair and a scorpion tattoo under his left eye flinched at the proximity but didn’t retreat. Finn was near enough to strike the man if he wished, but for now he would stick with words. “I’ll start asking questions about my sister, Marie. Anybody know her? Somebody beat her to death. I got here one day after. You can probably imagine how I feel about that.”

      The room went silent. Nobody spoke or even blinked. It was enough to tell Finn that these men had known Marie. The reason for why he stood there facing them down was a mystery no more. From the looks on their faces, they didn’t know whether to fear Finn more or less. Was he mad from grief, or a man looking for retribution?

      “She was a good girl,” said Finn. “Would’ve given you the shirt off her back. Although, maybe some of you here tore it off her back. She was naked when someone dumped her on my doorstep. Not sure if that means she had a friend who cared enough to take her home, or a tormentor twisted enough to want her family to see what was left of her.”

      The barman stopped polishing the bar and folded his arms across his chest. “Don’t know any Marie, mate. Think you've got the wrong pub. Sorry for your loss, though.”

      Finn nodded and turned towards the door. “Thanks anyway.”

      “No problem.”

      Finn felt the air deflate behind him as he headed for the door, but just when he was about to exit, he turned to the nearest table and dragged it across the open doorway. “Okay, last chance, fellas, because I’m losing patience. Don’t know if any of you have noticed, but time is pretty slim for us all, so I don’t intend on wasting any of it on you bunch of halfwits.”

      “Careful,” said the barman with a scowl.

      “No, you be careful,” said Finn, “because the next words out of your mouth will either be Dominic’s location or I’ll wipe that bar spotless with your ugly mug.”

      The barman chuckled defiantly, but decided against speaking. That was good. It meant he was taking Finn seriously.

      “Think you should leave, mate,” said the guy with shaggy blonde hair and the scorpion tattoo.

      Finn allowed his hands to dangle by his sides as he moved to stand in front of the guy. “Did you get that tattoo before the world ended or after?”

      The guy shrugged. “Before. So wha—”

      “Then you’re a bigger bloody idiot than you look.”

      Before the idiot had time to reply, Finn grabbed him by the wrist and twisted. He tossed the guy over his hip and brought him crashing down on top of a circular wooden table and left him lying, dazed, amongst the kindling.

      The bar erupted.

      Those unsure of what to make of Finn were distinctly informed. They came at him in waves. Finn caught the first attacker—the kid in the Arsenal shirt—with a swift kick to the knee, dropping him to the dirty carpet. He followed it up with a spinning backhand that shattered the jaw of a meathead who could have been Mike Tyson’s twin. Like ‘Iron Mike’, the guy had a glass jaw and was out for the count. Finn's next attacker managed to land a blow hard enough to make Finn see stars. He barely kept his balance enough to stay upright and dodged the next blow only by millimetres. The thug was small and wiry with a body more like an athletic girl than a man’s, but the snapped end of a pool cue he wielded evened up the odds.

      Finn ducked the length of wood just as it was about to make contact with his temple. Then, from a crouching position, he lunged forward and tackled the man’s thighs. The two of them fell to the ground in a heap and Finn got the power position on top and rained down blows.

      Reducing the man's face to rubble—like someone had Marie's.

      The rage overtook Finn. Fury ran through his veins and came out his fists.

      Finn was too focused on violence to see the kick coming at his face. The thick boot caught him under the chin and launched him backwards. For a second or two he saw only black and white spots, but he recovered quickly and sprang back to his feet. First thing you learned in a bar fight was not to stay on the ground.

      Finn faced off against a guy of similar size and strength. Like Finn, this guy looked useful with his hands, and much calmer than his rushing colleagues. Finn raised his fists. “You seen action, brother?”

      The other man nodded. “Afghanistan, twice.”

      “Thought so.”

      “You?”

      “You don't want to know.”

      Finn waited for the ex-soldier to attack, wanting an opportunity to size up his opponent before committing to an attack of his own, but it appeared the ex-soldier had the same idea and the two of them spent several moments circling one another.

      Finn could tell the guy wouldn’t go down easy.

      But neither would he.

      This could be the guy who killed my sister.

      The ex-soldier scored the first blow, catching Finn with a jab to the mouth that made his upper lip swell. Finn’s counter-attack missed, and he absorbed a second blow to the ribs from an angry right fist.

      Guy hits like a cannon.

      Finn feigned to his left, making as though he would throw a jab, but cancelled the blow before it came. It was convincing enough to make his opponent defend, so Finn danced to his right and let loose with an almighty haymaker from the opposite side. The ex-soldier was powerless to avoid the well-aimed blow to his temple, and his legs turned to jelly the moment it landed. He might have been an Afghan vet, but he dropped like a boy scout.

      The rest of the men still standing in the pub decided against getting involved then. They stood at the edges of the room and eyed Finn fearfully. The only man anywhere close to defiance was the bartender who glared at him from behind the safety of the bar.

      Finn approached the bar and leaned over. “Now, are you going to tell me where I can find Dominic, or not?”

      “Fuck y—”

      Finn reached out and grabbed the bartender by the neck and smashed his face down on the bar. He then proceeded to drag the man’s ugly face through the dirt before letting him crumple to a heap on the floor. Finn turned to face the remaining men. “Now,” he said. “Who the hell is going to tell me where I can find Dominic?”
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      Nobody in the bar claimed to know where to find Dominic, and Finn was inclined to believe them. They were the ones who had been too afraid to fight, so it was unlikely they had the spine to lie to him now. The men brave enough to fight nursed their wounds, in no mood to try for round two. That might change if Finn hung around too long.

      I’m not leaving with nothing though.

      The most Finn got so far was an admission that Dominic owned the pub. What that really meant was that he’d moved in when the previous owners disappeared. For a while, Dominic pushed gear from behind the old oak bar and made a profit from whatever alcohol had been left behind. After supplies ran out, he’d used the place as a dosshouse, allowing people to hang out on the worn sofas and stools so long as they made themselves useful. The men in the Hobby Horse were Dominic’s friends and acquaintances, yet none of them had seen the man for two or three days.

      Probably since he killed Marie.

      Finn wasn’t satisfied to leave yet, so he told the fearful men he was going to take a look around. Nobody argued. After a cursory inspection of the bar, and a peek in the pub’s backroom, Finn went upstairs to check the flat that Dominic had been living in since the old owner left. The upper floor was cleaner and less stinking than the bar below but still a filthy den. Crushed beer cans and broken bottles cut into the threads of the worn, beige carpet, and someone had pissed up one wall. Finn shook his head. What had got into people? They were going to die, yes, but didn’t they want to go out with some dignity instead of acting like animals?

      Finn believed in God—had been fighting for Him his entire life—but the last few months had made him see that mankind deserved no place in heaven. Those few deserving of an afterlife—like Marie—were victims of the wicked now. How could there be a God who would allow that?

      A shattered bulb swung overhead. The electricity to power it had died more than a month ago, and the televisions stopped broadcasting a month before that. News of the world’s demise came not, as one might expect, from the Prime Minister or the President of the United States, but from the head of the Australian government. The female head of state had been light on details but stated in no uncertain terms that Australia would perish within days, and that the rest of the world would follow. They had screwed the pooch big-style, was the summary to be gleaned from the Australian authorities.

      Great Britain and other nations sent their top scientists to Australia, but they either came hurrying back or were not heard from again. Before long, aerial photography showed Australia was an oozing grey blanket of tar—a blanket that was spreading to cover the entire globe. For weeks, the world gawped in horror at scenes of the Pacific Ocean disappearing, along with all marine life. Birds unlucky enough to land in the muck became that muck. One of the most horrifying scenes Finn witnessed before the televisions went dead involved a pod of dolphins trying to escape the creeping grey death. After avoiding it for hundreds of miles, they fell to exhaustion and became ensnared. The news did not cut away as the beautiful creatures bleated in agony and turned to sludge. It was then Finn questioned whether God existed.

      Finn crept along the corridor. A life of fighting house-to-house in small skirmishes had made his training automatic, and even though he doubted there would be danger, he couldn’t take chances—his wiring wouldn’t allow him. A grungy bathroom lay on his left, his right an empty bedroom. The covers on the double-bed lay crumpled, and one pillow rested on the floor. It looked like the bedroom had once been nicely decorated, but now dirt and black dust clung to everything. Family pictures hung off the wall, but Finn did not want to look at them. He didn’t want see the smiling faces of children, or a loving wife, and have to think about their fates. Had the mother died first, leaving the children to wander the streets scared and alone?

      Like Marie.

      There was one more room ahead, and Finn expected a living room. He approached the door in a crouch, keeping his footsteps slight. If anybody still remained in the flat, they had to be inside this room. There was nowhere else.

      Finn reached out to open the door but found it locked. Seeing no way not to announce his presence, he banged on the door. “Hey, is anybody in there?”

      “Hello?” came an immediate reply. “Who’s there?”

      The voice sounded young, like it belonged to a boy.

      “My name is Finn. I’m looking for Dominic.”

      “He’s not here.”

      Finn took a moment to decide what he wanted to do. He didn’t want to be nasty with a child, but he was looking for the man who killed his sister. He didn’t have time to mess around. “Look, can you let me in, son?”

      “No.”

      Finn tried to stop a growl escaping his lips, but was only partly successful. “Let me in or I’ll kick the door in.”

      “Good!”

      “What do you mean, ‘good’? You want me to kick the door in?”

      “Yes! I’ve been trapped in here for two days. I can’t get the door open.”

      Finn glanced at the keyhole and frowned. The boy was trapped in there? Who had locked him inside?

      What did it matter?

      “Okay, son. Stand back.”

      Finn moved and checked the ground in front of him. A trodden-down box of sanitary towels crunched underfoot and he kicked it out of his way so he wouldn’t slip on it. He took two deep breaths, tensed his abdomen, and then ran at the door, dropping his shoulder so it struck directly above the lock.

      Pain!

      It became clear why the young boy was trapped. The thick, wooden fire-door had a heavy lock fitted—the previous owner must have been security conscious to fit a lock to an interior door. “Hold on, kid, this is gonna take me another run at it.”

      Finn heard the boy shuffle out of the way. This time Finn prepared a longer run-up—half-a-dozen steps. With a different plan in mind, he picked up speed with every step forward before leaping up into the air. He put all of his weight and speed behind his right foot and planted a flying kick right up against the handle. The door burst open so hard that Finn ended up stumbling upon landing and ended up on his back. There was no time to be embarrassed—he didn’t know for sure who was in the living room—so he quickly rolled up onto his knees and jumped onto his feet.

      All that faced him was a young boy, about twelve years old. Scraggly brown hair and pink smiling lips.

      “Nice to meet you,” said the boy. He looked malnourished. Every kid left alive looked malnourished.

      Before Finn spoke, he gave the room a cursory glance. All seemed clear. There was a small kitchen, but he could see into it from where he stood. “What are you doing here, kid?”

      “Dominic caught me stealing, so he locked me in here to deal with when he got back. He never came back.”

      At the sound of Dominic’s name, Finn’s hands curled into fists. “You know Dominic? Where is he?”

      The boy shook his head. “He was supposed to be back yesterday. Told me he was going out to get some booze. One of his crew found some in an old supermarket warehouse at the edge of town. Said he would have more power than anybody left alive in the city once he had the only booze left. People are scared, and all they want to do is get wasted, he said.”

      Finn crossed his arms and thought for a moment. “What did you steal?”

      “Tablets.”

      “You some kind of junkie, kid?”

      The boy shook his head adamantly. “No way, I don't touch that stuff. My mum taught me. I get headaches though—migraines—and my mum gives me aspirin to help. I just took some from Dominic’s stash. He has people bringing him tonnes of stuff so I didn’t think he’d notice. He went crazy at me though when he caught me taking them.”

      Finn saw the finger marks around the kid’s scrawny neck and sighed. He took in the filth in the living room and felt sick. The kid had been forced to piss and shit in the corner like an animal because the windows were barred—rough pub in a rough area, it made sense. “When did you last eat, kid?”

      “I don’t remember. Almost a week ago? I had chewing gum a few days ago.”

      Jesus. “Do the men downstairs know you’re up here?”

      “Probably, but they don’t have a key, and they don’t make a habit of crossing Dominic. They would’ve let me die before letting me out.”

      Finn paced the room, clenching and unclenching his fists. This Dominic was a real piece of work. It went further than Marie. This guy used and abused people like they were playthings. Men like Dominic had been monsters even before the end of the world.

      But was Finn any better?

      I’ve done things too.

      Finn turned to the kid. “Come on, let’s go find you some food.”

      The kid looked like he would burst into tears, but bit his lower lip to fight it. “T-Thank you.”

      “Don’t cry on me,” said Finn. “I’m just getting some grub down you, and then we part ways, once you tell me everything you know about Dominic and where this supermarket warehouse is.”

      “Deal!” The boy nodded and followed Finn into the hallway, but when they passed the bedroom, the kid stopped. “I... just need to get something before we go.”

      “Hey, I’m not hanging around, kid!” Finn was very mindful of the bar full of men downstairs who wanted him dead.

      Those cowards and bullies left this kid up here to rot. Just give him a minute to get what he needs.

      The kid hurried into the bedroom and Finn waited just outside the door, but his curiosity led him to peek inside. He thought he heard the boy snivelling and wondered if he had gone inside to do his crying in private.

      “Hey kid,” Finn stepped into the bedroom. “I seriously don’t have time to hang around while you cry. I need to get out of—” Finn froze when he saw the dead woman lying on the floor at the foot of the bed. Her neck was twisted at an awful angle. Her face was beaten flat. Some beast had used her body as a sick canvas. “Christ! Who is she, kid?”

      The boy wiped his face with the back of his forearm and turned around to face Finn. He shrugged his shoulders like he didn’t care. “Just some bird Dominic was fucking. I don’t even know what her name was, or that she was dead.”

      Finn frowned. “Then why did you come in here?”

      The boy opened a nearby dresser, and from the middle drawer he plucked something out and held it in front of him—a pack of pills. “My headache still hasn’t gone away,” he explained. “It’s probably never going to now, but these should help a little.”

      Finn raised an eyebrow. Kid stepped over a corpse just to get some aspirin. That's cold.

      “Come on kid, let’s get going.”

      “Okay, coming. Thanks for letting me out of that room. I thought I was going to die in there.”

      That’s because you would have, Finn didn't say out loud. Now you get to live a few days longer until you die.

      “No problem, kid. What’s your name?”

      The kid smiled, betraying that two of his front teeth were broken. “My name’s Minty. Pleased to meet you, Mr Finn.”

      Finn just nodded and led the boy downstairs.

      Minty? Stupid name.
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      The men in the bar grouped together when Finn reentered. The two suited thugs from outside had come inside, but the skinhead with the snapped elbow slumped in a chair and moaned deliriously. They all stared at Finn like a poisonous snake.

      “You’re a bleedin’ psychopath,” said the barman, his nose a bloody mess and leaking down his open-collared shirt. “You can’t bowl up and start sparking people out.”

      Finn had to laugh at the man’s hypocrisy. “Are you shitting me, fellas? You feckers are a bunch of thugs. Bad luck for you, I’m a bigger thug.”

      The barman didn’t snarl anymore, but he shook his bleeding head defiantly. “We’ll fucking kill you for this, mate. You’re a dead man.”

      “Is that right, now? Tell you what I think, mate. I think I’m going to find that gobshite Dominic and slice his throat. Then I might come back for you bunch of eejits—make sure none of yous had anything to do with what happened to my sister. What d’you think about that, mate? Come on, kid.”

      The men in the room parted as Finn cut through the room. The kid stayed close to him like a lamb with its mother.

      “Hey,” someone said. “You ain’t taking Minty anywhere. He’s with us.”

      Finn looked at the kid and saw desperation in his eyes. His name really is Minty? Seriously? “Now the kid's with me.”

      “He belongs to Dominic.” The ex-soldier stepped forward again, recharged and ready for round two. This time he carried a big nasty knife—a Ka-Bar.

      “Go on now, Minty.” Finn put a hand on the kid and moved him towards the exit, then stepped up to the man holding the knife. “Way I see things,” he said, “when you own something, you take care of it. I found this kid half-starving and trapped in a shit-stinking living room. I suppose you knew about that, did you?”

      The ex-soldier sneered and patted the flat of the blade in his hand. “He belongs to Dominic. Walk away now, you thick Mick, and I’ll forget about you knocking me out. I’ll let you walk out of—”

      Like a viper, Finn struck. He grabbed the knife with both hands before the other man even realised what was happening, and before he could make a sound, Finn twisted the blade and shoved it into his heart. He caught the soldier's sinking body and eased it to the ground. As the man’s heart seized and the last of his breath escaped his lips, Finn whispered into his ear. “You deserved better than this.”

      Finn took a moment, then wiped the Ka-Bar on the dead man’s trousers and stood up with it. The other men looked terrified, but he slid the blade into his belt loops and folded his arms. “Just what I’ll be needing to do your man, Dominic. Now, does anybody else want to do something stupid? I can always use more weapons.”

      The other men in the bar didn’t move a muscle. Their eyes bulged so much that it looked like they might fall out and roll across the carpet like snooker balls.

      Finn nodded and uncrossed his arms. “Good. Then Minty here will take a week’s worth of food from wherever you have it stashed. And no naff leftovers, he’s taking the best you got.”

      This time the barman did as told without so much as moving his mouth. He opened a cabinet and started piling crisps and bar snacks into a carrier bag. The whole time he kept his eyes on the dead ex-soldier in the centre of the room.

      The guy had been their biggest tough. Now he was dead.

      Finn had broken them.

      Minty stood on the bar rail and leaned over. Pointing, he said, “And that chewing gum. Throw that in.”

      The barman did what the kid told him. The chewing gum went into the bag.

      Finn was getting antsy. The men were defeated, but it only took one flash of confidence to have one of them try to stab him in the back. “Come on, kid, before I have to lamp somebody else.”

      Minty snatched the carrier bag and raced towards the door like he had just robbed a bank. Finn strolled after him. Had killing become so easy it didn’t even get his blood racing anymore? An unwelcome thought, but one, thankfully, that disappeared as soon as Finn entered the dusty atmosphere outside.

      Minty wasted no time tucking into the carrier bag he deposited onto the picnic bench, yanking open a bag of crisps and devouring them in handfuls. Food was too valuable to pass up, so Finn grabbed a bag of peanuts and shovelled them into his mouth. For a moment, they were silent as the two of them ate.

      “We can’t hang about long, kid,” said Finn between mouthfuls.

      Minty spoke with his mouth full. “I know. Those guys will kill me for this.”

      “Fuck ‘em. They’re not as tough as they think they are.”

      “I’m just a kid. They’ll…”

      Finn frowned. “They’ll what?”

      The kid shook his head, fighting back tears. “Nothing. Can I come with you?”

      “No.”

      “Then you should have left me in that room to die.”

      Finn studied the kid, tried to make out his expression. Something was going on that Finn didn’t understand, but clearly the kid was vulnerable. His clothes stank and it looked like he hadn’t eaten well in a month. If Finn left him, the kid would be at the mercy of the wolves.

      So what? Everybody's screwed. I don’t owe this kid anything.

      Marie would have helped him.

      Marie would never turn her back on a kid who needed help.

      “Goddamnit! Fine, you can tag along, but only until we're enough away from here for those guys to lose your scent. Then you’re on your own. Not my problem.”

      The kid finished his crisps and looked at Finn. “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” said Finn. “He murdered my sister.”

      “Marie was your sister?”

      Finn glared at the kid. “You knew her?”

      “I-I think so. She had an accent, like you, but it was almost unnoticeable. You only heard it when she joked about. She was nice.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?” Finn asked. He had to force himself not the grab the kid by the neck and scream in his face.

      Hold it together, Finn.

      “No. I’m sorry. If you think Dominic hurt her though, you're probably right. It's a bad idea going after him. He's a lot tougher than the guys in the bar.”

      Finn nodded. He didn’t have proof that Dominic murdered his sister, but circumstantial evidence piled up, and having someone who knew the man confirming that he was a monster gave Finn the vindication he needed.

      “I need to find this warehouse, Minty. Can you tell me anything about it?”

      “He said it was one of those places that flogs everything cheap for people to sell on.”

      Finn nodded. “A wholesaler?”

      “I think it was called Latif’s, or something. Sounded like an Indian word.”

      “Okay,” said Finn. “That’s a start, I guess. Let’s ask around and see if anybody knows it. Make yourself useful or you'll be gone.”

      Minty nodded, put his remaining food back inside the carrier bag and tied a knot in the handle. “Okay, I'm ready!”

      “What kind of name is Minty, anyway?”

      Minty tore into his carrier bag and pulled something out—the pack of chewing gum he'd demanded from the barman. With a smile he said, “My mum said I’d end up smelling like mint. It kind of became my nickname.”

      The way the kid's eyes lowered sadly suggested the woman he was so obviously fond of was no longer around. Finn had been about to ask for the kid’s actual name, but decided he liked ‘Minty’ just fine.
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      One of the last memories Finn had of Marie before she left Belfast for London was her holding her dolly, which she called Moppy. Finn had just announced he would be staying behind. She had erupted into floods of tears. He told her he had brothers relying on him and he couldn’t abandon them.

      “But I’m your sister,” she had howled, “and we have picnics in the woods. I don’t want to go to London. Not without you.”

      Finn held back tears of his own and seeing his heartbroken ma’s own wavering emotions almost broke him. He knelt in front of Marie and wiped her tears with his thumb. “This is my home, Marie, and it needs me. Sometimes there are more important things than playing in the woods, okay?”

      She recoiled as though his words hurt her.

      But he continued. “London is a bad place, Marie, just like Belfast can be sometimes, but in London, you won’t have me to look after you.  Be strong, lil sis, okay? No crying. And you be good for ma. You work hard at school, but let no one push you around. You be tough.”

      She tried to stop crying, but it only made her sob harder. “I’m not tough, Finn. I need you to protect me.”

      He shook his head and stood. “No, you don't. You'll be fine without me. You'll be tough.”

      It was more than three years until he saw his little sister again. By then, both of them had changed. Marie lost her big brother and Finn lost himself.

      I could have watched her grow up.

      Finn came back to reality. His baby sister’s tears echoed in his head and left splinters in his skull. She hadn’t been fine without him. She hadn’t been tough.

      She had needed Finn to protect her.

      I turned my back on her.

      Now he was wandering the wasteland in a country he had despised his entire life looking for the monster who had killed her. The last thirty years of his life had been a wasted journey. He could have spent his life by Marie’s side and it would all end the same. The tar would claim them all.

      “Hey, Finn.” Minty was pointing across the road in front of him. “Those guys over there know Dom. They used to get their gear from him.”

      Finn blinked and got himself back together. He peered across the road and saw two emaciated men sitting on the stone steps of an old bank. They were kicking a small, fuzzy-haired dog, keeping it trapped between them so it couldn't escape. The dog yelped with every angry boot.

      Sighing at the pointlessness of it all, Finn marched across the street and shoved the men. They were so light that both of them went sprawling against the stone steps. One of them cracked a hip and screamed in pain. The other lay sprawled and confused.

      Minty went to his knees beside the frightened dog, patting it as it trembled. He reached into his carrier bag and emptied a bag of pork scratchings onto the floor. The dog ate, cautious at first but then ravenous.

      Finn waited for the two druggies to get up off the steps. They stunk of foulness, and their faces were wet tissue-paper stretched over skullbone. “I’m looking for Dominic Cassell. I hear he went to a warehouse called Latif’s.”

      The injured guy rubbed at his hip and tutted. “Why’d you have to shove us, man?”

      “Because you were picking on a frightened little animal, so I thought I'd let you see how it feels. Would you like another reason?”

      “What d’you care? The world has ended.”

      “It hasn’t ended yet. Dominic, I want to find him. Speak!”

      The other druggie who hadn’t fallen quite so badly chewed his lip bloody. It cracked more as he answered. “Yeah, we know Dom. Used to hook us up 'til he tripled the price—twat. I know Latif’s too. It’s on the corner of West Highgate, near the dog’s home. The cop shop is nearby. I used to walk home from there after a night in the chokie.”

      Finn was surprised to get such useful info—and so freely. “Minty, give these guys something to eat.”

      Minty pulled a face. He was still petting the small dog which now wagged its tail. “After what they did?”

      “Rules of the street. These guys helped without me having to get physical. Give them something for their troubles.”

      “You got any gear?” said the guy with the bruised hip. His eyes suddenly lit up.

      “We have salt and vinegar crisps,” said Minty, tossing two packets at them. “Enjoy what you’ve been given.”

      Finn nodded. “I'd listen to the kid.”

      After that, the two men took the crisps gladly. To Minty they said, “Cheers, buddy. Sorry about the dog.”

      “And I’m sorry about the hip,” said Finn. “Try to be decent for whatever time you have left.”

      As they walked away, Minty started chuckling.

      “What is it?” asked Finn.

      “You’re like a crime fighter. You go round saving puppies and trapped children. Finn the Hero.”

      Finn rolled his eyes. “Don’t be away in the head. This isn’t a comic book. I’m not fighting crime, I’m getting answers. You don't want to see what happens when people don't give them.”

      Minty stopped laughing, but kept a slight smile on his face. “Just seems like all the answers are coming from the bad guys you rough up.”

      Finn was a bad guy beating up other bad guys. That didn’t make him a good guy. Good guys didn't abandon their families. Good guys didn’t kill people. Good guys didn't plant bombs.

      The little girl he pulled from the rubble of the post office thought Finn was a good guy too. She’d never known the reason she needed rescuing in the first place was because of a rigged parcel Finn had left there.

      Finn was no hero.

      “I don’t know my way around the city, kid. Do you recognize the whereabouts that fella was talking about?”

      Minty nodded. “West Highgate. Yeah, I know it. It’s not far away. We can probably walk it in an hour.”

      “Let’s walk faster and make it in less.”

      “Okay,” said Minty. “Maybe the three of us can stop and find some more food along the way.”

      Finn looked at the boy and frowned. “What are you talking about, the three of us?”

      Minty nodded at the ground between them. Keeping pace in the centre of their group was the frightened little dog. “Looks like he’s coming along,” said Minty. “Every hero needs a dog. Let's call him... Wonder Mutt.”

      Finn rolled his eyes. “Just great. If he shits, kid, you’re cleaning it up.”
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      “Where's your family?” Finn asked as they headed out of the housing estate and towards the main roads.

      “Dead,” said Minty.

      Finn knew that would likely be the case, so what had made him even ask the question? Probably the silence of their walk. Quiet made him uncomfortable. It had been a long time since Finn had needed to make conversation with a stranger, and he struggled with it. Back home in Belfast, he had only ever associated with those he had known for years. In London, every face belonged to a desperate stranger.

      Finn cleared his throat. “You picked an awful time to be alive, kid.”

      Minty frowned. “I didn’t pick it, but I suppose I know what you mean. If I'd been born a hundred years ago, I would've lived a full life without ever knowing that the world would end soon. It sucks.”

      “Trust me, you’re not missing out on all that much. Life gets shit as soon as you’re out of puberty. Least you got the good years.”

      “The good years? I spent the last three years getting my ass kicked at school every day, and my mum was so poor that I was still playing games on an old Xbox while all the other kids were chilling out with their PlayStation 4s. My dad barely wanted to know me.”

      Finned grunted. “See, that’s the problem with kids today—especially English kids.”

      “What?”

      “Growing up shouldn't be about who's got the best stuff. It should be about exploring—playing in the dirt and jumping off rocks. Kids weren't meant to spend their time sitting on their fat arses playing stupid video games. Maybe if you spent more time outside you wouldn't have got your arse handed to you at school.”

      Minty didn’t reply. He scrunched his face and moped. The little dog trotted between them without a care in the world, its previous torment forgotten. If only human beings possessed such talent for closure.

      Imagine living life without regret.

      Seeing he had upset the kid perversely satisfied Finn. Maybe now he would stop thinking of him as a good guy. Maybe now he sees what I truly am.

      They reached the end of the road where they were met by a wide roundabout. A retail park lay to their left. A makeshift camp had been erected in its carpark, full of people milling around and living in tents for mutual protection. These communes had popped up everywhere in the last couple of months. People were too afraid to stay in their homes alone, so they grouped together like flies, choosing to live outside in their own collective filth. Finn could think of nothing worse.

      The other roads off the roundabout led back to the built-up areas of the city.

      “Where now?” Finn asked the kid.

      “What are you going to do when you find Dominic? Are you going to kill him? You killed Steve back at the Hobby Horse.”

      “Who? Oh, you mean the Afghan vet. He killed himself when he pulled a knife on me. Why do you care, anyway? Those gobshites let you starve half-to-death.”

      Minty shrugged. They had come to a stop at the roundabout so he knelt and patted the dog—or Wonder Mutt as he was apparently called. “I just don’t think you should kill people. I don’t think you should kill Dom.”

      Finn narrowed his eyes and tried to understand the kid’s agenda. “What does it have to do with you whether I kill him or not?”

      Minty shrugged. “Don’t you think there’s been enough killing? The last two days, all I’ve been able to do is look out of the living room window, and it's been like watching a horror movie. This morning I saw a woman raped right in the middle of the road. She was screaming out for help, and people just walked on by. I saw a little boy point at her and ask his mummy what she was crying about. Then, when she lay there abandoned and sobbing, someone came and stole her shoes. If I’d had anything to eat in days, I would have thrown up.”

      Finn imagined the woman’s fear and then transferred it to his sister. Had she screamed out? Or had she gone somewhere in her head and remained silent? Just like Minty, the image made him want to vomit.

      Finn felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, but didn't show it. Violence only upset you if you allowed it into your thoughts. He shrugged. “Everyone knows their time is up. They don’t care. People can do what they like.”

      “Exactly,” said Minty. “So you could choose not to kill Dom. I don’t want you to be like everybody else. Beat him up if you have to, just don’t kill him.”

      Finn grunted. “Tell me which way to go, kid. I don’t have time to moralise with you.”

      “I’m not telling you anything unless you promise you won’t kill Dom.”

      “Fine, I promise. Now tell me.”

      Minty frowned. “I don’t believe you.”

      Finn clenched his fists and felt his heart race. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I. Won’t. Kill. Dom.”

      Minty stared him in the face for several seconds. Finn didn’t appreciate being scrutinised by a child, but he kept his temper somehow.

      “The warehouse is straight on over the roundabout.”

      “Thank you!” Finn nodded and got going again. Minty and Wonder Mutt hurried to keep up.

      As they got walking again, Finn considered the myriad of ways he could kill Dom. Not once could he imagine a way of not killing him. The guy had been dead the moment Finn's ma had uttered his name.

      A death sentence.

      Abandoned cars choked the roundabout. It was due to such congestion that people never bothered to try the roads anymore. Finn had arrived in England by boat, but he hadn't been fleeing the grey death. He had been fleeing Northern Ireland because of what it had become. The offshoot of the old IRA Finn was part of had taken the end of the world as a sign that God was angry. It had led them to plan the largest domestic attack in the nation’s history—bombing a dozen Protestant and secular targets simultaneously. With national security falling into disarray, getting the parts for the bomb had been child’s play. Planting and detonating them was going to be even easier. Finn’s bomb was earmarked for a secular primary school. The group’s leader, Reverend Chris Adams, told Finn God would reward him for punishing the offspring of the wicked. The group's other targets included a hospital, police station, and an embassy. Twelve targets in total—one for each apostle of Christ. Every bomb would be an offering to a chosen saint.

      Thousands would die.

      Even as Billions died.

      It was murder for murder's sake.

      “It’s just down here,” said Minty, pointing, “just past the police station.”

      Wonder Mutt ran around them in excited circles.

      Finn studied the police station’s windows as they neared, wondering if anyone lurked inside. Proximity to law enforcement had worried him for so long that his heart rate increased out of habit. Finn saw police officers as the enemy—enforcers of an unholy regime. Truth was, they were no different to anybody else. The whole world was twisted and dark. Everyone found their own corner to piss in. What Finn once thought were just causes now seemed like childish fantasies.

      Or outright fallacies.

      “Are you okay, son?” somebody shouted from across the road.

      Finn looked up and saw a police officer standing in the station's empty car park. He wore a white shirt with lapels, but lacked the rest of his uniform. He pointed a finger and asked again. “Are you okay?”

      “Who, me?” asked Minty, when he realised the policer officer was addressing him and not Finn.

      “Yes, are you in need of help? If you are, you can come on over to me.”

      Finn shrugged at Minty. “Go on over. You’re better off with him than me.”

      Minty waved back at the man across the road. “No, I’m fine; thank you, officer.”

      “You don’t look fine to me, son. You look dirty and malnourished.”

      Finn chuckled, letting the officer know he was in agreement. “I just met the kid today so don't blame me.”

      “Finn gave me food,” said Minty. “He's my friend.”

      The officer grew suspicious. He exited the car park and mounted the grassy embankment that bordered the road. It led Wonder Mutt to grumble and move to Minty's side. Finn noticed the officer had a gun on his hip, but he was questioned about his own weapon before he had chance to mention it. “That’s a big knife you’ve got hanging from your belt, sir.”

      “Not big enough with the way things are.”

      The officer laughed with what seemed to be understanding, but he looked at Minty and moved his hand over his gun.

      Finn's hand hovered towards his knife.

      “There’s a lot of bad men out in the world right now,” the officer said, now addressing Minty again. “Not many are willing to offer food without wanting something in return.”

      Minty seemed to grow pale as if the comment made full sense to him. “Finn is all right. He’s a good guy.”

      Finn bristled at the words. There he goes again.

      The officer eyeballed Finn. “Is that so?”

      “No, it’s not,” said Finn. “I’m not a good guy, officer. In fact, I’m a pretty bad guy, even by today’s standards. It still doesn't make me someone who hurts kids.”

      Finn thought of the little girl in the rubble.

      At least, not any more.

      “I gave Minty food because he needed it. In return, he is helping me find a warehouse called Latif’s.”

      The officer was quiet for a moment while he digested what Finn had told him. Gradually, his hand moved away from his gun and relaxed by his hip. “Well, I suppose that’s the best I can expect nowadays. If you’re looking for Latif’s, you found it. It’s right at the end of this road. I wouldn’t advise going there though.”

      Finn took a step towards the officer which made the man flinch and touch his gun again. Finn had to raise his hands to show no threat. “Why wouldn’t I want to go there, officer?”

      “Because it burned down. I heard shooting last night, and when I went to check things out this morning, the warehouse was a blackened ruin.”

      Finn ground his teeth. Had Dom set a fire, or had he been inside the building when it went up? Was he already dead? A twist of irony Finn would not appreciate.

      I want that fucker to know who I am before I kill him. I want him to know he’s dying because of what he did to Marie. I want a confession. For my ma.

      “I still need to check it out.” Finn turned to Minty. “You should stay here.”

      “No way. I don’t know this guy.” He reached down and clutched Wonder Dog as if looking for agreement.

      “He’s a police officer.”

      “So? You know all those people I told you about? The ones who walked right on by while that woman lay on the ground begging for help? One of them was a pig.”

      Finn winced at the slur, but the officer didn’t seem insulted. The time for sensitivity had long passed.

      The officer sighed. “I’m sorry about that, son. Truth is, many of my colleagues who tried to do their duty when things went bad were beaten or stabbed to death. There's a lot more bad in this world than good, I'm afraid. I’ve been on my own for weeks now. A few of the junior officers took off early on, but most of the older guys stayed as long as they could stand. Police officers are human beings too—not all of them are good, I’m afraid. You’ll be safe with me though, son. Both of you, in fact. I have food, some water.”

      Minty shook his head without even considering it. “I’m going with Finn.”

      “No, you’re not!” Finn growled. “Look, kid, I appreciate you wanting to help me, but let’s not forget it was me who got you out of that room. I don’t owe you anything. Time to say goodbye. This fella is obviously the best bet for you.”

      “I’m not staying here.” Minty moved to Finn’s side. Wonder Mutt followed, tail wagging. “I don’t know this guy.”

      “No, you don’t, but you don’t know me either.”

      “You’ve protected me instead of hurting me. That’s not something I’m about to give up.”

      “It’s not your choice.” Finn walked away.

      Minty and the dog followed.

      “I’ll just follow you,” said Minty.

      Finn turned, and was about to yell at the kid when he froze solid. Minty was oblivious to what was going on behind him and kept on arguing. “You saved me, so now you have to take care of me. I’m not stay—”

      “Minty! Shut up and turn around.”

      “No, I won’t stay—”

      “Minty! Turn your empty head around.”

      Wonder Mutt growled.

      Minty frowned, but seemed to finally get the message. He turned around and saw the police officer pointing a gun at them.

      “What do you want?” asked Finn.

      “Tell the boy he isn’t going anywhere.”

      Finn glared. “Why?”

      “I’m taking him off your hands. He’ll be safer with me.”

      Finn took a half-step forwards, but kept his hands above his head. “The kid doesn’t want to stay with you. I’m sorry, but he's coming with me.”

      “You’re not taking him anywhere. Tell him to stay, and I might let you walk away.”

      Minty stood between the two men, mortified. He obviously saw some kind of safety with Finn. He looked terrified now that safety was being threatened.

      Wonder Mutt barked.

      “Tell that mongrel to keep its trap shut!”

      “Don't shoot him,” Minty begged.

      Finn shook his head in disgust at the officer. “I bet the end of the world is like winning the lottery for sickos like you. Are you even a police officer?”

      The man sniggered, adjusted his grip on his gun. “Like I said, we’re all just human beings. Now walk away, Mick!”

      Finn snarled and so did Wonder Mutt. “I swear to God, if I hear that word one more time today…”

      “Get moving!”

      Finn tried to take another step closer, but the officer waved his gun. “Uh uh, don't be an idiot.”

      Suddenly, Minty got in the police officer’s face and laughed. “You don’t know who you’re messing with, you stupid dickhead. Finn will kick your arse if you try to take me.”

      “Minty! Shut your mouth.”

      “I’m right, though, aren't I? You won't leave without me, will you?”

      Finn shrugged. “Sorry, kid. I have my own problems to worry about.”

      The officer grinned like a cat standing over a mouse. “Clever man. Now walk away so I don't waste a bullet.”

      Before Finn turned to leave, he leaned towards Minty. “First chance you get, run!”

      Minty shook his head, his eyes wide and terrified. “Please, Finn. Don’t leave me. I need you to look after me.”

      The words made Finn’s stomach turn.

      I need you to protect me.

      Marie's words echoed through two decades and came out of the mouth of the young boy he was about to leave in the oily clutches of a paedophile. Was he really so selfish?

      Yes.

      “Come to me, kid,” said the officer. He sounded like he was talking to a dog. Speaking of which, Wonder Mutt was finally out of Finn’s hair as he trotted to Minty's side.

      Even that dog has more loyalty than me.

      Finn tried to walk away, but his throat constricted and his chest pounded. He put his hands on his knees and bent forwards.

      “I said keep walking, unless you want a bullet in your chest!”

      Minty changed his tune. “Finn, just go. I'll be all right. I'll... be...” The kid couldn't even finish his own lie.

      Finn straightened up, still facing away from the man pointing a gun at the back of his head. “Minty?”  he asked. “That promise you made me make about not killing. That just applies to Dominic, right?”

      “Right!” Minty shouted back.

      “Thought so.” Finn yanked the Ka-Bar from his belt loop and spun around with it in his hand. He slung it underhand as hard as he could and it sailed through the air. The twirling blade missed Minty by a hairsbreadth and buried itself in the police officer’s guts.

      A gunshot rang out.

      Wonder Mutt yelped.

      The officer slumped to his knees, staring at the large combat knife poking out of his belly like it was a puzzle. Finn marched up and seized the rubber grip. He twisted it fiercely before yanking it out with a sickening squelch. He stared into the sicko’s eyes, “Playtime’s over, you sick fuck,” and slashed open his throat. He slumped to the grass, clutching feebly at his torn neck.

      Wonder Mutt yelped again, frightened by the sudden gunshot and the ensuing violence. No surprise the little hound was a walking bag of nerves. Finn ignored the dog and looked for Minty. “You okay, kid?” He found him lying in the grass. “Oh shit!”

      Minty was facedown and not moving. Finn rolled him over onto his back and saw blood. “Damn it, kid.”

      “F-Finn? I think I’ve been… shot.”

      “Yeah, no shit. Just... stay calm. I’m gonna take care of it.” He patted Minty down, looking for the source of blood. It seemed to come from high up, and the bloodstain on his t-shirt was darkest over his shoulder. Finn grabbed the collar and yanked it, tearing the thin cotton apart.

      A wound glistened over Minty’s collarbone.

      “Wait a minute,” said Finn. “I… yes, I think the bullet hit your collarbone and deflected. The bullet never entered your body.”

      There were tears in Minty’s eyes. “Then w-why does it hurt so much?”

      “Because you took a bullet to the collarbone, you eejit.” He prodded the area with his finger, making the kid cry out. The wound was horrid, and the bone felt chipped, but there was definitely no bullet hole.

      Minty's eyes rolled in their sockets. “It hurts.”

      “You gotta move, kid. We have to get out of here.”

      “I… I can’t…”

      Finn looked around—didn't see anyone. The police station was in an empty part of town. There was only the retail park they had left behind them and the industrial section up ahead where Latif's was. “Jesus wept! You're a pain in the arse, Minty. Do you know that?”

      “Sorry.”

      Finn clambered over to the fallen officer and grabbed his gun, adding it to his bloody Ka-Bar. He placed the knife in Minty's trembling hands while keeping the gun for himself. “Hold this.”

      Minty moaned as Finn grabbed him around the waist and started dragging him towards the police station. They needed to get into cover before the next sicko appeared and had a go at them. Minty was half-conscious and in no state to move or go anywhere.

      How the fuck did I end up having to play hero to this kid?

      I’m supposed to be a killer.

      Not a hero.

      “I guess Dominic will have to wait,” Finn muttered.

      Minty didn’t reply because he had passed out. He still clutched the knife Finn had asked him to hold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7

        

        
          Ruins

        

      

    
    
      The police station was cool due to its lack of carpeting and soft furnishings—a welcome relief from the dust and mugginess of outside. It was also dark. Many of the interior corridors lacked windows. A sense of echoing laced the building, and scenes of drunken arrests and interviewing suspects played out in every room.

      Finn dumped Minty down on a swivel chair behind a desk in the waiting room. The kid was out cold, the proud owner of a nasty flesh wound, but his bleeding had slowed to a trickle. Finn remembered his own first flesh wound. He’d been drinking at a pub on the southern bank when a bunch of British Paras came in. Finn's buddies took offence to the squaddies, and a fight broke out at last orders. At twenty years old, Finn was no match for a British Paratrooper. Before he even managed to land a punch, he’d found himself lying on the ground with a broken bottle lodged in his thigh. Today, the scar ran an inch long, thick and ugly. It served as a reminder of that day and taught the lesson not to get into fights he couldn't win. It also stoked his ongoing hatred for the British Army.

      But the British Army was gone now. It had been weeks since Finn saw a man in fatigues. It didn’t bring him much closure though. In fact, seeing no presence of the Army during a time of such insurmountable crisis was disconcerting.

      “Everything will be okay,” Finn said as he wheeled Minty down the corridor. The kid couldn't hear him, but Finn felt a need to keep talking. It was unlike him, but he felt rattled. The kid had taken a bullet because of him.

      Wonder Mutt ran on ahead but didn't go more than a few metres without stopping and looking back. Finn assumed the police station would have a medical bay somewhere, or at least a supply closet. They had to be first-aid-ready, right? No telling when a drug addict would seize and start choking on their own tongues.

      Minty mumbled and went silent again.

      Finn continued wheeling the kid along the corridors, shoving doors on either side until he found what he needed. The fifth room contained a raised bed and several cabinets. On a counter sat a green box with a white cross on it—a first aid kit.

      Finn wheeled Minty into the room and hoisted him up onto the bed. The kid's lightness disturbed him. Then he pulled up the safety rails on either side and searched the room’s cabinets. Besides the first aid kit there was an ample supply of bandages, gauze, and even over-the-counter medications. Finn got a trickle of water from the room's barely functioning sink and crumbled two strong painkillers into a plastic cup. Gathering up bandages and antiseptic, he placed everything on the bed beside Minty.

      “I’m just going to strip your top off,” he said.

      Minty didn’t respond. Finn peeled his T-shirt off and over his head, then wiped away the blood with the antiseptic wipes. Once he could see what he was doing, he sprayed the kid's wound with antibacterial spray and placed gauze over it. The wound cleaned and dressed, he finished by wrapping bandages under Mint’s left arm and around the right side of his neck binding tightly. He used a strip of medical tape to tie-off the bandage.

      “Not bad, if I say so myself.”

      Minty mumbled again, but this time his eyes flickered. Finn propped the kid up into an angled seating position and tried offering him the dissolved painkillers. Even half conscious, Minty sipped at the liquid until it was gone.

      “There you go. Good lad.” Finn laid Minty back and slumped against the counter while he let out a deep sigh. Exhaustion had set in, not just from exertion but from the anger and hate he’d been holding on to.

      Would he ever find Dominic?

      How long before the grey ooze got here? It was like working against a ticking clock. Only a matter of time before the horizon disappeared and the creeping, relentless death started to devour the ground like a rising tide.

      Clatter!

      Finn leapt up from the counter, starling Wonder Mutt who ran underneath the bed and cowered.

      Somebody moved out in the corridor. The only question for Finn was whether to hide out in this room or rush out and catch whoever was sneaking around.

      He decided on the latter.

      Finn rounded the bed and shoved his way out into the corridor. He was surprised to find a young woman frozen on the spot and terrified. The clatter had been from her foot stumbling into an empty water canister from a nearby dispenser.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” the woman begged. The panic on her drawn sickly face was difficult to watch.

      Finn put his hands in the air and took a step away from her. “Hey, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just taking care of my kid.”

      “Are you a friend of Edward’s?”

      Finn frowned. “Who’s Edward? If you mean the sick fecker who likes to mess with kids, then I'm afraid he won’t be coming back.”

      The woman seemed to tremble, her legs wobbling all over the place. “He’s gone?”

      Finn nodded.

      “Oh.” The woman pitched forward and collided with the wall. Finn was just quick enough to catch her before she fell to the ground.

      “Easy, love. I’ve got you.” Finn eased her into a sitting position and looked at her. “Who was this Edward to you?”

      The woman needed a moment before speaking. She had to catch her breath. Eventually: “I came here a few days ago for help. My house burned down during the riots, and I had no place else to go. Edward was a police officer. When I found him I trusted him. I thought he would protect me. Instead…”

      Finn rubbed her shoulders, but moved his hand back when she flinched. “All right, love. I understand.”

      She looked at him, and the panic returned to her eyes. “Are you…?”

      “No,” said Finn. “I’m not going to hurt you. I really am just here to help my kid.”

      The woman nodded. “Did you kill Edward?”

      “Only to stop him killing me. D'you think you can get up?”

      The woman nodded and pushed herself up off the floor. Finn grasped her arm to help her, but once again it was clear his touch was unwelcome. He backed off.

      “Where’s your kid?” she asked him suspiciously.

      “In here.” Finn pushed the door open and led her into the sick bay. Minty still lay on the bed, but was awake now and staring at the ceiling in confusion. Wonder Mutt had somehow leapt up onto the bed and was stretched out over his legs.

      Finn rounded the bed until he was standing in front of Minty. “Kid, you’re awake?”

      “W-What happened?”

      “You got shot.”

      Minty’s eyes went wide. “I’ve been shot?”

      Finn wrapped his fingers around the kid’s ankle and squeezed. “You’re going to be fine. The bullet bounced off your collarbone. Just about the luckiest damn thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Minty glanced sideways. “Who’s she?”

      Finn looked at the women in the room. “Actually, we haven’t introduced ourselves. My name is Finn, and this is Minty. What’s your name, love?”

      “Katie. G-Good to meet you both.”

      “She was hiding out in here,” Finn explained.

      “Was she with the guy who shot me?” asked Minty.

      Finn shook his head before the woman could speak for herself. “She was no friend of his, kid.”

      “We need to go.” Minty tried to sit up, causing Wonder Mutt to hop to the ground, but he ended up yelling and falling back.

      Finn moved forward and put a hand on the kid’s chest. “Take it easy. We’ll stay here tonight and see where we stand in the morning. It might be best if we part ways.”

      Katie moaned. Minty did too.

      Finn put his hands up. “I’m just saying we think things through, okay? You two might be better off staying here than coming with me. The world ain’t getting any better.”

      “You’re not leaving me,” said Minty. “I took a bullet for you.”

      “That’s debatable,” said Finn, and before the kid had chance to say anything else, he put his hand up and silenced him. “We’ll discuss it in the morning. For now, you need to get some rest.”

      Minty sighed.

      Finn turned to Katie and motioned towards the door. She understood and followed him back out into the corridor. She still didn’t trust him—constantly flinching every time he moved—but there was little he could do about it. She would just have to live with her anxiety. It wouldn't be for very long.

      “Tell me about this place,” he told her. “Are there any weapons? Food?”

      She nodded. “Yes, do you want me to show you?”

      “Er... how about yes!”

      Nervously, Katie led him down the corridor and around a corner where she pushed open a door to a cleaning supply cupboard.

      “Well, slap me sideways,” said Finn. “You’ve got a king’s ransom here.”

      The small supply cupboard was filled with tins of food, dried packets, and bottled liquids. Even more surprising was the shelf full of handguns and ammunition. Edward must have cleared the station’s armoury and brought it down where he could get to it quickly.

      “He unlocked it to get a gun before he came out to speak to you,” explained Katie. “He’s given me a little to eat in the last few days, but barely enough to live on.”

      Finn nodded to the shelves full of food. “Well, get in there, love. You don’t need my permission.”

      It was obvious the woman did need Finn's permission, because she remained reluctant to go into the room. It was only after several seconds, she realised it truly was okay and started ripping open packets of food. While she was at it, Finn joined her, and together they downed more food than he'd eaten in weeks. Neither of them spoke for several minutes while they gorged, and Finn particularly enjoyed the jar of pickled eggs he found on the bottom shelf. He remembered the ones his ma used to keep in the pantry of their small home back in Belfast.

      Marie had always loved them too.

      The joy of a full tummy disappeared as Finn remembered he had a job to do.

      There was still a man he needed to kill.

      Katie looked at him all of a sudden and the panic returned to her eyes. Perhaps she could sense his thoughts of murder. Perhaps she could sense he was a killer.

      But she also seemed to understand Finn was not the same monster Edward had been.

      At least not yet, Finn thought to himself as he tucked into another bag of crisps.
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      The three of them spent the night in the same room because, quite frankly, it was safer that way. Finn packed up the food and put it into a pair of rucksacks he found in the station’s changing rooms. He also moved some of the weapons and all the ammo, along with something precious he'd found in the evidence room. He now lay on his back amongst his haul, listening to Katie and Minty snore. And that bloody dog.

      In fact, Wonder Mutt snored the loudest.

      How had Finn ended up here? On his way to kill a man, but somehow lumbered with a woman and a kid?

      Didn't they realise he couldn't help them? They were doomed.

      During the first weeks of the apocalypse, the United States assured the world it would save mankind. As self-proclaimed guardians of the earth, the Americans almost seemed to feel it was their birthright to be the ones to save the day. So far, only Australia and southern Indonesia had been lost, but the global weather turned unstable due to the massive ecological effects of losing part of the southern hemisphere. Only a single nation of white people was dead—and Australian’s no less—so the panic had not yet fully taken hold. Australia was a nation well-liked, but not one the world couldn’t live without. If they stopped the cataclysm now, it would go down as a tragedy to be mourned once a year. Woe betide the disaster creeping up on the Americas though.

      The grey tide, which scientists surmised was some kind of chemical chain-reaction, spread out concentrically from its point of origin. It started at the OSC facility in the Australian outback and spread out in a perfect circle. Therefore, on the opposite side of the globe, the United Kingdom would be last to go.

      Which was why it still existed in a world without America, China, or even France. All gone, except for England, Wales, and southern Scotland. Ireland existed just over a week ago. Next week, nothing would exist at all. A grey oozing crust would cover the entire world like a seagull soaked in tar.

      No one knew what the alien substance was for sure because it was impossible to collect a sample. Unmanned sea vessels were sent to collect specimens, but as soon as their apparatus touched the stuff it corrupted them and made them part of the growing whole. Only the air itself was immune, which was why helicopters and planes flew overhead and recorded the dreadful event for the world to see.

      Only once America disappeared, did the remnant of humanity abandon their civility and embrace their animal origins. Rape and murder statistics went through the roof. Armed Forces and Police fought wars on every street corner. Iran bombed its neighbours for no discernible reason. Muslims and Christians slaughtered each other on the streets of Jerusalem. A Tunisian sniper assassinated the Pope. The Catholics in Italy expelled the migrants from its shores with extreme prejudice. IRA terrorists set off eleven bombs in Northern Ireland.

      The twelfth had been a dud.

      In fairness to the United Kingdom, things remained civilised for a while longer than other places—perhaps because they had longer to live, but maybe because the population prided itself on its manners. The British government led by example and started accepting mass immigration from those countries in immediate jeopardy. The country filled with Malaysians, Filipinos, and Indians first. Then Africans from the eastern coastline. Eventually, the people of the United Kingdom grew tired of sharing with ill-bred refugees. No more supplies came from overseas, only more mouths to feed. The riots seemed to spark overnight, and when the country awoke, thousands lay dead in the streets—mostly immigrants but also naturalised citizens unfortunate enough to have the wrong characteristics. The slightest hint of an accent or tan became a death sentence. A country that once prided itself on manners and equality turned as xenophobic and bloodthirsty as any nation in history.

      And it was all for nothing.

      The creeping grey death would not stop. No one could escape the tar.

      All men were equal. Truly.

      So why were a woman and child clinging to Finn like he could do them any good? Best thing they could do was end it now, rather than risk the torments of more men like Edward…

      Or Dominic.

      Why wasn’t the fact that Dominic would die with the rest of humanity good enough for Finn? Why did he need to extract what would be a futile revenge?

      “No, I need to go,” Minty mumbled into the darkness. The kid had the bed while Finn and Katie took up the floor on mattresses from the jail cells.

      He kept his voice low but could already see Katie waking up. “What is it, Minty? Are you okay?”

      “No,” Minty shouted. “I said I have to go. Just leave me alone. I…”

      Finn sat up, rubbed his eyes despite not having slept. “Minty, what is it? What—”

      Minty bolted up from his sleep and yelled in terror. The scream trailed off quickly though and the kid ended up sitting there in darkness and panting. Wonder Mutt, also on the bed, licked at his face, but the kid gave no reaction.

      Finn climbed up and went to him. “Minty, it’s okay. You were having a bad dream.”

      Minty turned his head, his face ghostly and his hair wet with sweat. Tears glistened on his cheeks. “I… I was just… Please, help me.” The kid sobbed, holding himself and shaking. The more Finn’s eyes adjusted to the shadows, the more he saw the desperation on the kid's face.

      Finn stood there, not knowing what to do. He flinched when Katie moved up beside him.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” Katie told Minty. She moved over and sat on the edge of the bed. She pulled him close and cradled him, rocking him back and forth. “Just a nightmare. That’s all. Everything’s okay.”

      Finn sighed and sat back down on the floor. As he listened to Katie comforting Minty, he realised that she was doing what he should have done. The kid had been terrified, and he had been right there in front of Finn, afraid of the dark and alone.

      Why didn’t I reach out and hold him? What’s wrong with me?

      Does it even matter?
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      Morning broke but you could barely tell. The room remained dark, and only Finn’s body clock caused him to go into the station’s reception area and look outside. The sun was just about visible through the haze of black dust. What remained of the earth’s atmosphere was closing in on them. The oceans no longer existed and had taken the winds with them. The black dust descending from above would blanket the earth. Perhaps they would all choke to death before the grey ooze took them.

      How long until it gets here?

      Am I afraid? I’m not sure I can even tell any more. All I feel is numb. Alone.

      Angry.

      Finn watched the empty road running in front of the station and considered leaving before Katie and Minty awoke. They would be safer without him. They could await the end together with food and warmth. He opened the station's exit and winced as the odious stench of the world hit him. With his belly fed, it was harder to resist the urge to gag.

      A ragged fox emerged from the bushes along the embankment, probably confused by the lack of sunlight. Day and night lacked the definite distinction they used to hold. When the emaciated creature set eyes upon Finn, it did not shy away. Instead, defiantly, it trotted across the road and headed towards the city centre. Finn remained standing in the open doorway.

      Why wasn’t he leaving?

      It was as if ropes yanked at his back preventing him from stepping forward.

      “Damn it!”

      He turned around and went back inside. In the sick bay, Minty and Katie were stirring. Wonder Mutt had his nose buried in a packet of rice that he hadn't been given by any of them. Finn grabbed a bottle of water and handed it to the kid. “How you feeling?”

      Minty sat up and took the water. He rolled his shoulders and winced. “It hurts, but... I’m better. I think I can get up.”

      Finn nodded.

      “Are you still leaving?” asked Katie.

      “Yes. I have something I need to do.”

      “He’s going to kill someone,” said Minty.

      Katie didn’t seem upset by the statement. Why would she be with all that had happened? Spending the night in his presence without being abused had obviously gained her trust. Yet, Finn felt the need to explain himself. “The man murdered my sister.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Katie. “But why bother going after him? He’ll die soon, anyway.”

      “I made a promise to my ma I would punish the man who took our Marie. He doesn’t deserve a single extra minute of life, so I will end him before death claims the rest of us.”

      Katie was silent for a moment but eventually knelt and gathered the rucksacks and supplies.

      “What are you doing?” Finn asked.

      “I’m getting ready to leave. You saved me by dealing with Edward, so I’ll help you.”

      Finn huffed. “You’re going to help me kill a man?”

      She stood up and shook her head. “No, I’m just going to help you do what you need to do to find him. I’ll leave the rest up to you.”

      “You both should stay here. It's safer.”

      “Maybe,” Katie agreed, “but I don’t want to wait here until the end comes. I’d rather be doing something. If I sit around here, I'll go insane. The dog needs to go the toilet anyway, so I'm going to have to go out sometime.”

      Finn ran a hand through his dusty hair and tried to remember the last time he washed it. Such things were so unimportant now. “It’s dangerous out there.”

      “I know. I want to come anyway.”

      “Me too,” said Minty, sliding gingerly off the bed.

      Finn grabbed a rucksack up off the floor and slung it over his shoulder. “Fine, but understand that I’m not responsible for you. It’s not my job. Come along if you want, but it’s every man for himself.”

      Nobody argued.

      So they got going.

      Finn and Katie wore the rucksacks while Finn also carried Edward’s gun. He had considered arming the three of them, but decided that a woman and child weren’t the best people to operate deadly weapons. It wasn’t sexism, merely that Finn possessed experience with handguns, and they did not. He still remembered the old Browning 9mm that belonged to his dad. Finn fired it to kill the man who used to be his family’s milkman when it turned out he was an informant for the British. It wasn’t an easy kill—the man had once gifted Finn’s ma a carton of eggs and jugs of milk when times were tough. As far as traitors went, the milkman was a decent enough fellow.

      Out on the road, the silence smothered them. The dust and dirt on the ground prevented even their footsteps from making a noise which made the lack of sound deafening. That was why it was such a sudden shock when a scream broke out. Finn raised his weapon when two women broke out of the bushes and into their path. A miracle he stopped himself pulling the trigger on instinct.

      Wonder Mutt barked madly, his confidence today was twice what it was yesterday.

      The woman who came out first was bleeding profusely, her dirty clothes glistening crimson. The woman behind her held a long chef’s knife and had a look of madness upon her face. She didn’t seem to notice Finn stood there with a gun pointed.

      “Please,” the injured woman begged when she saw Finn. “Help me.”

      The mad woman turned and saw them too and had enough control of herself to stop what she was doing. Her expression softened, and she didn’t seem quite so mad anymore. “Oh, hello,” she said, oddly calm.

      “What are you doing?” Finn asked her, lowering his weapon only slightly.

      “Trying to kill my whore of a sister. Can I help you with something?”

      Katie stepped up beside Finn. “Why are you trying to kill your sister?”

      “Because she fucked my husband. A lot, from what I gather.”

      The offending sister doubled over now, panting. She held a bloody, trembling arm out in front of her as protection. “She’s… she’s crazy.”

      Finn lowered his gun more, but was still ready to use in a split-second. “How do you know she slept with your man?”

      The mad woman laughed. “Because the stupid bitch told me! Said she wanted to unburden herself before the end came. It might have unburdened her, but it didn’t do me any good, did it? Huh?” She waved the knife at her cowering sister. “Whore!”

      “I’m sorry, Tracey. I’m so sorry. Please…”

      “So, I’m sure you understand,” the mad woman continued, “but I need to take care of this.”

      Finn nodded. Vengeance wasn't something he had a problem with. “Yeah, I get it. Makes perfect sense.”

      The woman nodded her thanks and lunged towards her sister with the knife.

      Katie cried out beside him. “Stop her, Finn!”

      Finn raised his gun and fired.

      Tracey tumbled sideways to the ground and ended up on her face with the knife still in her hand. The back of her skull was missing where the bullet exited.

      Katie and Minty stood next to Finn, their mouths wide open. Finn lowered the smoking pistol to his side.

      Tracey's sister screamed. “W-why did you do that? Why did you kill…? Why did you kill my sister?”

      Finn raised the gun and fired again. Tracey’s sister hit the ground beside her, their blood ran into a single, growing pool. Both Minty and Katie staggered backwards.

      Katie shook her head at him. “W-What? Why?”

      “It was a kindness,” he explained. “Look!”

      He gave them a few moments to see what he had seen. Minty and Katie crept towards the woman’s body and peered down at it. It didn’t take them long to see the bulge of her dissected bowel hanging out of the space where her belly button used to be. Wonder Mutt sniffed at the viscera, seeming to decide whether it was worth eating.

      “She was dead anyway,” said Katie as it dawned on her.

      “Yeah,” said Finn. “I’d say she had about an hour or two of the worst agony imaginable, and then that would be it. I did the best thing I could for her. Her sister gutted her like a pig.”

      “Then why not let her sister finish her off?” asked Minty.

      Finn thought about it but could only shrug. “Just didn’t seem right.”

      “I can’t believe she was sleeping with her sister’s husband.”

      Finn looked at Katie and raised an eyebrow. “If that shocks you, then I have no idea how you made it this long.”

      “Because I had a husband too.”

      Finn didn’t ask her to elaborate. It was easy enough to assume Katie's husband had taken care of her for as long as he'd been able—until someone took his life or illness did. Cholera and dysentery returned to the 1st World with vigour, and pestilence took as many lives as violence. When Finn fled Northern Ireland to escape the wrath of Chris Adams, he made for the docks. There he found sweaty, vomiting families crushed together on ships, intending to head for the Welsh coast to eke out a few more weeks of life. Many would be dead before they made the trip. It was seeing those sick and jaundiced children that led Finn to murder the owner of a yacht and eject his snotty wife from its decks. He held no remorse at the time and would probably have done it over again if asked. It was survival of the fittest.

      What a time to be alive.

      They walked onwards, leaving the dead sisters in their wake. Least their differences were now forgotten. When the tar claimed their bodies, they would be at each other's side for eternity. Maybe that would be Hell for them.

      Less than five minutes later, just as they passed a ransacked petrol station, Minty pointed ahead.

      Finn nodded. He saw it.

      Latif’s.

      The warehouse was gone, and all that stood where it once did was a single slither of a brick wall and a bright blue sign reading: LATIF’S WHOLESALE.

      Wherever Dominic was, it wasn’t here.

    

  




    
      
        
          10

        

        

    
    






          Sweat

        

      

    
    
      Finn strode amongst the rubble. The reeking timbers still gave off tendrils of acrid smoke. The fire had not been so long ago. A day at most—according to Edward. What the hell had happened here?

      Finn stumbled across the first body. A gunshot wound had burrowed into the young man’s chest. “Is this Dominic?”

      Minty hurried over, half-tripping on a pile of charred bricks. He looked down at the body and shook his head. “No. That’s Smithy.”

      “Who?”

      “He’s one of Dominic’s friends.”

      Finn frowned. “Would Dominic have a reason to shoot him?”

      Minty shrugged. “Not especially.”

      Finn ran his hands through a pile of soot and let it flow through his fingers. “What the hell happened here?”

      Wonder Mutt circled and took a dump besides a fallen metal staircase.

      Katie called out. “There’s another body over here.”

      Finn clambered over the rubble to where she was standing. Sure enough, another corpse lay amongst the debris. This body had burned in the fire, unrecognisable. “Is this him, Minty?”

      Minty made it over and again shook his head. “No. I can’t tell who it is, but Dominic has a shaved head. This guy has hair—you can see it all matted against his skull.”

      Finn nodded. There was indeed a matted crop of black hair fused into the sticky, burned flesh atop the skull. The face was a smooth sheet of seared skin—impossible to tell if the man had been dead before the fire.

      “Maybe there was a fight,” said Katie. “Dominic was, what, like a gangster or something?”

      “Kind of,” said Minty.

      Finn remained silent and continued sifting through the wreckage like a sniffer dog. By the time an hour had passed, he'd found another six bodies. All of them had burned. Minty couldn’t verify one way or another if any of them were Dominic.

      “Damn it!” Finn kicked the cracked glass of a ruined vending machine, shattering it completely.

      “If he burned to death,” said Katie, “then he got what he deserved. You can stop now.”

      “No. I can’t stop without knowing for sure. He might not be here.”

      A noise made them turn, made Wonder Mutt bark. He was turning into quite the guard dog.

      A length of fragile wood toppled against the wall, tipped over, and broke in half. A scruffy man with tangled dreadlocks stood looking at them. He had his hands above his head. “Oops!”

      Finn realised he was pointing the gun at the man, so he lowered it. “Who are you?”

      “Just chill, man. I'm Ledley.”

      “What are you doing here, Ledley?”

      Ledley lowered his arms and let them relax by his side. He kept his distance but dared to take a few steps closer. He stood atop a pallet stacked with melted tins. “You’s looking for the men what did this, yeah?”

      “Yes!” said Finn. “Did someone survive? Do you know where they went?”

      The man nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Then start talking,” said Finn.

      Ledley smiled. “Yeah, man, I will, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Those backpacks look pretty full, and you're even able to take care of a dog—cute by the way. I haven’t eaten in days. A guy on his own can’t get no food. Seems like it all belongs to the mean people of the world now.”

      Finn understood what the man was saying. Any remaining food supplies were seized by whoever had the strength and numbers to take it. Someone with a gun, for instance, wielded a lot of power. “I could just shoot you, Ledley. Sorry, but that's the way it is.”

      “Yeah, you could, man. Suppose I’m desperate enough to take the risk. Give me a little something to eat and I’ll tell you all I know. Fair deal?”

      Finn sighed. “Minty, give him a few tins.”

      Ledley’s mouth seemed to water, and he fidgeted anxiously while Minty rooted around in Katie's rucksack. When he handed over the tins and a packet of crisps, Ledley snatched them from him.  He looked embarrassed. “Sorry. It’s been a few days, so I've forgotten my manners. Thank you, though. You must be the last kind folks around.”

      “You're not kidding,” said Katie

      Ledley looked at her. “You had a tough time of it too, miss?”

      “Katie, and yes, I certainly have. I met up with Minty and Finn yesterday, and things have finally started looking up. If you can say that with the world about to swallow itself up."

      “Well, I'm glad you get to spend the last days with some good people.”

      “The only people I’m interested in are the ones who were here two days ago,” said Finn irritably. “Can we focus on that, please?”

      Ledley clutched his food like it was a part of him now. He moved over to a pile of rubble and sat on a disembodied shelf that had miraculously survived the inferno. “Of course. I wasn’t lying, I saw them. This was my home for the last month or so. I used to stay at the shelter down the road, but when the big panic started, it kind of fell to pieces. It was a brothel by the time I left—men and women both selling their bodies for whatever they were worth. I know we’re all screwed, but I didn’t want my last weeks to be amongst that, so I wandered about for a while until I found this warehouse. Don’t know what happened to the owners, but they seemed to have taken off. Left me with a warehouse full of munchies and more booze than a man could drink in a lifetime. Considering I’ve been homeless for about six years, it was a fine way to spend the end of the world. Then a bunch of rude boys turn up and claim the place as their own. I was kipping in the offices upstairs at the time, so I made myself scarce and hid beneath a desk.”

      “They were here for the booze,” said Finn. “The city is pretty much dry, so alcohol during the last days on earth is about the most valuable thing left.”

      Ledley nodded. “True dat. Before the rude boys turned up, I was on the bender to end all benders. It’s why I didn’t make better use of all the food. By the time I sobered up, I hadn’t eaten in days. You don't appreciate what you have till it's gone.”

      “So what happened here?” asked Minty. “What happened to Dominic?”

      “He the big guy with a bald head and wide shoulders?”

      Finn looked at Minty.

      Minty nodded. “That's him.”

      Ledley sucked at his teeth. “Think it was him what started shooting a gun like it was the Wild West. I snuck out of the office after the shooting started—don’t ask me why—and I looked down from the balcony. Looked like a rival gang or summin’ bowled up, and a turf war broke out. Dunno how it happened exactly, but eventually the place went up in flames. There was an explosion first. I reckon one of the idiots shot the barbeque-gas canisters this place had stacked at the back.”

      “You had fuel?” Katie said. “You really did have it all before they came and wrecked it.”

      “Yeah. This here was the grandest treasure in the land, ya know. That's why the bad men wanted it. Some t’ings never change. Least the big fella got a bullet for his efforts.”

      Finn sighed. So Dominic was dead.

      “He still be alive though. I saw two of his boys drag his busted ass out of here.”

      Finn stared at the man. “Dominic is alive?”

      Ledley nodded. “He took off in that direction. Not much down there except factories, but that’s a’where he went.”

      Finn looked off into the distance. The road led into a built-up area with vast factories on either side. Dominic could be anywhere. It was something though. There was still a chance of finding the man.

      “You said he had a couple fellas with him?”

      Ledley nodded. “Two. Both of ‘em bigger than you. Hope that dog of yours has a mean bite.”

      Finn smiled. “Don’t worry about me.” He reached into his backpack and pulled something out. He tossed the bottle of vodka to Ledley. It had been sitting in the evidence room, probably confiscated from a bunch of teenagers back in the normal days. Finn had taken it for the road, but time was short, and he needed to keep his head together. “Enjoy!”

      Ledley caught the bottle and turned it over in his hands as if a miracle had created it. “You said alcohol is the most valuable thing in the world, and you’re just giving me a full bottle of vodka?”

      Finn shrugged. “You don’t want it?”

      “You’d have to kill me to get it back.”

      “Then make it last.”

      “I’d ask to come with you folks, but I’m guessing I’d have a better time of it if I went the other way.”

      “You’d be right,” said Finn. “It was nice meeting you, Ledley. Thanks for the help.”

      “And thanks for the liquid gold. You come back this way, I’ll be around.”

      Finn nodded and turned to the road. Minty and Katie were soon by his side.

      “Another heroic deed for the day,” said Minty.

      “I gave a tramp a bottle of vodka. I wouldn’t call that God's work.”

      “You sacrificed something of value,” said Katie, “to make someone else happy. Seems pretty heroic to me.”

      Finn glared at them both. “Are you two conspiring to annoy me?”

      They both laughed. Finn had to turn away to avoid them seeing a smile crack on his own face.
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      “Does anyone have a decent guess where Dominic would have gone?” Finn asked as they strolled up the road. He was getting reckless—he should have been keeping to the alleyways and overhangs, but instead he rushed. Who knew how long he had left to accomplish his mission?

      The sky remained black above their heads and it was hard to see more than a hundred metres ahead.

      “I think I have an idea,” said Katie. She pointed down at a patch of oil on the road. Wonder Mutt sniffed at it with interest.

      Finn hurried over but ended up shrugging his shoulders. “An oil slick, so what? I see those everywhere.”

      “It’s not oil.”

      Finn frowned and squinted at the stain. “No... It’s blood!”

      Katie nodded. “Ledley said Dominic got shot, right?”

      “He certainly did.” Finn looked along the road until he found another stain and knelt beside it. “It’s a trail. He was bleeding. It’s dry, but he must have stopped to rest somewhere. The fire was yesterday, so he can't have got far.”

      “If he isn’t dead already,” said Minty glumly.

      “Only one way to find out. Keep your eyes peeled for more blood.”

      And so they strolled along in the near-darkness looking for stains on the road. Sure enough, they found that the trail continued. Wonder Mutt even made himself useful by tracking down a few himself. It led down the road for a couple hundred metres before leading up onto a patch of grass and down onto a loading bay for an aluminum sheeting company with a high roof and steel panels over the top windows. The blood trail led right across the pebble car park and up to the shattered front entrance. It was the last factory on the row because the road gave way to a wooded area that likely acted as a green buffer between houses and industry. It made Finn think about Marie and their childhood trips to the forest.

      We have picnics in the woods. I don’t want to go to London. Not without you.

      Katie put a hand very lightly on Finn's elbow. “Looks like he went inside here.”

      Finn clenched his fists, remembering his mission. “And if he’s still here, his life has grown short.”

      “Remember your promise,” said Minty, moving in front of the open doorway.

      Finn frowned. “What?”

      “You promised you wouldn’t kill Dominic.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did! I made you promise you would just hurt him.”

      “He murdered my sister! You think I’m going to show the bastard mercy?”

      Minty stumbled back under the force of Finn’s anger. He grabbed his wounded collarbone and winced, but kept his eyes on Finn. “You promised.”

      Finn stood there, gobsmacked. Was this kid living in fantasy land? Of course he would kill Dominic. What else was he going to do?

      “Move out of my way, kid! And keep that bloody mutt with you.” He shoved Minty sideways into the door frame, making him cry out and grab his collarbone again.

      “Finn!” Katie called after him. “Just hold on a minute.”

      I don’t have time, he told himself. The world is ending, and I need to get this done. For Ma. For Marie.

      For me.

      Before I die, I need to do one bit of good.

      But killing a man can’t be good, can it?

      Finn glanced back over his shoulder and was glad to see that Katie and Minty remained outside. He didn’t want them getting in his way. Katie tended to Minty as he slumped against the doorway. Finn hadn’t meant to shove the kid so hard, but there was no point worrying about it now.

      The front of the building housed offices and a reception room. Finn searched until he found a dark red blotch on the navy carpet. Dominic had been here—might still be here. Finn tightened his grip on his gun. Would Dominic also be armed?

      Probably.

      Maybe Finn wouldn’t make it out of this building alive. As long as he took Dominic down, he could die in peace.

      Two other guys to take care of first though.

      Now that his goal was within touching distance, Finn regained his caution. He slunk back against the wall and kept low, his gun in front of him and held with both hands. He reached the end of the hallway and—

      Dominic could already be gone, or dead.

      I could leave now and go home to Ma and Clive.

      No. Not until this is done.

      —faced a door reading: EMPLOYEES ONLY. He took the handle and turned it. The lock was magnetic, and with the power off it had disengaged. As soon as he entered the following room he heard talking. Rows of monstrous machinery stood before him, inactive like sleeping giants. A huge spool of metal wire sat directly front of Finn, which was why he remained hidden from whoever held a discussion nearby. The voices were heated, one of them punctuated by grunts of pain.

      “We need to get… back,” said the person in pain. “God knows what’s happening at the Hobby with me gone.”

      Finn moved into a crouch behind the giant spool of wire. Dominic. It had to be.

      “I ain’t arguing, Dom, but your leg is fucked. I reckon we should go get the boys and come back for you. We can try to bring a motor.”

      “Nobody is fucking going anywhere without me. Those fucking Beverly Brothers think they can try to take me out? Everyone at the Hobby is probably dead, but I’ll be damned if I let another firm take over my turf. My leg's fucking fine. We’re going to walk out of here and kill any fucker stupid enough to get in our way.”

      “All right, boss. I still think you should rest another day though, or let us go get help.”

      “I’ve sat around long enough. Fuck!”

      Finn listened as Dominic attempted to move.

      So another gang had made a move on him? That was what had happened back at Latif’s. He was injured and weak.

      Prey.

      Just have to take care of his back up first.

      Finn edged along behind the spool of wire until he could peek around the edge safely. He took a glimpse, then pulled his head back quickly. The brief view gave him what he needed to see. All three men had handguns. Dominic was limping on a bandaged leg but seemed alert and ready for action.

      Finn was outnumbered and outgunned. If he tried to hit them in the open warehouse, they would combine their arms and riddle him with bullets. He needed a plan.

      He slunk back out into the office hallway and ran right into Katie. “What the fuck are you doing in here?” he hissed.

      “Is Dominic here?” she whispered.

      “Yes, and he has backup. I need a plan because I won’t die before I kill that bastard first.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I just wanted to check on you. I—”

      Voices rang out nearby. Dominic and his guys were heading for the door Finn had just exited through.

      “Shit, we need to move.” He grabbed Katie by the arm and pulled her along, shoving out at the first door he passed. It was locked.

      The voices were full-volume now. Dominic was about to come through the door at the end of the corridor and he'd spot them at once as they floundered in the middle of the hallway.

      Finn tried the next door. Locked.

      The door at the end of the hallway opened.

      Finn tried another door.

      It swung open.

      He grabbed Katie and threw her inside, closing the door quickly behind them. Katie’s eyes were wide with panic.

      Finn clutched his gun against his chest and backed up beside the door. “It’s okay. Stay calm. I don’t think they saw us.”

      “Did you see that?” one of the voices asked. “I swear someone went into that office.”

      Shit!

      “Well, go check it out, you muppet,” came Dominic's voice.

      Finn glanced around the room and was dismayed to discover it was a small office with a single desk. The foot-pass was hollow and offered nowhere to hide. The only furniture in the room was waist-high. Screwed. Katie knew it too because she stood rooted to the spot.

      Finn pointed to the corner of the room with his gun. “Get down. I’ll handle this.”

      “No. No.” Katie was clutching her head and rocking back and forth. She was losing it.

      “What are you doing? Get the fuck down.”

      Footsteps approached. Stopped outside the door.

      Katie stared at Finn with massive, scared eyes. She nodded her head erratically as if encouraging herself. “They’ll kill you and take me. They'll kill you and take me. I won’t be a plaything for another monster. You rescued me once, Finn. I know you can do it again. You'll do it again.”

      Before Finn could understand what was happening, Katie spun around and opened the door. She slid out and closed right behind her just as Dominic’s man was about to open it.

      Finn gripped his gun tightly, ready to shoot as soon as someone came inside. But nobody did.

      “I wasn't snooping around,” said Katie in a terrified voice. “I was only looking for food. Can you spare any?”

      There was a moment of silence in the hallway outside, probably while the three men tried to recover from the shock of finding a random woman.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” said Dominic finally, the pain in his voice momentarily replaced by lasciviousness. “We have plenty of food back at our gaff. Once we get there, I’ll make sure to fill your gob nice and tight.”

      The three men laughed. Katie chuckled too, although she sounded close to madness.  “I’ll do anything. I promise.”

      What was she doing?

      Then Finn realised it. If Dominic’s man had entered the room, Katie and Finn would probably both be dead. At least this way, Finn was still a player in the game.

      He could rescue her. I know you can do it again.

      What about Minty though? Was he hiding? If Dominic found him, he would demand to know why he was here, and who had let him out of that room.

      Finn didn’t know what to do, and that was why he remained hidden inside the small office until the sound of Dominic and the others faded away. Only then did he step back out into the hallway. He felt lost.

      Now his mission wasn't just about killing a man. It was about saving a woman.
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      Finn checked things were clear before stepping outside. He couldn’t risk losing Dominic—not now that he had Katie—but he had to bide his time. Luckily, Dominic’s injured leg kept his pace slow, and Finn hadn't lost them when he exited the factory.

      The three men headed down the road fifty metres ahead. One of them had a hand clasped against Katie’s backside and guffawed loud enough that Finn could hear it at a distance. As they continued moving, the group edged to the side of the road and entered the cover of the various factories.

      He would lose them soon.

      Finn could sneak up and shoot all three men dead, but it wasn’t a certainty, and he risked injuring Katie. One false step announcing his presence and everything would turn bad fast. Surprise was the only advantage he had.

      He needed to wait and use it for maximum effect.

      “You let them take Katie?”

      Finn flinched and pointed his gun. When he saw Minty hiding behind a dustbin, he lowered it again. “What you jumping out at me for, kid? I could have taken your head off.”

      “Katie, you let them take her.”

      Finn glanced at Wonder Mutt who seemed happy to see him, then back at the kid. She gave herself over to them. I'm going to get her back.

      “You kept your promise not to kill Dominic.”

      “I did, but don’t count on me keeping it much longer. Come on, we have to move.”

      They kept to the shadows, which was easy to do with the sun obscured. Finn wondered if he'd adapted, for he was sure could see in the dark better than he ever did before.

      Dominic and the others became silhouettes in the distance.

      “What’s your plan?” asked Minty.

      “I don’t know, but I need to hit them before they get back to the Hobby Horse. If Dominic gets back there, I might have ten guys to deal with instead of three.”

      “Why not do it now?”

      “Because there’s no cover.”

      Minty did them both a favour and shut up, which meant they were able to begin pursuit in silence. Even Wonder Mutt seemed to understand the need for stealth, and instead of running ahead, he kept close to Finn's heels. They kept pace with Dominic until they were heading out of the industrial estate and back towards Latif’s. The stench of smoke greeted them long before the sight of the ruined building.

      Dominic stopped to take a rest. His limp had worsened in the last twenty minutes, and he staggered over to an abandoned Rover just outside the burned warehouse and hopped up onto the bonnet. Finn kept to the shadows, moving as close as he could. He crouched behind an advertising board at the nearby petrol station and surveyed his targets. He could hit them if he fired now.

      This is it. I have cover and surprise. If I can get a tiny bit closer, I'll be able to take them out without them even spotting me.

      Minty seemed to sense his urgency because he was fidgeting when he moved up beside Finn. God knew where Wonder Mutt had got to.

      Finn put a finger against his lips.

      Minty whispered. “You could scare them? Pin them down or something while Katie runs back to us.”

      “Quiet, kid.”

      Finn lined up his shot on the guy who had been groping Katie’s ass. Even now the man was running his hands all over her, forcing her to stumble backwards amongst the rubble of Latif’s. He wanted to kill Dominic last, so the man would know he’d fucked up, but the guy groping Katie would make a good first kill. The other guy was out in the open, leaning against the Rover that Dominic was sitting on. His gun hung loosely by his side. He might spot Finn once he started shooting, but he would be too slow to get a shot off.

      Finn just needed to get closer to ensure he didn’t miss. Handguns were not rifles.

      He could solve his proximity problem simply by walking out into the open and firing on his targets as he approached. But was it worth the risk?

      “Get off me!”

      Katie shoved the guy pawing at her and started yelling. Dominic slid off the bonnet and wheeled on her immediately. “Oi, keep your cock sucking mouth shut. You want to bring the Beverley's back down on us?” He pointed his gun at her face, which led his two companions to do the same. Katie wasn’t cowed. She had the look of absolute fury, and kicked and scratched at her chuckling tormentor.

      “Hey, Katie, is that you?” Ledley appeared from the rubble. “Hey, you bullies get off her.”

      Finn stared from behind the advertising board. Ledley was staggering towards the men with a half-empty bottle of vodka in hand. “You step away from her now, you nasty bastards. Didn't you cause enough trouble last time you was here?”

      Katie's tormentor gawped at Ledley, but his confusion slowly became anger. “The fuck are you, Bob Marley? What you gonna do about anything? Maybe I’ll bench this bitch over right now and let you watch while I stretch her arsehole. Maybe I’ll let you get a taste of my cock after I’m done.”

      Ledley staggered towards the man, tripped several times, but made it over. “You step away from that lady, or I’ll bust your face.”

      Silence.

      Dominic broke it by laughing. “Rasta’s got a sack on him, don't he? I like him.”

      The other men laughed too. Katie's tormentor clutched his stomach in mock hysteria.  “You, you, you got some front on you, Bob. You, you, you definitely one hell of a Buffalo Soldier.”

      Ledley nodded, gave a little smile. The laughter continued all around.

      Dominic raised his gun and shot Ledley in the side of the head. He spat on his body when it hit the ground. “Stupid fucking wog.”

      Katie screamed and ran at Dominic. “You fucking animal!”

      Dominic adjusted his aim and fired another shot.

      Katie went down in the rubble.

      Wonder Mutt appeared from somewhere, growling like an animal twice his size. Dominic turned towards the dog and frowned. “What the fuck?”

      Before he knew it, Finn had leapt out from behind the advertising board. The noise of his own yelling was deafening, louder even then the shots he was rapidly firing.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Bang! It took Finn three shots to hit Katie's tormentor, but the bullet struck him right in the Adam’s Apple and tipped him over like a rusty ironing board.

      One down.

      Dominic returned fire, but in his confusion his aim was bad. Finn moved at light-speed, whipping his aim, firing a round straight into the chest of Dominic's remaining man.

      You're last motherfucker. I want you to see my smiling face.

      Dominic located Finn and aimed his gun.

      Wonder Mutt launched at him like a little doggie torpedo. At such a small size, the impact did little, but it knocked the man off balance and bought Finn the split-second he needed.

      Finn took aim, sweaty finger over the trigger.

      “Finn stop!”

      Distracted, Finn half-turned to look at the kid behind him. Why is he shouting?

      Dominic fired another shot.

      A mighty punch hit Finn and sent him stumbling sidewards. He grabbed his arm and blood seeped between his fingers.

      “Fuck it. Fuck it. Fuck it.” Dominic was the one shouting.

      Why wasn't he still shooting?

      Finn was dazed, not even sure where he was facing. Standing out in the open, he was an easy kill.

      Finn’s left arm hung by his side so he raised his gun with his right. He blinked and swallowed, tried to focus. He turned a laborious circle until Dominic wheeled back into his view.

      There was still a chance to kill the son-of-a-bitch.

      Finn aimed, his hand trembling. His finger twitched over the trigger as his dazed mind tried to find the command to pull it. Just when he thought he would be able to, however, he pulled his finger away.

      Finn smiled. I've got you.

      Dominic was fumbling madly in his pockets. He grinned suddenly when he managed to pull something out of his jeans, but bellowed when he dropped whatever it was onto the floor. “Damn it, no. No!”

      Finn marched across the road, his gun held casually by his side.

      “Damn it! Damn it!” Dominic tried to kneel and pick up the bullet he’d dropped, but his leg was so heavily bandaged that he was struggling. It was like watching a one-year-old try to pick up a crayon.

      And like a one-year-old, Dominic was defenceless.

      Finn felt fire in his lungs as he strode towards the man he hated.

      Dominic finally got his fingers pinched around the bullet and grunted with relief.  He threaded it into the open chamber of his revolver.

      Finn picked up his pace.

      Stumbling onto his knees and panicking, Dominic closed the gun chamber and brought the weapon up to fire.

      Finn brought his knee up crushed the kneeling monster's face. The sound of cartilage shattering was sublime.

      Dominic sprawled backwards into the rubble, blood exploding from his face. The revolver slipped from his fingers and fell amongst the debris. Minty shouted nearby, but all Finn heard was the thudding of his own heart.

      Dominic scrambled away like a wounded crab.

      Finn stood over him. “That’s the problem with those shitty, backroom-of-the-bar, antique revolver’s little boys like you like to run around with,” Finn, savoured the moment, “only six bullets.” He pointed his own gun in Dominic’s face. “I always go automatic.”

      Dominic spat blood. “Who… who the f-f-fuck are you?”

      “I’m a brother. A big brother who left his sister for monsters like you to prey upon. A big brother who wasn’t there when he should have been. I'm also the man who is going to kill you.”

      Dominic tried to claw his way up, but couldn't. He slumped against the burned timbers and grunted. “You’re Marie’s mad Mick of a brother, aren’t you? She told me about you. Said you were a goddamn terrorist. She was scared of you, mate.”

      Finn growled. Then stamped on Dominic’s wounded leg. The monster cried out like a kitten. “Y-You fucking psychopath.”

      “You were the one she was afraid of,” Finn raged. “You were the one who beat her. Who raped her. Who left her body in ruins.”

      Dominic chuckled despite the blood choking him. “Bitch liked it rough.”

      “You're a monster.”

      “I’m Dominic Cassell, so go fuck yourself, you stupid fucking Mick.”

      “Getting real tired of people calling me that.” Finn raised the gun again and pointed it at Dominic’s forehead.

      Dominic spat more blood. “Just get it fucking over with. You say I'm a monster, but your sister told me the things you did. Said you blew up post offices and schools. A little girl died. You're the monster.” He took a breath, spat some blood away. Then laughed weakly, “Even despite that, it was you she threatened me with when I gave her the last beating. Said 'my big brother will make you pay.' I laughed because I thought she meant that pussy, Clive. Guess she got the last laugh, huh?”

      Finn shook his head slowly. “She's not laughing. She's dead.”

      The shot echoed through the burnt-out building.

      The bullet struck Finn with such force that it launched him forwards onto his hands and knees. His palm slashed open on a twisted nail poking out from a half-burned timber, but the pain seemed far away. All the strength went out of him at once, and he collapsed onto his side in the building’s charred remains.

      “Dad, are you okay?”

      Dominic's jaw fell open as he looked across the road. “Fucking ‘ell, Mikey, is that you?”
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      Finn lay dying in the rubble, watching.

      “You left me stuck in the flat, dad.”

      Dominic pulled himself up to sitting. “I know, son, I had some complications to take care of. The Beverley’s hit us hard. How are things back at the Hobby?”

      Minty shrugged. “They were okay when I left, but that was a day and a half ago. I found mum in the bedroom.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. You know what she was like. Went off her head when the drugs dried up. I was just defending myself. I told you that before I left. She okay?”

      Minty shook his head and knelt down beside Wonder Mutt, stroking the animal as if to calm his nerves. “She cried out after you left for hours. When I found her she was dead. I never got to see her, dad. You locked me up while she was dying.”

      “Are you fucking crying on me, son?”

      Minty wiped his cheek. “I just keep seeing her face.”

      “Don’t be a bloody pussy, Mikey. Help me up. I just lost two of my boys, and I need to get back to the Hobby before I lose any more.”

      “What's it even matter? Everyone is going to die soon, anyway.”

      “Get me the fuck up before I give you a bloody mouth.”

      Minty reached down and helped his father up. Finn stayed still in the rubble. His entire body was numb, so it wasn't difficult. He was dying.

      I’m sorry, Marie.

      Wherever you are, I'm sure I won’t be joining you.

      Dominic leered down at Finn. With his broken nose rapidly swelling he looked like a demon. Finn considered playing dead, but it was already obvious he was still alive. “Fucker broke my nose. How'd you end up with him?”

      “He’s just some guy,” said Minty. “He came to the pub looking for you.”

      “Did you know the bird as well?” He nodded at Katie who was lying nearby with one of her legs folded beneath her.

      Minty nodded. “Yeah, she was nice.”

      “Now she’s worm food, stupid bitch. Come on, son, let’s put this muppet out of his misery and get back to the boozer. I’m going to need your help. That fucker messed up my leg even worse. We're ditching that fucking mongrel too. Thing bit me, so you're lucky I don't ring its neck. Should ring all your necks.” He spat blood at Finn. Finn was too weak to even flinch.

      Minty made eye-contact with Finn and a flicker of guilt in his expression made him look away. “Can’t we just leave Finn here? He thought you killed his sister. You didn’t though, right? You told me Marie ran away because you were finished with her.”

      “What do you fucking care?” Dominic growled. “Stop pissing and moaning like a woman. Don’t make me beat the life out of you like I did your stupid mother.”

      “Dad, why do you hurt women?”

      Dominic backhanded his son across the mouth. Like his father, Minty ended up spitting blood. “Don’t you dare question me, boy. I don't owe you a fucking thing.”

      Dominic kicked Wonder Mutt, making the dog yelp and howl. Then he turned and stood over Finn, shaking his head. “Never have kids, mate.” He grabbed a length of still-intact timber from the ashes and held it over Finn’s skull. “Bad luck, Mick. You almost got me.”

      “Dad, please! Just leave him.”

      Dominic sneered. “Not a chance.”

      Finn closed his eyes.

      Click!

      Dominic still held the length of timber in his hands—had been about to smash it down on Finn’s forehead—but now he turned around in silence. Minty stood before him, terror etched across his face. “Did you just pull the trigger on me, boy?”

      Minty pulled the trigger again. And again. His face fell as he realised the revolver was empty.

      Like father like son.

      Dominic sneered. “You must have missed the bit where I ran out of bullets, you stupid little prick. You're dead.”

      Dominic punched his son hard in the face and sent him sprawling like a ragdoll to the ground. Finn winced, but used the distraction to try to unbury himself from the rubble.

      Every movement hurt, and he had to bite down on his lip to keep from screaming out, but he was gradually able to get control of his body again.

      Minty wailed and called out for help, but none would come. Dominic bore down on his son, ready to strike again. “The world is over, Mikey,” he said. “Only the strong get to live. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead already, and you have the sodding balls to pull the trigger on me?”

      “Please, Dad. I'm sorry!”

      Finn tried to pull himself up. If he could just get behind Dominic and hit him with something.

      But it wasn’t going to happen. As much as he fought, he moved at a snail’s pace. Even if he could climb up, he was too dizzy to stand. He heaved himself forward a few inches, but then his arms failed him, and he collapsed back onto his side.

      He was screwed.

      And so was Minty.

      Finn blinked, hating himself for failing the one chance he had to do something good.

      It had been his last chance.

      A way to put that little girl behind him. The little girl who had died of internal bleeding even after he had carried her out of the wreckage. It was the last person he ever killed on behalf of the IRA. The reason his next bomb had been an intentional dud. The reason Chris Adams had stalked him across the city with a gang of his former brothers.

      He was going to die with nothing but blood on his soul. When he finally stood before the golden gates, he would lack a single honourable deed to beg access with.

      Hell waited to claim him.

      Then Finn saw it. A way out.

      Glinting amongst the rubble like a beacon of hope was his automatic pistol. It poked out from beneath a blackened shelving unit where he had dropped it when Minty shot him.

      Dominic kicked Minty in the guts as he tried to clamber to his feet, forcing the air from his small lungs in a gigantic howl.

      Finn reached out for his gun, every muscle crying out in protest. Inch by inch, his fingertips stretched towards it.

      “Dad, please…”

      Dominic kicked his son again. And Again. He was killing the kid. His own blood.

      “Come on,” Finn told himself. His fingertips wiggled and stretched. As much as he strained, he could not make that final inch he needed to get the gun. It was just out of reach.

      His body would move no further.

      No. Come on. Please God.

      Something beneath Finn shifted and fell. All of a sudden, his body slid to one side and a whole pile of debris moved.

      His hand found the gun. Thank you, God!

      Or was that you, Marie?

      Dominic grabbed a length of copper piping poking out of a toppled brick wall and yanked it free. The end was sharp, and he held it over his shoulder like a javelin. He glared at Minty. “See you in Hell, son.”

      “Hey, Asshole,” Finn shouted.

      Dominic spun around, almost tripped as Wonder Mutt tangled in his feet.

      “This is for Marie.” Finn pulled the trigger. The bullet tore through the knee of Dominic’s good leg, and he dropped to the ground screaming. “Stupid Cockney.”

      Finn slumped back into the rubble, gasping. It took almost two minutes before he was able to move again. Agonisingly, he dragged himself towards a nearby shelving unit and climbed it until he was almost on his feet. The whole while Dominic continued to writhe and scream, clutching his knee and bellowing obscenities. Finn ignored the man's agony and instead checked himself over. He’d been shot. Twice. The first time by Dominic had been a flesh wound to his left tricep, but the second bullet—fired by Minty—had struck his back and come out his front. The exit wound was still bleeding.

      The kid's messed me up bad.

      Minty wept amongst the debris, his skinny body curled up like a foetus. Wonder Mutt sat dutifully by his side, ears pricked up as if waiting for assistance.

      “Hey, kid. It’s okay,” Finn called out. “You can get up.”

      Minty lifted his head like a newly hatched bird. “You're going to kill me.”

      Finn shook his head. “No.”

      Gingerly, Minty pulled himself up, still sobbing as he favoured his ribs. His lips had swollen into thick purple sausages from Dominic’s fist crushing against them.

      Finn held onto the shelving unit while his head swirled. “Fuck me, I feel like a mule kicked me.”

      Minty started crying, hysterically now. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please don’t shoot me, Finn.”

      Finn looked at the gun in his hand and let it fall to his side. The weight of it had suddenly become heavy. “I’m not going to shoot you, brother. And if I did, it wouldn’t be in the back.”

      “You were going to kill my dad.” Minty wiped away a stream of snot with the back of his hand. “I told you not to kill him.”

      Finn huffed. “Excuse me if I don’t label you a hypocrite, but I seem to recall you pulling the trigger yourself.”

      Minty shook his head and stared at Katie's body amongst the blackened debris. “I thought he’d be proud of me,” he muttered. “I thought he killed my mum by accident, but you heard him. He killed Katie and your sister too. He was a monster.”

      Finn looked down at Dominic and felt sick to his stomach. He should never have let him take Katie. He should never have allowed her to sacrifice herself like that.

      I should have done something sooner.

      It’s all because of Dominic.

      But Finn knew that it had really started with him. His sister's death could be traced back to the day she stood there with her dolly begging her big brother not to abandon her.

      “You can kill him now,” said Minty, tears streaming down his cheeks. “You can kill my dad.”

      Finn pushed himself away from the rubble and was able to stand on his own. He stumbled over to Dominic and took a closer look at the man. Instead of shouting out curses, Dominic gritted his teeth and said nothing at all. Finn knew he was trying to keep his dignity before he died.

      This is it. The reason I'm here instead of at home with Ma and Clive.

      I made a promise.

      Finn felt the weight of the gun in his hand and let it drop into the rubble.

      “I don't understand,” said Minty. “What are you doing?”

      “Breaking a promise. And keeping another.”

      Finn threaded his way through the rubble and limped out into the road. A blood trail stained the ground behind him and his vision twinkled with inky stars. Death was coming for him. He didn’t want to give another minute to hate. Dominic could live or die; he didn’t care anymore.

      No one had any time left.

      The final moments were perhaps the only ones that had ever mattered. Finn was glad not to spend them killing.

      “Where are you going?” Minty called after him.

      “Just somewhere.”

      “Can I come?”

      Finn stopped and turned around to face the child who had shot him. “Yes,” he said. “Of course you can come. Bring the dog, too.”
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      By the time they reached the woods at the end of the industrial road, Finn could no longer walk on his own. Minty had to prop him up and help him with every step. Wonder Mutt had to keep waiting for them to catch up.

      Minty knew Finn was dying.

      And he knew it was his fault.

      I shot him in the back. Why did I do that?

      Because I thought I was supposed to save my dad.

      I didn’t see the man who was really looking after me.

      Minty kept wanting to sob and cry, but every time he even so much as attempted to apologise, Finn would tell him to be quiet. The man didn’t seem to mind that he was dying, he just wanted to get to where he was going. Which turned out to be that patch of woodland they had seen before finding Dominic.

      “That’s it, I knew I could get there,” said Finn. “Thanks, Minty. Just help me over to that log over there.”

      Minty carried Finn over to a fallen tree and eased him down. The log was thick, but Minty knew nothing about trees to know what it was.

      “It’s an oak tree,” said Finn, as if reading his mind. “Some of them live for hundreds of years. Even they can’t survive with so little sun.”

      Minty looked at Finn. Although he was still alive, Finn’s mind seemed far away.

      “And that’s a willow tree,” said Finn. “We have those back home in Ireland. There must be a stream nearby because they like the wet.  And I think… yes, that over there is an alder.”

      Minty frowned. “How you know so much about trees?”

      Finn seem to come back to reality and smiled. He looked at Minty as he spoke. “Marie and I used to spend all our time in the woods when I was about your age. We used to borrow nature books from the library and try to identify all the insects and trees we could find. It was the last time I was ever happy, Minty. Almost forty, and I stopped being happy at twelve. I feel her here, though, you know? If there’s one place I can let go of everything, it’s here amongst the trees. It’s more than I deserve.”

      Minty sat down on the log beside Finn. “I’m sorry about Marie.”

      “Me too.”

      Minty stroked Wonder Mutt on the head as he thought about things. “I know you didn’t save Marie, but you saved me, Finn. And Wonder Mutt. We were both suffering until you came and rescued us. I think that God judges us on who we are when we die, not who we were before.”

      Finn laughed, but there was no humour in it. “You know who I was before, Minty? I was a guy who set bombs and walked away. What kind of a coward does that? I only came here to escape my boss who wanted me dead—just wanted to save my own worthless arse.”

      “You could have gone anywhere,” said Minty. “You came home to your family.”

      “I had nowhere else to go. Maybe I just wanted to see a friendly face before I went to Hell, but instead, I found my sister’s body. For the best. I don’t think she would recognise me anymore. The last job I did for my boss killed a girl about your age, Minty. Her name was Jenny. I tried to save her, but it made no difference. I see her face every time I close my eyes.” He started to cry. “Every night she presses her soft cheek against mine and asks me why I do such wicked things, and every night I can’t give her an answer. Part of me looks forward to this all being over, but what’s coming next for me has to be worse. I know it.”

      “Maybe there’s just nothing,” said Minty. It was an idea he had tried to ignore, but every now and then the despair of impending nothingness crept in and smothered him. Now that it was so close it was almost debilitating. “Perhaps being dead is like before we’re born, you know? We can’t even think about it. You try to grasp a glimpse from before your birth, but all you see is black. Maybe all you have to worry about is darkness.”

      Finn smiled. His face had turned pale, even beneath the film of ash and sweat. “You think? You think it will be peaceful?”

      Minty hated to admit it, but he nodded. “I think peace is probably all there is.”

      “Are you scared, kid?”

      “Terrified,” he admitted. Finn had begun to tilt on the log. Blood drip-dripped from his lower back to the crisp leaves below. He didn’t have long left. “I’m scared of being alone at the end.”

      Finn’s eyes moved, but the rest of his body stayed still. “You won’t be alone, kid.”

      And then Finn told him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Finn had died less than two minutes later, slumping sideways onto the log and rolling off onto the floor. Minty placed him on his back and covered him in leaves beneath the willow tree. Wonder Mutt gave him a lick goodbye.

      Then Minty had set off, leaving the woods and the dead Irishman behind him. He walked quickly through the shadowy industrial estate, anxious without an adult to protect him. He thought about Edward back at the police station and wondered how many more monsters like him lurked close by. Wonder Mutt couldn’t fight off them all. The streets remained quiet though, and when he reached the end of the road, he saw that they would never be busy again.

      The horizon seemed to shimmer like a haze over a hot road. Something rose several feet above the landscape, almost hovering. Something dark and grey.

      Wonder Mutt yipped.

      The tar had arrived.

      The edges of Minty’s world began to roll inwards, and he watched in horrified amazement as a distant tower block began to lean perilously as its base turned to viscous ooze. People screamed, far off, but no one came his way. He knew that people would begin to run soon, but it would be pointless. Why not stand and accept their fate now? The world had mere hours remaining—who wanted to stick around for that?

      Yet, Minty turned away from the disappearing horizon and went the other way. He didn’t want to be alone at the end.

      So he kept walking, Wonder Mutt beside him. He passed by Latif’s, but didn’t check to see if his father still lay amongst the rubble. An hour later he passed by the Hobby Horse, and saw the men still inside. The Beverley Brothers hadn’t hit them. They would die anyway. He could warn them how close death was, but he owed them nothing. He didn’t want to be alone, but neither did he want to be with any of them.

      So Minty kept walking. He tried to remember the directions Finn had given him with his dying breaths, but wasn’t sure he was going the right way. It wasn’t until he spotted an old lady and a man out on their front lawn that he started to have hope. When the old woman looked at him and spoke with an Irish accent, he knew he was in the right place.

      We both ended up with families we didn’t deserve, said Finn. But for different reasons.

      “Can I help ye, lad?” the old woman said.

      “My name is Mikey. I think I met your son, Finn?”

      The old woman looked at the man stood with her and they exchanged a sad glance. “Aye, Finley is my boy. Don’t suppose he’ll be following along shortly?”

      Mikey shook his head sadly. “He wanted me to tell you that it’s done.”

      The old woman nodded her head, tears in her eyes. “Thank you, lad. Would you and your doggie like to stay and have a bite to eat?”

      Minty swallowed. “The tar is coming. It’ll be here in hours.”

      “Then we should eat fast.”

      The man, who Mikey assumed was Clive chuckled and gave his mother a quick hug. “I hope my brother didn’t cause you too much grief, kid.”

      Kid.

      Mikey shook his head. “He saved me.”

      That seemed to make both of them happy. The old woman motioned for Mikey and Wonder Mutt to join them, and as he took the few steps to cross the lawn with Wonder Mutt in tow, he saw a mound of dirt with a shovel sticking out of it. Marie. He really had liked her.

      You deserve a family like mine, Finn had said. And they deserve a son like you. Go, be with them.

      Mikey gathered Wonder Mutt and went inside with the two strangers who would be his family for the next few hours. Suddenly, he didn’t feel quite so afraid. Soon the darkness would come for him, but he would not be alone.
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        Hey, Reader. So you got to the end of my book. I hope that means you enjoyed it. Whether or not you did, I would just like to thank you for giving me your valuable time to try and entertain you. I am truly blessed to have such a fulfilling job, but I only have that job because of people like you; people kind enough to give my books a chance and spend their hard-earned money buying them.  For that I am eternally grateful.

        

        If you would like to find out more about my other books then please visit my website for full details. You can find it at:

      

      
        www.iainrobwright.com. 

      

      
        Also feel free to contact me on Facebook, Twitter, or email (all details on the website), as I would love to hear from you.

         

        If you enjoyed this book and would like to help, then you could think about leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else that readers visit.  The most important part of how well a book sells is how many positive reviews it has, so if you leave me one then you are directly helping me to continue on this journey as a fulltime writer.  Thanks in advance to anyone who does.  It means a lot.
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      I am so lucky to have the career that I do. Writing books for a living has always been my dream, and actually doing it is more than I deserve. It is with that deep-felt gratitude that I endeavour to assist  fellow authors at various stages of their career. I am fortunate enough to have relationships with literary giants right through to  virgin pen-smiths preparing to take their very first leaps from their cloying nests into the great vast unknown of book publishing. I help them as others have helped me.

      To follow are several short stories from some of my colleagues; some established, some not—all passionate and hard working. I hope that you enjoyed my story; here are some more for you to enjoy from other sick minds…

      Enjoy!

      

      Iain Rob Wright
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        BOOK SUMMARY

        Steven had a fear similar to countless others.

        

        Amber was his life and the move to a new house was going to be a new start.

        

        Who would have thought that walking the dog would change his life…….
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      The house itself was lovely; they had both fallen in love with it instantly. The spacious rooms, big driveway and huge back garden overlooking trees and fields were bliss compared to the previous property. Neighbours were too close and the constant noise of traffic eventually became irritating. It had started out fine and they put up with it, but over time they decided on a bit of serenity. Just outside of town was ideal for them both.

      Amber was the artistic type who loved the peace and quiet to allow her creative mind to flow and Steven just liked being away from the “buzz” of town life. There was also the relief that they could let their dog Broxy free in the garden without the fear of him escaping into someone else’s property. The house had been for sale for a couple of years and they had passed it several times whilst out walking the dog, dreaming about the day they could afford such a place. That time had finally come. There was one thing that Steven wasn’t sure about but he thought it was too trivial to voice so he kept it to himself.

      It was Steven’s turn to take Broxy on a walk, a job that used to be an enjoyable experience. Staring at the darkness that surrounded the house though, that enjoyable event seemed a lifetime ago. He couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment when the fear of the dark had filled him but over the years it had grown, and now, staring out of the window, he felt it would cripple him. He had managed to hide his anxiety from Amber thanks to the well-lit area surrounding the previous house. Now, he had to admit it or face it. His male pride wouldn’t allow him to tell Amber his irrational fear so he had to face up to it. Just himself with a torch, Broxy- his trusted protector, and whatever lay in the darkness.

      Anything could be out there.

      Anything….

      Steven forced himself off the sofa and through to the hall where the footwear was stored. Grabbing his jacket from the hanger and a torch from the cupboard, he sat on the bottom step of the stairs to tie the laces on his walking shoes. Jacket on, shoes on and torch ready, he made his way through to the living room and called to his dog. Reluctantly Broxy stood up, shook his collar and glared at Steven. Attaching the lead to Broxy’s collar, he shouted to Amber that he would be back soon, and made his way towards the front door.

      Amber was glued to the TV watching her favourite program and barely acknowledged them leaving.

      The security light at the front of the house lit up the drive as Steven and Broxy moved into the sensor’s range. They made it to the end of the drive before the light disappeared and plunged them into darkness. A flush of panic raced through Steven’s body as his heart began thumping in his chest. He fumbled for the torch in his pocket and flicked the switch to ON, shining it round about himself to chase away the images his imagination was conjuring up.

      The torch was pretty powerful and lit the way for a short distance before, what appeared to be a wall of darkness, abruptly stopped it. Broxy was already across the road doing his business in the grass, oblivious to his owners increasing panic. Sweeping the light beam left and right, Steven forced his breathing to slow down before tugging at Broxy’s lead so he would follow him along the road.

      The weather was pleasant with a slight breeze rustling the leaves and bushes. The moon would peek out from the clouds then disappear again as if spying on Steven’s progress. That wasn’t what was giving Steven a chill though. The feeling that himself and his trusted companion were alone in the world was doing a good job all on its own.
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      Walking along the road, the sound of his own boots and the long empty road seemed to cause an effect that, Steven thought, sounded as if someone was following him. It was all in his head though……surely. He dared not turn around just in case there was something there and felt ridiculous that a grown man could feel such a way. Broxy continued to pull on the lead, practically dragging Steven forward, which pleased him in a way as the walk would finish slightly quicker that way.

      Coming up to a bend in the road, he turned to head up towards a farm. The farmhouse stood like an oppressing figure watching him, daring him to continue his journey. He could see that no lights were on which unnerved him as he thought at this time of night there should be someone about. Approaching the house he could see barns littered behind it, no animals appeared to be stirring. The silence was suffocating.

      Must be out in the field

      Swinging the torch left to right and back again, he surveyed the fields as far as the light would reach. He could see a few sheep lying on the grass, not even a flicker of movement as the light glanced over them. Broxy slowed his pace as they passed the field. Eventually he stopped, eyes glued to the sheep.

      “Come on Brox, leave them to sleep” Steven muttered, tugging the lead to hurry Broxy along. The dog finally relented, but it took a bit of persuading. He carried on along the road waving the torch slowly back and forward while Broxy had slowed right down and was now alongside him.

      Halfway there Steven thought. Why was I so worried?

      Rounding the corner past the field, the road straightened out for, what seemed like, eternity. He continued along the road with Broxy picking up a bit of pace moving slightly ahead of him.

      In the distance something caught Steven’s attention, a light on the horizon shined in the darkness. A split second later he heard the faint rumblings of an engine and his brain made the connection. As the light and noise got closer he found a suitable patch of grass to stand on. He pulled Broxy onto the side with him. The car slowed as it passed and the driver stuck his hand in the air as a thank you. Steven returned the gesture then stepped back onto the road. As the car disappeared into the distance behind him, he suddenly became aware of how quiet it was. The breeze had died down so there were no rustling leaves and no birds made a noise. Just silence all around. Broxy seemed to notice a shift in the atmosphere as well, stopping right next to Steven with his ears down low.

      Pointing the torch forward, Steven had to practically drag Broxy out of his daze and back along the route. Usually it was the other way around, but something had changed tonight. Steven gulped and a chill ran up his spine. He needed to get Broxy back on track and head home before his fear crushed him. Up ahead, a forest seemed to provide an eerie looking archway into which the road continued. The darkness looked impenetrable.
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      Edging closer to the intimidating archway, a slight noise to Steven’s right startled him. It sounded as if it came from behind the hedge. He swung the torch in that direction immediately but couldn’t see anything. Standing staring at the hedge he found he couldn’t actually move, frozen with fear at the sudden break in silence. Steven held his breath and waited for another noise but nothing came. It took all his might to turn and move his feet one in front of the other when another noise sounded. Closer this time. Broxy stood still with his ears up straight, staring at the hedge.

      “Broxy, come here,” Steven said in a hushed voice.

      In his mind he didn’t want to alert the mystery to their presence, although in reality he knew that it was too late for that. He tugged Broxy’s lead. Broxy remained defiant and pulled back then stopped once the strain was even.

      WOOF!

      The bark nearly caused Steven’s heart to stop; the sudden noise was like a gunshot in the silence that surrounded them. Such a fright that Steven got, he pulled on the lead hard managing to pull Broxy away from the hedge. Whatever was there must have got an equally big scare and ran, judging from the many noises that ran along the hedgerow. Broxy pulled at the lead again, eager to give chase, but Steven held firm and eventually managed to calm him down.

      Carrying on along the road, Steven cursed himself for getting such a start. Especially since it was most likely a rabbit that had caused them both to stop and stare. Broxy seemed to be back to himself, dodging back and forward across the road at the different smells that entered his nostrils. The forest was edging closer and looked quite foreboding but knowing that home wasn’t too far away Steven had plucked up some extra courage to get through this next “obstacle”. Broxy on the other hand, hadn’t. Stopped in the middle of the road, ears pinned back and teeth showing, he refused to move. Even a sharp tug on the lead didn’t persuade him. Steven took a few steps towards Broxy and got down on one knee to stroke his head. Broxy ignored him, his eyes never wavering from the dark void where the road disappeared into the trees.

      “Broxy! Brox!” Steven said loudly, trying to break his companion’s gaze, but nothing seemed to work. Broxy had been a rescue dog and his recall had never been that great since they got him, but Steven thought there was nothing else for it. He unclipped the lead from Broxy’s collar.

      The second the lead was off Broxy let out a small whimper and then turned and ran back the way they had just came. Steven was still down on one knee, shocked at the sudden exertion of energy that Broxy displayed and barely able to register what happened. It took Steven a few seconds to stand up, but when he did he started shouting for Broxy to come back. Shining the torch in the direction the dog had ran, he noticed there was no sign of him. No noise, nothing. The sudden feeling of isolation dawned on him and his imagination began to run in overdrive. That was when panic set in.

      Swinging the torch left and right sharply, not focusing on any one thing in particular, he suddenly turned to the road that disappeared into the woods. Remembering Broxy’s intense stare, he shined the light towards the darkness to see if he could identify what had triggered the strange reaction from the dog. The light didn’t seem to help; it lit up the entrance slightly, but quickly disappeared and failed to penetrate the rest of the darkness.

      Silence all around, it was as if time had frozen. Nothing moved and Steven felt as if he was stranded on Earth all alone. Breaking free of his trance, he was about to turn back to search for Broxy when a noise caught his attention. He struggled to place the sound, but it wasn’t something his mind could identify. It was like a low rumbling sound, almost a growl but not quite. It had certainly broken the silence and turned Steven’s blood to ice. His heart started to race and felt as if it was about to leap out of his chest, but he managed to keep his shaky hand in the general direction of the entrance.

      What was that? Did something just move?

      At the same point his mind asked the question, the branches began to slowly move and Steven could hear- what sounded like feet moving through mud. Another growl emerged from the woods but this one was louder than the last. His body nearly shut down, but a mixture of fear and curiosity ran through his body, the latter outweighing the former. Steven managed to move his left foot backwards, just a half step, ready to turn and run if something came out of the darkness but the growl died down. Curiosity was slowly gaining ground in the internal battle between itself and fear, but hadn’t won yet. His foot managed to come back level with the other one now. Screwing his eyes up to see through the light into the darkness for any sort of movement at all, he failed to see anything. He decided it was time to turn and follow Broxy’s idea, except instead of running he would back away slowly. Backing away, one shaky foot after the other, his eyes were glued to the entrance looking for any sign of movement. Steven felt as if he could have heard a pin drop he was listening that carefully. Turning around to face the way he had come, he tried to quicken his steps whilst keeping the noise down.

      SNAP!

      The noise shattered the silence causing Steven to stop mid step.

      This is it. This is the end.

      His mind conjured up horrific images from all the horror films he had seen over the years. Some abomination, government experiment, alien, monster had been living in the forest near to his new home. The split second his mind came back to reality he heard the pounding of footsteps on the road. He wasn’t sure whether to look or not. The footsteps were too close but Steven decided to turn his head anyway.

      Before his head could make it right round he felt the full force of something jump on his back and knock him to the ground. Falling forward, the torch fell from his hand and bounced on the road, the light blinking a couple of times before dying out. Screaming in pain, he could feel stabs of pain all over his back.

      Thoughts of Amber, the new house, Broxy and the future that could have been filled his mind. He’d lost himself in his thoughts but the sharp pain that registered on his neck brought him crashing back to reality. The pain was immense; it felt like sharp knives carving him up. A warm fluid ran down his top and pooled on the ground underneath him. He could feel it, a river of blood, his life draining away.

      Then suddenly it stopped.
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      The weight on his back had gone, the knives were gone but the pain persisted. Silence surrounded the countryside, and then a slight breeze rustled the hedges on either side. Puzzled by the cease of the attack his fight or flight instinct kicked in. He slowly extended his arms and tried to push himself up off the tarmac. Pain shot through his body like a fire running through his veins. The effort it took to lift those few inches off the ground was immense. He had to lower himself back down and rest. He tried again after a few deep breaths. Only this time when he tried he heard something behind him.

      Or is it my imagination?

      He froze for what seemed like eternity but never heard anything else. He resumed his push up.

      Suddenly, a deep growl came from behind him. He couldn’t tell how far away it was, but he knew it didn’t matter. He wasn’t surviving this. As Steven accepted his fate, a long sigh left his body before agony shot through his right leg. Suddenly he was being dragged backwards towards the dark entrance.

      Broxy had been right to run; I should have done the same

      That was Steven’s last thought before unconsciousness took him.
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      Amber had started to pace the floor by the time she checked her watch and realised Steven and Broxy weren’t back yet. She knew Steven’s secret even though he tried to hide it, but his body language couldn’t lie. She never mentioned anything to him, instead waiting for him to reveal it in his own time, if at all. She didn’t want him to feel embarrassed if she brought the subject up and knew that male pride would probably kick in and he would deny it anyway.

      “He wouldn’t be out this long with the dog,” she muttered to no-one.

      Just as Amber finished the sentence she thought she heard a noise at the back door. Almost like a scratching noise. She turned to face the kitchen, making her way slowly across the living room. The scratching noise gained intensity and volume as she got to the kitchen. Amber stared at the back door, not sure what to do. Her brain couldn’t quite work out what the noise was. It was as if lots of rats were trying to scratch their way through the door.

      As her hand was reaching to the handle, her heart was thumping so hard she thought it would burst out of her chest. Her hand rested on the handle for a few seconds before slowly applying pressure downward. The creak of the brass door handle cut through her. Before the handle was fully down, the door burst open giving Amber such a shock that she stumbled backwards and fell over.

      Before her body could compose itself, a black blur flashed by her. She thought she recognised it.

      “Broxy….?”

      The dog had sprinted through the kitchen, paws struggling to gain grip on the smooth lino and skidded into the living room. Immediately Broxy was up, gave himself a shake and ran for the sofa, making his way behind it. After a few seconds of shock Amber stood up, legs still shaking and headed slowly to the living room gently cooing Broxy’s name in a bid to coax him out.

      “What happened Brox?” Amber asked, as if expecting the dog to magically start talking to her.

      Broxy didn’t so much look at her but looked through her, as if in a trance. His body was still trembling. A chill ran up Amber’s spine.

      “Where’s Steven?” she asked, a tremble of panic coursing through the sentence.

      Amber was on her hands and knees right next to the terrified dog, trying to comfort him but he still shook. Her mind was in a daze – the need to find out where Steven was, but also to comfort Broxy at the same time.

      With her mobile in hand, Amber dialled Steven’s number. Somewhere nearby she could hear the annoying pop ringtone he seemed to love so much. With a blaze of panic flowing through her body, she instantly darted out the back door, assuming Steven to be there wondering why she was in such a state. That mental image disappeared as soon as she stepped outside and realised he wasn’t actually there. The ringtone continued to ring as she slowly realised that it was actually inside the house. Turning back into the kitchen she spotted his phone lighting up in the corner of the worktop.

      Fuck!

      She stood up quickly and rushed through to the hall to get her trainers and jacket. Slipping her trainers on and zipping up her jacket, she made her way through to the kitchen drawer looking for the spare lead in a vain attempt to convince Broxy to go with her. As she approached the shaking dog it was obvious that that wasn’t going to happen.

      “It’s OK Brox, you stay here.”

      Broxy let out a whine as Amber headed towards the front door.

      Stepping out into the darkness, it suddenly dawned on her that she had forgotten a torch. Turning round to open the door, the security light came to life and cut through the darkness, lighting up the driveway.

      Better get one anyway

      Opening the door, she headed through to the kitchen and the drawer that contained the random items that always came in handy. At the back she found the torch. Clicking the button twice the beam flashed on then off. She decided to look in on Broxy so stuck her head into the living room – he still hadn’t moved from behind the sofa but seemed to be shaking slightly less.  His sad eyes that pierced into her didn’t bring her any relief though.

      The security light was already off by the time Amber went back outside but it came straight back on as soon as she was detected like a guardian bathing her in a protective glow. She headed down to the end of the drive clicking the torch on before the security light decided to switch itself off again.

      The dark had never bothered Amber before, but the silence in the air as she stood wondering which way to go unnerved her. She expected to hear birds tweeting or even crickets in the fields nearby.

      But there was nothing.

      Pull yourself together Amber.

      Having had a look at the surrounding area prior to putting an offer on the house, Amber knew there was a house nearby, what looked like a farmhouse. She faced that direction and decided to head that way.
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      Making her way along Dobson Lane, Amber couldn’t help but feel intimidated by the silence. Not even the wind rustled the leaves.

      Where is all the wildlife?

      She whispered Steven’s name as she walked, flicking the torch left and right to check the nearby ditches, checking to see if he was lying somewhere injured. She didn’t feel confident enough to shout Steven’s name, some primal feeling about making herself known to whatever lay in wait in the darkness.

      Fucking hell Amber, stop being ridiculous.

      “Steven!”

      The word was out before she had time to suppress it, taking her by surprise. She stopped and looked around for any sign of him, straining to concentrate her hearing on the smallest noise.

      Still nothing.

      Amber resumed her journey along the road, nearing the corner that turned up towards the farmhouse. She could see the dark outline from where she stood and noticed no lights were on.

      Jesus, please let someone be in.

      In the hope of being in the presence of other people, Amber quickened her pace up the slight incline in the road to get there quicker. As she reached the top she could feel her calves beginning to burn at the added energy she used. Fitness had never been her strong point.

      Approaching the house on the right hand side, it was as if someone had thrown a blanket over the fields on the left, coating them in darkness. She couldn’t see into the distance at all until the torch light cut through it. A sense of relief shot through her body as she swept the torch over the field and saw the sheep sleeping. It had been so quiet this far that it was nice to see some living creatures nearby.

      Directing the torch back round to the house, Amber set off up the road towards it.
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      Amber was aware of the noise her trainers made on the road, if you could call it that. More of a dirt track really. She kept turning her ankle on loose stones and some were accidently kicked into the nearby bushes, which caused her to stop and flash the light in that direction. A second would go by before her brain registered that it was actually her that caused it.

      The farmhouse stood on the right hand side with some dark, menacing outhouses on the left. There was no sign of life, but Amber edged closer to the house anyway. As she got closer, something didn’t quite look right with the front of the building but it took a second to figure it out, at about the same time her torch settled on the door.

      It sat slightly open.

      Looking around again, Amber shone the beam of light to either side then behind her to make sure that no-one was lurking about. She moved closer to the door, heart racing and hand shaking. Not quite sure why, but something didn’t quite feel right.

      She pushed the door open slightly and it gave a creak, causing her to wince. Not willing to fully intrude on a stranger’s property she whispered, “Hello, is anyone here?” Silence was the answer that returned so she repeated the question. The door let out a groan as she pushed it open fully and the light from her torch settled on the chaotic scene in front of her.

      Picture frames lay strewn across the floor, a side table toppled over. Glass from the picture frames glistened on the floor as the light hit them.

      Shit! Shit! Shit!

      With her feet crunching on the glass she moved further into the hall, her hand moving the torch back and forth across each wall. There were strange marks that littered the wallpaper, what looked like scratch marks. Running her fingers in the grooves they were long and quite deep.

      A shudder ran through her body.

      This isn’t good.

      “Hello? I need some assistance,” Amber whispered in a shaky voice.

      Silence.

      There was a room off to the side of the hall and, suppressing her nervousness for a second, she proceeded towards it. A step from the doorway though, as she was about to direct the beam of light into the room, a creak came from upstairs.

      She froze.

      Glued to the spot by fear Amber listened intently for another sound, but nothing came. Reluctantly she turned around towards the staircase and pointed her torch towards it. She stopped and listened again, watching and waiting for something to descend. A few minutes seemed to go by before she managed to regain control of her body from the shackles of fear and turn back to the room she initially had planned to enter.

      Amber moved forward gradually, still aware of the noise that came from upstairs, trying to watch where she put her feet. She couldn’t really avoid the glass as there was too much scattered about.

      Standing in the doorway of- what she now knew to be, the living room she could barely contain her revulsion as, what appeared to be blood, streaked across the walls and floors. The destruction appeared to carry on from the hall to this room; furniture had been toppled over, glass and bits of wood lay on the floor. Amber didn’t want to move any further, but her morbid curiosity compelled her to continue into the room. As she did so there was a smell she couldn’t quite identify, a coppery sort of scent. Heading towards the over-turned sofa, she paused for a few seconds, turning to look behind in the direction of the stairs then turned back to the sofa.

      Horror films had never bothered her, but being in this situation now felt like she had been dropped right into the middle of one and it made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      She peered over the sofa and instantly regretted it.

      A man, or what was left of him, lay spread-eagled on the floor. Deep gashes and bite marks scored his torso, several deep lines drawing blood ran over his arms. The face was the worst though; three claw marks raked across the face and an eye hung loose from its socket. The deep red hole where his throat used to be was the last straw. Amber turned and vomited, the acidy taste of bile burning her throat as it piled on the floor. Wiping her mouth with her sleeve she backed away slowly from the horrible scene and ended up in the hall again. She rested against the wall, closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      Suddenly remembering her mobile, she patted the pockets of her jacket to find it. Removing it from her pocket the screen lit up.

      No Service.

      “Of course, what else can go wrong?” she muttered to herself.

      As soon as the words left her mouth, another noise came from upstairs. Not a sound like before, more as if something was being dragged across the floor. Amber shone the light at the bottom of the staircase, staring wide eyed at what might appear. She was torn between going to investigate and getting the hell out of there. After reminding herself what happened last time curiosity got the better of her she decided to back away and leave this place. She would head back home and phone the police.

      “…elp.”

      She couldn’t be sure, but it almost sounded as if she heard someone speak.

      Shit!

      “Hello?” she whispered.

      Again, there was a noise which she couldn’t make out. Making her way cautiously towards the stairs her heart began to thump hard in her chest. When she reached the bottom step she put her left foot on it. Her right foot remained on the hall floor while she composed herself enough to climb them.

      The stairs swept round to the left and Amber tried to point her torch round the corner as much as she could from the position she was in, anything to stop from proceeding up the stairs. It was no good; she would have to go up to find the source of the noise. Moving her right foot up to the next step, she made her way up. She tried to keep her footsteps to the outside of each floorboard to minimise the creaking noises, but the farmhouse seemed reluctant to hide her presence. As she got to the top step she had a clear view of a short hallway.

      A woman sat with her back against the wall. Once again, blood streaked the walls and floor. The woman was a mess but looked as if she was breathing…..just. Short, sharp breaths escaped her mouth as her chest moved rapidly up and down.

      As Amber edged closer she could see that the woman was in a similar state to the man downstairs, but somehow was still alive. Her clothes were ripped and blood made them cling to her body. Her hand lay across her stomach in a bid to stop her intestines getting loose and spilling on the floor. It was failing.

      The woman turned her head toward Amber.

      She gasped.

      Blood covered the woman’s face but Amber could see that her cheek hung down and the inside of her mouth could be seen, teeth showing like a horrific Halloween mask. Her eyes bore into Amber and compelled her to move forward towards her. Amber did.

      “Are you OK?”

      Amber cringed as soon as the words left her mouth and she silently chastised herself.

      How stupid, of course she isn’t.

      “What happened here?”

      As the woman tried to answer, a spittle of blood dribbled from her mouth.

      “…orry…..this…..shouldn’t.…happened.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “Leave……get……safety………don’t……come…….back.”

      “You need help though”

      “No…..too late,” the woman spluttered as a cough came and blood splattered on the floor.

      “It…….come….back….you….need…….to…go”

      The woman’s breathing slowed now and Amber realised it was going to be too late to get help. She couldn’t move, mesmerised by the woman in front of her. It took a small bubble of blood to appear out of the woman’s mouth to break the spell. Amber then noticed that her chest had stopped moving.

      The house fell eerily silent once again.

      Tears formed and started to flow down Amber’s face as she realised the extent of the situation she was now in. It dawned on her that she wasn’t going to see Steven again. That conclusion was summed up by how scared Broxy was and the nightmare inside this house. She was convinced that whatever happened here, Steven was also a victim of the same fate. Amber crumpled to the floor and leaned against the wall with her head in her hands sobbing freely.
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      Amber didn’t know how long she had been there but lifted her head from her hands and wiped away the tears. She needed to get back home to call the police.

      Eventually standing up and rubbing her eyes once again she edged backwards toward the stairs, not taking her eyes off the deceased woman. She couldn’t even begin to comprehend what had caused this carnage. More blood was in this house than she had ever seen before and the chaos was as if someone was on a rampage.

      What if they are still about?

      Amber shuddered and tried to suppress the thought but now that it had made itself known it wasn’t so easy.

      Walking in a daze, she took the stairs slowly back down to the ground floor. Her eyes glanced to the living room and back again, not wishing to remind herself of the horrific scene she had stumbled upon even though she knew the image was going to be forever burnt into her mind. She headed towards the open front door.

      Before reaching the entrance she noticed another door which lay slightly ajar on the right hand side. She reached out her hand and eased it open lightly. Thankfully this one didn’t creak or groan, it swung open effortlessly but revealed an old wooden set of steps that led down into the darkness. Curiosity would not get the better of her for a third time tonight and she leaned in, grabbed the door handle and pulled it shut to its original position. She continued to the front door.

      Standing at the entrance she gazed left then right into the night, willing the light of the torch to reach further than it did. She didn’t want to go out after witnessing the aftermath of what happened in the house but she knew she had to make it back to her house.

      Not quite knowing why, Amber closed the front door as far as it would go before stepping back out onto the stony track.

      A few steps into her journey down the road there was a rustling sound behind her. Instantly she turned around shining the torch back at the house.

      Nothing moved.

      Maybe the door swung open.

      Amber took half a step backwards, still facing towards the house. Not convinced it was the door, she took another.

      And another.

      Another noise this time, but it came from over by the outhouses. She flicked the torch over in that direction and held it as steady as her hands would allow. Which wasn’t very steady. She didn’t realise it, but for a few seconds she was holding her breath, some instinct within urging her to keep quiet. Her heartbeat increased and she could feel it thudding against her chest. She was almost certain that whatever made the noise could hear it as well. There was silence now but Amber had an inexplicable feeling that she was being watched.

      By who, she didn’t know.

      She kept edging backwards down the road, as quiet and as slow as she could. Convinced she was nearly at the end of the track and onto the main road, she was about to breathe a sigh of relief when another noise stopped her in her tracks.

      A low guttural growl that seemed to increase in volume the longer it went on.

      Her breathing became rapid now. The fact the noise sounded more animal than human increased her fear to another level.

      Up ahead, just beyond the limit of the beam of light she was convinced something had moved. Not sure whether it was her imagination or not, she got her answer when a pitch black shadow seemingly carved out of the otherwise dim night, moved across and onto the track. It stopped in the middle.

      Amber would need to move forward in order to get a decent enough view of what it was, but that wasn’t going to happen. Her legs were like concrete blocks stuck to the ground.

      She didn’t have to move.

      The shadow moved forward very slightly, just to the edge of the light then stopped. Amber could see enough to bring a gasp to her mouth. Beads of sweat began to run down her forehead. Her eyes grew wide, staring at this…………….creature.

      It appeared to sit on all fours, the front two legs long and gangly with three sharp claws at the end of each. She couldn’t quite see the back ones but guessed they weren’t going to be much different. Amber’s eyes moved up the grotesque body – there didn’t appear to be any hair, just shiny, patchy skin that looked covered in contusions and sores. Four eyes glinted an amber colour from the reflection of the light. Underneath the eyes, skin seemed to have been folded back to reveal exposed flesh underneath that looked bloody and raw. A mouth full of jagged teeth pointing at different angles in the middle of the flesh.

      What the fuck…….

      Amber’s brain ran through all the animals she could think of but nothing even remotely resembled this abomination standing before her. Her eyes were glued to the creature and her lips had dried up. She thought this standoff was going to last forever.

      That was until it raised itself up on its hind legs and let out a horrific roar. It nearly doubled in size now.

      That was all Amber needed before she turned and ran.
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      Amber’s feet struggled to gain purchase on the stony track, but it wasn’t far from the main road and she scrambled there fairly quickly, adrenaline coursing through her body helping her get there. She couldn’t hear any noise behind her but dared not look round for the fear it may cause her to stumble. Sports had never been Amber’s forte and at this very moment she regretted it. That couldn’t be helped now. She had to do her best.

      Better than that, she thought, this is life or death.

      Running down the hill almost caused Amber to stumble, her legs trying to go faster than her body would allow. Breathing was getting tougher by the second and the beginning of a cramp started to run up her side. Reaching the bottom of the incline she decided to chance a look behind her.

      Nothing.

      She slowed to a stop to try and catch her breath and couldn’t help but flick the torch back and forth in a frenzy. Still she couldn’t spot the hideous thing, and that unnerved her rather than comforted her. There was no noise either though, which puzzled her more than anything. On a quiet night like tonight she expected to be able to hear it moving, even slowly. Her breath was still fast and in the silence, for a second, she wondered if she had imagined the terrifying apparition that had appeared before her.

      No, definitely not.

      If she managed to survive this night then the image would be ingrained in her memory for the rest of her days.

      Home wasn’t far away now; she had made it to the corner of the road at the bottom of the hill. On both sides of the road stood dark bushes, and now that the adrenaline seemed to be disappearing Amber didn’t fancy running for home. The fear of making too much noise was firmly in her head so she decided to move gradually, placing each step carefully in front of her.

      The breeze had picked up, hardly noticeable at first, but the rustling of the leaves startled her each time she heard it.

      Nearly there now. Nearly there.

      Amber could barely contain her excitement as she got nearer the driveway. The pillars at the end of the drive came into view first then increasingly the road leading up to the house. The security light came on as she stepped foot onto the driveway, illuminating her in the darkness.

      The bright light dazzled her as she stared at it. It was such a contrast to the darkness that had surrounded her during the night. Standing in the light she was conscious of still being out in the open and, unsure where the creature was, she made her way towards the safety of her home.

      Amber decided to head round to the back door in case the creature was somewhere out front, somehow assuming the back was safer. In a rush to go and find Steven she forgot to switch the kitchen light off which, in her current situation, was a blessing in disguise as it illuminated a portion of the garden.

      Removing the key from her pocket she tried her best to insert the key into the lock with her shaking hands. Turning the key, she couldn’t understand why it wouldn’t turn all the way. It dawned on her when she decided to try the handle and the door swung open. As well as leaving the light on she had also forgotten to lock the door.

      “Broxy, it’s me!” Amber shouted in the hope that the dog had moved and would come through. He never came though. She assumed he was still behind the sofa.

      Removing the mobile from her pocket she checked the signal.

      Two bars.

      “Thank god,” Amber sighed.

      Quickly tapping in the three nines and hitting the “Dial” button, Amber put the phone to her ear and waited impatiently for the line to be answered. Whilst listening to the ringing tone, she moved towards the door to lock it.

      “Emergency Services. Which service do you require? Fire, Police or Ambulance?” a voice said, startling Amber nearly causing her to drop the phone.

      “Erm, y-yes, Police please,” Amber replied.

      “One moment please….” The line made a funny noise as if being connected

      “Hello, where are you calling from?”

      Amber gave her address as quick as she could.

      “You need to send help now, there are some people dead and something is after me…..”

      “Calm down ma’am – can you repeat that please?”

      Just before Amber had the chance to answer, a low growling sound caught her attention. The colour drained from her face and as she turned to see where it was coming from, Broxy stuck his head round the corner of the wall with his teeth showing and hackles raised.

      “Broxy?”

      The dog seemed to be looking through Amber which unsettled her.

      “Ma’am, are you there? Ma’am?”

      Amber ignored the voice on the phone and slowly turned to see what Broxy was looking at.

      Facing the glass window of the door, she strained her eyes to see past the reflection of herself in the glass but couldn’t see anything. Edging closer to the door, a shape began to materialise. Amber froze.

      No! No! No!

      Before she had a chance to voice her fear, the shape pounced towards the door.

      SMASH!

      Hundreds of jagged bits of glass covered Amber and before she had time to react, a dark shape was before her and a sharp pain shot through her. She dropped the phone and fell to the ground. The monster was on her, tearing and biting and she knew this was the end. No-one was going to save her. Thoughts of Steven and how happy they had been when they moved here filled her head.

      “Ma’am? Hello? What’s happening?”

      An ear-piercing, inhumane scream filled the earpiece.
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      Friday 25th Sept. 2015

      

      MYSTERY AS BODIES FOUND

      By Matt Smyth – The Daily Standard

      

      Police were called to a property on the edge of town this week only to discover the body of a young woman and, what appeared to be, her dog. Police have declined to give a full statement but did say it looked like an animal attack.

      The property is not far from the notorious Dobson Farm, which has been plagued by stories and myths over the years. Sightings of strange creatures roaming the countryside have been rife in the town.

      None of which have been confirmed.
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        by Norman Turrell
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      My new home. Patrick, my cabby, peeped his horn as he drove off and I gave a smile and a wave before turning back to take it all in. Absolutely classic: thatched roof, white walls with the chimney stack on the outside, little square windows, brush leading up to trees on the hill and Muckross Lake in the background.

      'The Land of Heart's Desire.' Okay, so Yeats wasn't talking about this place but surely he of all people would understand poetic licence. I got my map out. His quote was for Sligo. Couldn't be much further away on this tiny island if you call that distance. I don't see how they can call a place so small a country being just an eighth the size of Texas. Never liked Texas mind; not many New Yorker's do. Anyway, all of that is far away. It's time to immerse myself in my roots.  

      The skies didn't look quite so beautiful and I thought it might be best to get my bags moved in. The door wasn't locked and when I entered I saw why; pretty basic. Just the one room to live in with a rough stone floor and a huge blackened hearth. I guessed why the bed was set against the wall closest to the fire and that would be useful; it was still pretty chilly these March nights and no central heating here. But the desk was perfect, set in front of a window looking out onto the lake. I picked up a note left for me.

      'Welcome to your holiday home, Mr Devlin. You'll have read all the essential information I sent you about how to get on. I'm afraid the generator is acting up and I've asked my son, Conall, to pop over and have a look at it. He's a good lad, but a bit forgetful.

      Someone will help you from the village if he's tardy. I hope you'll have a pleasant stay. 

      Mrs McGuire.'

      The windows didn't let in much light and the sun would be down soon enough. I tried the old brown Bakelite light switch, following the line of the wires running up the wall to the bulb hanging bare in the centre of the ceiling. It gave a flickering tease, just to give me hope, then failed.

      I sighed instinctively, but actually, that's just fine; it'll all add to the atmosphere. I had to duck down to go through the doorway into the kitchen. The small extra area was tacked on to the side of the house and I wondered how long the original builders had taken to think of that good idea. It had a bench with a camping stove and gas canister, a metal sink which had seen better days, and a shelf with a couple of pans, plates and bowls. I'd memorised Mrs McGuire's inventory, sitting in my apartment in Manhattan, excited about my trip, so I knew there were candles in the draw and oil lamps in the cupboard. Something told me the generator behaviour might not have been unexpected.

      By the time the light had faded I had strategic lighting in place and the great satisfaction of smoke rising from the pile of wood and paper in the fireplace after the challenge of the damp matches. I took out my notebook and wrote 'matches' at the top of my shopping list. I'd take a trek to the village in the morning. Two miles is not a stroll for a city boy. I'd persuaded myself not to get a hire car as the temptation to go sightseeing would be great and that wasn't the goal. The pen in my hand had reminded me. Writing.

      Okay, so I'm no Martin Amis, but I have my dreams. I'd a couple of respectable competition near misses on my author C.V. and maybe that short story wasn't a dead duck. Just unlucky to choose seventeen foolish publishers in a row. I carried a lantern over to the desk and got out my beautiful new, leather bound writing book, fountain pen and ink. I sat up straight in the seat and looked out the window. Pitch black, overcast night. I opened the cover of the book to a pristine white page and looked at it. I unscrewed the end of the fountain pen and checked the ink. All good. I looked at the page again. I got out my rough notes and flicked through some of the ramblings I'd scribbled on the plane. I looked out of the window at the blackness. I looked at the clean, blank page. Maybe it was time for dinner.

      

      The morning was cold. I pulled the woollen blanket up over my head and wondered how long I would be able to ignore the call of nature that had woken me. It had to be faced. I jumped out of the bed and grabbed my coat. I shivered as I pulled on my boots. A couple lessons learned for my next night: bank up the fire before dropping off and see if I can find a suitable container to act as an indoor toilet. This morning, since I was up, it would be the outdoor option. Full bladder and brisk though it was, I had to stop and gaze out over the lake. No wonder so many poets came from Ireland.

      I felt truly alive when I got back to the cottage. First order was to rekindle the fire, but my new skill was well in hand and it took no time. I was inspired. I forsook the beautiful view from the window to take seat beside the hearth, not even bothering to dress. Notebook and pen in hand, I was ready to begin.

      “Maidin!” The shout from somewhere out front made me jump.

      "That's morning in Irish by the way," said the man, not much younger than me. He didn’t look up as I opened the door, remaining bent over a little shed outside which I presumed must contain the malfunctioning generator.

      “It's Conall, isn't it?” I asked.

      “That's me alright.” He stood, wiping his hands with an oily rag. “Did ye sleep okay then?”

      “Very well, thanks.”

      “That's great. Personally, I don't understand anyone who'd want to shack themselves up in these little hovels, but we ain't complainin' about taking your cash and it takes all sorts. You're from the Big Apple I hear?”

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “Well, you listen to me. This ain't your city. You best be safe indoors of a night. You hear?”

      “It's dangerous? Animals?”

      “Ah, all sorts of things in this old land. We grow up here and we know the nature of things. That's all I have to say.”

      I didn't know how to respond, but Conall didn't appear to want one.

      “You'll be wanting a ride into the village now, so I suggest you put on some of your fancy clothes. It just our way, not wearing pyjamas in public. We're old fashioned sorts.”

      “Err... Yes, of course.”

      He was in his Land Rover with the engine started by the time I returned. I would have been more than happy to watch out of the windows at the countryside passing by as he drove, but what he'd said played on my mind.

      “Conall. Do you mind, but what exactly did you mean earlier?”

      “Ah, I can't kid around with you now, ye seem like a straight up fella. What's yer name?”

      “Michael.”

      “Well, Michael, it's our way with new sorts around and I'm sort of obliged. Okay, we might take a little pleasure in pulling yer leg to hear the bells ringing, but this land is built on our stories and there's a bit of pride in the colour they bring. Myself, I've not seen ought, but I'm not saying they're all bog mist mind. Plenty say's they have and some of them are too big for me to take the Mickey. So you pay no heed, but play safe and no midnight roaming, okay?”

      “Okay.” I didn't feel I was going to get any sense out of this conversation and went back to my sightseeing.

      He dropped me in the town centre. Apart from being old and quaint, it had the touches of the modern world: A branded coffee house, a thrift store. I'd built up a few more items for my list during the previous evening which were easily satisfied by the variety of shops. What did catch my eye was as old bookshop that couldn't be missed.

      A bell rang as I pushed open the door, not electronic, but clapper striking metal. Perfect. The shelves were in disarray, books of all shapes and sizes making a colourful mosaic. They didn't seem to be categorised either: I found The Odyssey sandwiched between a sea food cookery book and Hoyle's Rules of Games.

      “What you want?” I couldn't see the owner of the voice until I turned the corner of a ceiling height bookshelf. An old man wearing a black Trilby and a raincoat sat at a small desk.

      “Hello. Your shop is wonderful. I'm visiting from the States and when I noticed your place I had to come in. I'm a writer you see and...”

      “Do you want to buy a book or not?”

      “Oh. Yes, of course.”

      He picked up the nearest book to him and held it out: a children's story book.

      “Here,” he said. “One pound.”

      I took it from him to be polite and flicked through the pages, even though I had no interest in it. I handed it back.

      “Delightful, but not what I was looking for.”

      “What were you looking for then?”

      “Oh, I'm not sure.”

      He picked up the next nearest book and held it out: How to stop smoking.

      “One pound.” I hadn't smoked since I was a teenager. I shook my head.

      “I'm sorry, I'm not being very helpful.”

      “That's right,” he replied.

      “Okay. How about something local?” I thought of the conversation with Conall. “Local stories?” I added.

      He coughed as he took pains to rise. His coat was stained and an unpleasant, stale smell wafted over. He searched across the binders of the books on a shelf to his right, drew one and plonked in on the table.

      “One pound?” I asked.

      “Two pound”, he said, returning heavily to his seat.

      “Have a nice day,” I said as I put the money on the desk, picked up my purchase and left.

      

      I was soaked when I got back to the cottage; the rain on the walk home had been heavy and persistent. I rekindled the remains of the fire and hung my clothes around it to dry, leaving me back in my dressing gown. I'd bought some fresh veg and bread and went about making myself a broth. It felt cosy being inside with the downpour around my shelter. While the pot simmered I sat by the fire and flicked through my new book.

      I'd only briefly looked at the title and cover in the book shop, so it was a surprise when I found it to be about local folklore. I preferred factual: history. There were the various fairy folk that everyone would recognise, creatures of the woods. There were some more interesting specific characters I hadn't heard of. The red haired man and the dark man who abduct people to the fairy realm. The grey man who creates fogs to crash ships. The man of hunger who blesses those that give alms. And the women. I'd always thought the Banshee a horrific character, but it seems she just announces a death with her wail. Teasing mermaids who become obedient wives when captured. And a beautiful muse, but it doesn't end well for those inspired, of course.

      Being a bit of a pragmatist, I could see reasons for these tales. Some just entertain on a quiet night. Some to explain what they found unexplainable. Some to strike fear to manipulate behaviour or even to hide their misdeeds. There was a burning smell from the kitchen and I dropped the book to rush and save what I could of my lunch.

      

      The skies had cleared by the time dusk came and I sat admiring the view, back at the desk and in front of my blank page. I'd toyed around with some ideas of American history: the Wild West, New York during prohibition, but everything I thought of seemed to be a rehash of old movies I'd seen and I didn't have the resources to hand for any research. As I gazed out to the lake, I noticed a woman strolling across the stones. She had on a green coat with an ankle length white dress underneath. I didn't imagine that was very practical for her walk; the hem wouldn't stay white for long. She knelt to pick up stones, throwing them into the still waters, pausing until the ripples had faded before throwing another. Her hair was long, black and curled around her shoulders. Her repeated action made her progress towards the cottage slow and it was becoming harder to see in the fading light.

      There weren't any other cottages near here for miles. If she'd come from the village, it would be a dark walk back. Who was she? A local girl, a wild spirit who walked alone, drawn to wander in the evenings by herself to feel the earth and air around her? A solitary creature, disconnected from society, woven into nature, the land and the waters. 

      She turned to track back the way she came, and I stood up abruptly from my seat, leaning towards the window, my soul shouting 'No, please, come back'. I wanted to see her continue forward, come up the shingle to my little house. Have her disappear from view only for the moment it would take me to open the door and see her standing at the eaves, smiling in the light from the room. But it grew dark quickly, and she was gone. As I sat back in the seat, my mind was filled with images and stories of her. I was flooded with fantasies of her touch, her kiss, the overwhelming pleasure of our bodies entwined. I began to write furiously.

      By the time morning light came I'd filled half of my book with hastily scribbled writing. The flow had stopped suddenly and nothing more would come. My eyes retreated into my skull at the golden sunrise. The fire had burned out long ago, and I hadn't realised how cold I'd become. I went over to the bed and curled myself beneath the blankets. I tried to think of her, imagine her in the bed with me, but I couldn't form even the vaguest image. I was tired. I slept.

      It was late afternoon when I rose; too late to do anything with the remaining day. The previous night's events pushed their way back to my forming consciousness, and I rushed over to the book to see what I'd written. The light was dim, so I picked it up and walked to the light switch. A few clicks gave no result. I took it to the front door and opened it for the daylight, ignoring the cold. I turned over page after page. It was garbled nonsense; a cascade of words forming no rhyme or reason. I tried to picture the woman again, but the visions were pathetic inventions. Even the feelings that had obviously overwhelmed me were just echoes. I felt misery forming... but this wouldn't do. I was a practical sort and not one for flights of fancy. Last night was some sort of aberration because of the long journey and the strange surroundings. I put the book on the table, closing the cover on the event. I got my clothes together, brushed myself down. I'd fix myself a good meal and set off to the village before evening fell.

      The pub was called 'The Black Cat', the swinging sign above the door showing a literal translation in its picture. It had a green painted double door which I could only just get through with one half opened. The smoke hit me. It was an avenue of stools in front of the bar, only room for small round tables against the wall. Signs advertised Murphy's and Guinness. The stools were all occupied with men, drinking and chatting. I stood at the bar for quite some time, holding out my money and trying to catch the landlord's eye. Nobody had paid any attention to my arrival.

      “Excuse me,” I said timidly. No effect. “Excuse me,” I said more forcefully. This sort of customer service wouldn't happen in the U.S. The conversations stopped and everyone looked round. The landlord approached slowly. He was a red faced man, tall and well built, with a face that would have cracked if it smiled.

      “No need to lose your patience there, fella. I was getting round to you.”

      “I could see you were busy. Can I have a drink please?”

      “And what sort of drinks would you American's be having? This is a simple bar for simple people mind.”

      “And none more than you, Shaun.”

      There was a snigger round the assembled, but the man who'd spoken up buried his smile in his pint when Shaun gave him a glare. They went back to their conversations. 

      “Just a beer, please.”

      “A beer.” Shaun shook his head and began pulling the pump nearest to him, delivering the finished brew and taking my money without further comment, returning to the focus of the group and joining in the chatter.

      I took a seat at one the small tables and wondered if this had been a good idea. A few minutes later the door pushed open, and I was relieved to see Conall, smiling and waving as the men greeted him warmly. I tried to catch his eye, but he was already talking with everyone and being served. I went back to my drink. It tasted watery and unsatisfying.

      “Now, gentlemen.” Conall had his hand on my shoulder and was addressing the room boldly. “This here is Mr Michael Devlin, and he's my guest. He might be an American sort but he's got true Irish roots. You wouldn't have him sittin' here all lonesome. Let's show him some hospitality. What d'ye say?”

      The men looked round, finished their drinks hurriedly and raised their glasses.

      “I suggest you buy a round if you want some company,” whispered Conall.

      “Oh, yes. Drinks for everyone please... Shaun.”

      The empty jars were back on the bar and being filled before I'd finished. The rest of the evening went well after that as I stood and joined the group, a couple more rounds being extracted from me. The guys asked me the odd question but didn't wait for answers, more eager to tell their own tales. It was good to listen and feel part of things. I told Conall that the lights still weren't working. He made some joke about me being bad luck and said it was no problem for him to drop round again in the morning.

      When I decided it was time to leave, hearty 'cheerios' and invitations for the next evening followed my stagger out the door. It was dark now, but I'd had the forethought to put a flashlight in my pocket. It wasn't entirely necessary as the moon was bright in the midnight sky. There was only one trail leading back to the cottage so it shouldn't be too much of a challenge to weave my way home

      ---

      I used the torch for the first mile until I found the turning off the road with the stile that started the track over the fields. The moonlight was beautiful and the artificial light spoilt its eerie effect on the landscape so I switched it off. On the hill, the trees formed ominous black shadows against the sky. I thought I saw a vague glow in the woods but as I tried to focus, it was gone. There was no light pollution out here and I stumbled as I tried to walk, looking at the myriad of stars above me at the same time. A high-pitched wail brought me back to earth, and I looked left and right, unable to work out where it came from. It was followed by a more recognisable barking noise and I guessed it must be foxes.

      As I reached the peak of a hill, the lake came into view, its small waves sparkling silver, the cottage a black silhouette in front of it. There was a figure by the lake side. I caught my breath. It could only be her. I wanted to run, but I was far from sober and a modicum of reason told me a fall would be guaranteed on this rough ground. I walked swiftly though, willing her not to turn and head away again, before I could reach her and speak to her. But what would I say? Tell her how she had possessed me? Tell her my passion? What about 'Hi there, beautiful. Come here often?' I slowed my pace to try to work out what would be successful, those essential first words. She began to turn.

      I raced forward. “Wait! Please wait!” Immediately realising the stupidity of my action. “I'm sorry, don't be frightened. I live in this cottage. Please wait.”

      I could see her shape, black against the shining lake behind. I tripped, tried to recover, my hand flying forward instinctively. My other foot skidded, and I went down, my head and face hitting the ground hard. I was dazed, a whirlpool of thoughts spinning in the alcohol still clouding my brain. I felt a hand on my head, then under my arm, helping me rise. It was her. Black hair, pale, thin face with dark eyes. My mouth opened... and closed again with no words to fill the void. She said nothing, just led me the last few yards to the cottage door.

      I sat down on the bed. I wasn't sure whether it was the drink or the fall or both; I had no idea how hard the knock had been, but I was in a dream. A wonderful dream. She seemed at home in the dark, finding the matches to light the lantern on the desk easily. She opened the book and flicked through the pages, slowly. And I just watched, like I had the previous night, in rapture of her ever move, her every small gesture. She turned to look at me briefly and then I saw the light and her beautiful figure float slowly out of the room and into the kitchen. I was alone in the darkness, a thin line of moonlight drawing a line on the floor. It felt like I'd been sitting for an age and was about to try to rise, when the glow from the lamp grew back from the kitchen as she re-entered, the large, sharp bread knife raised high above her head.

      

      The rain spattered on the roof of the ambulance, the doors closing after the stretcher had entered. The girls black hair lay wet and thick across her face as she was taken to the police car. She didn't resist. Conall looked shaky as he stood talking to Detective Brogan, pencilling notes into a small black notebook.

      “Why was your sister out here? Had you not thought to keep an eye on her?”

      “She'd been better of late. I didn't think she could do anything like... like this.”

      “She did attack your father, here. When you lived in this cottage.”

      “That was years ago, and she had enough provocation, don't you think?”

      The officer gave a small, silent nod.

      “She was under the supervision of Dr...” The detective flicked through his notes. “Dr Williams. And social services are still visiting.”

      “Yes, but even they said she was doing well. She'd been having her walks for weeks. I was sure that's what was doing the trick. She always seemed so much happier in the mornings. None of the screaming fits anymore. It's not against the law to have an evening stroll is it?”

      “I don't think the services would have approved. Why didn't you go with her?”

      “Well, I'm down the bar must nights.” Conall looked sheepish. “But she was always back before I went to bed.”

      “Well then, you better come along. We'll sort out contacting the fellas relatives there. Shall I get another car?”

      “I'm happy to ride with my sister, thank you. You have got her handcuffed, anyway.”

      “Okay then, I expect it's alright, and we don't have any other cars nearer than Cork. In ye get.”

      Conall sat in the back of the police car with his sister, moving her hair out of her face. The black, shadowed eyes gazed blankly ahead. Conall began to cry.

      “Aww, beautiful leannain. You don't worry now. You'll be fine. You don't have any idea what's going on, do ye.” He gave a sad, little laugh. “Away with the fairies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Light that Brought the Dark

        

        by Michael Bray

      

    
    
      
        Michael Bray is a bestselling horror / thriller author of several novels. Influenced from an early age by the suspense horror of authors such as Stephen King, Richard Laymon, Shaun Hutson, James Herbert & Brian Lumley, along with TV shows like Tales from the Crypt & The Twilight Zone, his work touches on the psychological side of horror, teasing the reader’s nerves and willing them to keep turning the pages. Several of his titles are currently being translated into multiple languages and with options for movie and Television adaptations under negotiation for others, he will look to continue his growth as a full time professional writer long into the future.

        www.michaelbrayauthor.com/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          1

        

      

    
    
      We set off when it was still dark in those magic hours when most of the world is still asleep. It’s a cold day, and rain is in the air, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing is going to spoil this trip. The kids are last to wake up. April and I have to almost usher them out of bed. David is seven, Edward is nine. Both of them are excited, and once they are fully awake tear around the house chattering and bickering as they prepare their things. Edward complained about the phone rule again, but not for long. He knows when a decision is made its final, and no amount of arguing will change it. We want this to be a family occasion free of things such as Facebook and Twitter or football scores of his beloved Leeds United. Begrudgingly, he leaves the overpriced smartphone on the kitchen table with the others.

      April and I have already been awake for ages. Her making drinks and sandwiches for the trip, me giving our Ford explorer one last look over, checking the oil and water, making sure the tire pressures are right. We somehow bundle the boys and supplies into the car without waking the neighbours and are on the road just as the first birds are singing in the new day. The morning air is bitter, and a light drizzle is falling, but it should clear up later. Lots of driving ahead of us anyway. We're heading away from the city, getting some clean, country air. It will do us good, all of us.  We leave our house behind, and I notice we all look at it as we drive away. It sits like a dark shadow to our right, an empty shell without the lives that inhabit it. The road curves away and then it’s behind us as we pull out onto the open road.

      Traffic is sparse as it’s so early, and it’s easy to make headway. We flash by junction signs and exits leading to cities we have never been to. Nobody speaks for a while, but that understandable due to the early start we’ve all had. At least, the drizzle has stopped. The sky is already a pale yellow gold where the sun is starting to rise, and although there are a few scrubs of cloud, it should clear up nicely.  A glance in the rear-view mirror to check on the boys and they seem content enough. They are staring out of the window, watching the secret world of the early morning slide on by as we head south.  They are quiet, but it’s understandable. Today is a big day for all fo us. April is in the passenger seat, a frayed tissue clutched in her hands. She's still crying, but silently now so as not to alarm the boys. She looks so frail, so fragile.  There is so much I want to say to her, then realise none of it will help. Even if it could, I don’t think I could force out the words, so I concentrate of the mechanical act of driving and try my best to ignore her plight. We’ve reached the motorway now, and like everywhere else, the endless line of concrete stretching ahead of us is almost empty. Lands’ End is still around an eight-hour drive away, but we ought to make good time with the roads so quiet, more so if I push over the speed limit a touch.

      I’m partly looking forward to showing the boys Land’s End. I went there with my father when I was a similar age, and I still remember the spectacular views. Hopefully, it won’t be lost on them. This digital age means children are desensitised to the beauty of nature. At least with the phones left at home, they might appreciate what I’m trying to show them. It should be quite the view based on how the day is brightening up. I've actually always liked this time of year. October with its barren trees reaching from a carpet of orange-brown leaves on the floor always has a magical feel to me. I like the chill in the air, how you can taste the bitter cold with every breath, a firm warning that summer is done and winter is on its way.

      We stopped at around eleven thirty at the services in Bristol just off the M5. Everything is closed of course. Shutters down, lights off, just like everywhere is now, but we counted for that. We pulled into the car park next to an eighteen wheeler which looked to have been there for a few days. A few of those golden leaves from the surrounding trees had lodged in its huge chrome grill and left a carpet around its massive tires.

      We got out and stretched our legs. The boys asked if they could go look at the truck, to which I agreed. Their excited yelps were the backdrop as April and I unpacked the picnic. Sandwiches, pork pies, and miniature sausages, with Mr. Kipling cakes and biscuits for after.  We also had bottles of pop for the boys and a flask of coffee for April and me.

      Even though it was chilly, we sat at one of the wooden tables outside Burger King, its steel shutters rattling in the breeze. April and I sat opposite each other, one of the boys beside each of us. Although she had stopped crying, her eyes were still raw and she ate without looking at me, taking uninterested mouthfuls of the ham salad sandwiches she had made. I watched for a while hoping to make eye contact, maybe just to let her know I was thinking about her, but she didn’t look at me. I took the hint and looked around the car park, still unable to get used to how absolutely silent it was. There was no sound of traffic, no drone of engines. If not for the song of the birds, their nests visible now in the skeletal trees, and the skitter of leaves on the ground, it would be easy to think we were in some kind of enormous vacuum.

      Edward asked how long until we get there. I told him, three hours, maybe less. It doesn’t escape me that April tenses up as I say this. She sets her sandwich down and looks away towards the deserted slip road. I can’t see her eyes, but I’m pretty sure she’s crying again. I look at my paper plate and the remains of my sandwich. There is nothing else to say.

      Within thirty minutes, we are back on the road again. The traffic or lack of is still being kind to us, and our progress is smooth. As we set out, I wonder if we should have filled up on petrol, then realise it's too late now to go back. The gauge reads just under half a tank, which should just about get us there.  There is a definite sense of purpose now as we get closer. This road trip has morphed into almost a pilgrimage. Our bellies are full and the heater is keeping us warm against the bluster. The cold cityscapes are starting to give way now to nature. Greens replace whites and greys, and the mood in the car changes. The boys are pointing out of the window at sheep and cows as we get nearer to our destination.

      I’m tired from driving, but we’re close now and I’m glad we decided to do it.

      I was worried that it would be crowded when we arrived, but there was nobody else in sight. The boys scrambled out of the car and looked around them taking in the beauty of our surroundings. The furthest edge of England. A point of land atop crumbling cliffs, giving a glorious and panoramic view of the ocean. The boys asked if they could go take a closer look, and I told them they could, but not to stray too close to the edge. April made a sound at that. A whimper or a laugh, it was hard to tell which emotion from the single note.  I held out a hand to her, and, at last, she looked at me. I saw fear and love, emotions that I didn't realise until that instant were more closely linked than I imagined.  We walked hand in hand towards the edge, the boys a little way ahead of us. The boys did as they were told and stopped well short of the drop. April and I stood behind them, and as a family, we basked in the beauty of the scene.

      Waves lapped and crashed against the rocks on the floor of the dizzying drop beneath us, and seagulls chirped and squawked overhead. We stood there for a moment, just taking it in.

      “It really is beautiful, in a way.”

      I glanced at April. It felt like such a long time since I had heard her speak. I didn’t feel any need to answer. The view spoke for itself. Beyond the green scrub of land, the ocean stretched to the horizon where it met the sky, itself a lighter shade of the same colour. The twin white smudges in the sky looked like the unfinished work of a master painter, the bare canvas beneath his greatest and most beautiful work. One larger than the other, a pair of blemishes on a perfect scene. Closer inspection showed a mottled streak trailed them both as they neared the atmosphere, the twin harbingers of the destruction of all mankind.

      Edward said it didn’t looks as big as I had said it would be. He seemed almost disappointed, although that could have just been his childlike reaction to such a monumental situation. I reminded him that the larger of the two asteroids was as big as the state of Texas, the smaller the same size as Mount Everest. I told him that although it didn’t seem like it, both of them were hurtling towards the earth at almost fifty thousand miles an hour, and in just a few hours would impact and destroy all life on earth.  I reminded him that there was nothing that could be done to avoid or stop it, and nowhere to hide from it when it came. He nodded and said nothing.  We all knew why we were there, what we had to do. I squeezed April's hand, and she looked at me, lips pursed together, eyes streaked with makeup. I reminded her this was better. This way we would decide our own fate. We pushed between the boys, each of us taking one of their hands. In a line we stood, watching the instrument of our destruction as it made its unstoppable and relentless journey. We were in tears now, all of us. I asked them if they were ready, that they could take as long as they needed. Nobody objected. Nobody backed out. As a family we walked to the edge of the crumbling clifftop, staring straight ahead like we had practiced. We didn’t say we loved each other. We didn’t have to. We looked at the light in the sky that would bring the dark, then as one closed our eyes and stepped over the edge.

      

      
        THE END.
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      The fast-moving clouds, with their darkened hue, signaled rain. With the rate the clouds were passing it probably meant just a brief shower, but still enough to dampen the evening. As the first few drops hit the windshield, Sarah Miller felt like a little girl on Christmas morning. Ironic. The girl that hated rain welcomed it like a gift from Santa. At times mortal enemies can be allies and for Sarah this sudden shower was a lifesaver.

      Ben Skyles, Sarah's boyfriend, had tricked her into going to the county fair. Tricked was too harsh a word. More like begged and pleaded until Sarah caved. For Ben, fairs were an extension of his childhood — a happy time when his family was still whole. A time before cancer took his mother away. A time before Ben's father lost his way in the bottom of whisky bottle. But for Sarah, county fairs meant rides that mocked regulations and deep-fried food loaded with bacteria that even a nuclear bomb couldn't wipe out. Sarah knew how much the memories meant to Ben. Going to the fair with him was the least she could do after he stuck it out with her through the "cocktail" phase. The freedom of freshman year — away from home and no rules — seduced Sarah with its naked depravity. It must have been hard for Ben to hold her hair back as she vomited the evil. The smell of alcohol mixed with bad choices had to remind Ben of his father. Yet, he was always there for her. Ben loved Sarah. And Sarah loved Ben. To prove her devotion she would risk her life on the Tilt-A-World.

      The fairgrounds were just a few minutes away. Ben's 1999 Lumina chugged the country hills. Each spit and sputter sounding like a chant — "I know I can. I know I can." As the car topped a hill, the moonlight peeked between the clouds, batting come-hither eyes at the Ferris wheel in the distance. A yellowish glow beamed from the carts swinging in the breeze. The fair was still a mile away. But, in her mind, Sarah could hear the metal seats squeaking and clanking. The death rattle she called it.

      "It's going to rain, Ben. Maybe we should go to the movies instead."

      "Don't be silly. I checked the weather. Those are just wind clouds. Those drops are from a bird."

      The water beading on the windshield suggested that the weatherman should have his pants set on fire for lying.  Sarah didn't buy the bird theory. Rain was her way out of this without breaking her boyfriend's heart. Let Mother Nature be the bitch.

      "I'm not sure," Sarah said, between shallow breaths. "It looks like a storm."

      "We don't have to ride anything, honey. The fair atmosphere just brings me back to my happy place.  I miss it and tonight's the last night. I'll protect you and if you're lucky, I'll win you a stuffed bear." Ben winked at Sarah.

      "If I'm lucky? You mean if you're lucky. All of those games are rigged. Fairs are evil." Sarah chuckled. The laughter couldn't mask the nervousness of her tone.

      Ben smiled.

      "Come on, honey. Look at the halo over the Ferris wheel." Ben pointed to the moon's glimmer, which formed a perfect halo atop the Ferris wheel. "It's heavenly. Nothing to fear."

      "Heavenly means you die," Sarah said, only half kidding.

      When Sarah was twelve, she found herself stuck on a Ferris wheel. It's one of those fears, not much different than being trapped in an elevator. Something you think about every time you lock yourself in the seat. Knowing the odds are very low that you'll find yourself helpless, at the mercy of the ride, but for Sarah, it happened. She spent three hours swaying aimlessly in the wind with a persuasive gravity luring her to the hard ground below.

      Once the ride starting working again and Sarah's feet touched the ground after a soft six-inch landing, she swore never to step foot beyond a fair's gates again. Yet, here she was, going back on her word —  for love.

      And here was Ben, trying to get her to tempt death once again. So much for love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The line to enter curled like a constrictor around the wooden fence.  A snake waiting for the right moment to suck the life from unsuspecting zombies seeking cheap thrills. Through spacing between the planks, Sarah saw the neon lights and heard the screams of people laughing in the face of death as they rode the killing machines.

      "Smell that?" Ben asked, inhaling deep, leaning his head back, and pushing his chest forward. "Funnel cakes. Don't you just love that smell?" He squeezed Sarah's hand.

      Yeah, great, funnel cakes. French Fries drowned in sugar. That won't kill you, she thought. Way sixteen to die at the fair.

      "I'm not sure I can do this, Ben. You know how much I hate these places," she said, digging her red nails into the back of Ben's hand.

      The line began to shift. Through the next planks Sarah watched people strapping in for a high-speed descent down something called "Danger Mountain." The entire ride probably took less than twenty seconds from top to bottom, but death only needed an opportunity. One second.

      "It's going to be OK, honey. I promise. You'll see, by the time we leave you'll be a changed woman."

      Of course I will, Sara thought. I'll be dead.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Walking through the gate was an assault on Sarah's senses. She squinted from the shards of bright light; the loud music vibrated her eardrums, causing her jaws to ache, and the smell of everything imaginable being fried boiled the water, she had just gulped, in the back of her throat.

      "This is fun, right?" Ben asked. The gleam in his eye overshadowed the pulsing strobe of "The Avalanche," a centrifuge disguised as a ride that separates you from the hot dog you just ate while three-chord rock music rattles your bones. The county fair — the place where eighties rock-and-roll comes to die.

      Sarah nodded, looking over her shoulder.

      "Do you want anything to eat?" Ben asked.

      "No, I'm fine."

      How could anyone eat this crap? The Salmonella is probably playing Battleship with the E. Coli. Undercooked chicken nuggets. Congratulations, you sank another ten-year-old boy.

      Being a microbiology major, Sarah always wrestled with her food choices. She knew what lurked at the bottom on an unkempt pot. There was no way she was playing pathogen roulette.

      "I'm gonna get a funnel cake," Ben said. "I'll be right back." He darted off leaving Sarah standing in the middle of a group of obnoxious kids.

      The fair is evil, she thought, watching a little boy throw a half-eaten hot dog at another boy.

      Wetness on her forearm was the sprinkle of holy water for the exorcism that was just about to take place in her mind. She looked down. The drop spread and trickled down to her hand. Sarah felt another drop. Birds, my ass. The rain became steady.

      Ben raced back to Sarah, covering the funnel cake with his hand.

      "No rain, huh?" Sarah asked. "I told you it was raining."

      "I'm sorry."

      Ben shoved half of the fried dough into his mouth, smearing powdered sugar over his nose and goatee. He devoured the treat like a cokehead welcoming home a hit after a stint in rehab.

      "I swear rain wasn't anywhere around us," Ben said, a spittle of cake flew from his mouth.

      Choking, the twenty-first way to die at a fair, Sarah thought. Water tickled her face.

      "Let's find some shelter," Ben said, shoving the rest of the cake in his mouth. He grabbed Sarah's hand. The powder on his fingers mixed with the rain left putty in Sarah's palm.

      So romantic, she thought, as they looked for a place to escape the shower.

      "Look, there," Ben said, pointing to a ride with no line. A red sign flashed the words "Tunnel of Love." The letters shimmered between the raindrops.

      "I'm not going on any rides," Sarah said, digging her heels into the dirt.

      "It's nothing, just a slow romantic ride in the dark. A place to make out," Ben said, winking. His mouth still covered with sugar.

      Really romantic. I could go into a diabetic coma kissing those sugar lips and I don't even have diabetes, she thought. "I'm not going on a ride."

      Lightning danced across the fall sky, illuminating the clouds which showed signs of more rain to come. Thunder clapped in appreciation at the light show.

      Damn it, Sarah thought. Lightning, the thirty-seventh way to die at a fair. "I swear Ben, if this ride is scary; I'm breaking up with you."

      Ben laughed.

      "It's only scary if you don't want to make out with me," he gripped her hand tighter. "Come on before there's a line."

      The red lights grew brighter.

      "See, look, they've been expecting us,"  Ben said, chuckling and pointing to a smaller sign that read, 'Come Aboard, We've Been Expecting You.'

      A blatant rip-off of The Love Boat.

      "Uh Huh," Sarah said. "I'm serious, Ben. If this is scary, you're history."
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* * *

      There was no greeter to take tickets. Cobwebs decorated the entrance which was vacant except for a handwritten sign. The words 'For True Lovers Only, All Others Turn Back Now' written in red ink, smeared across a piece of cardboard.

      "This ride isn't working," Sarah paused and looked around. "There's no one here."

      Before Ben could answer, a voice came over a speaker just above the entrance.

      "Welcome, lovers. Your journey will begin shortly. Hold each other tight. And don't let go."

      There was a slight hitch in the high-pitched male voice.

      "OK, that's creepy," Sarah said.

      "It's going to be fine." Ben hugged her in a valiant effort of reassurance.

      There was a rattling sound of metal — the death rattle.  It marked the arrival of a small boat that resembled a gondola.

      "Come aboard, lovers."

      "Yeah, I know, you've been expecting us," Sarah said, under her breath.

      "And watch your step. There is water below," the voice said.

      Sarah looked down to see her face in the ripples of the water's reflection. But instead of Ben's face she saw a skull, mouth gaping open with a river of black liquid flowing from his eyes. She jerked Ben's arm.

      "I'm not going. I can't do this."

      "What's wrong?"

      "I can't do this. I can't. My heart feels like it's going to jump out of my chest."

      "Hop aboard, lovers. Best not to keep Cupid waiting," the voice said. The words were accentuated by shrill laughter that sounded like a leprechaun who finally found the other end of the rainbow.

      Ben kissed Sarah's cheek. His sweet-smelling, fried breath coupled with her anxiousness nearly made Sarah vomit. Ben stepped into the boat. It rocked. He almost lost his balance before grabbing the side with one hand and extending the other to Sarah.

      "Come on, honey. This will be fun."

      "I can't," she said, taking a step back.

      "Sarah, if you don't get on, you're going to be left here all alone," Ben said.

      The boat shifted, jarring Ben forward. A squeaking sound signaled movement.

      He stuck his hand out further. "Hurry up."

      "You're an asshole," she said, easing into the boat.

      "Sit tight, everyone. The voyage of true lovers is about to begin," the voice said.

      Sitting down, Sarah placed her hand on the hard, plastic seat. A warm thick liquid squished between her fingers and seeped over her hand.

      "What the hell is this?" she asked, holding her fingers in front of the glare from the "Entrance" sign.

      A dark substance covered her fingernails turning them from candy apple red to brick.

      "Is it blood?" she asked.

      Ben laughed.

      "No, honey. It's probably soda that someone spilled," he said, looking at a sign that read 'No Food or Drinks Allowed on Ride.' "You know no one reads those signs."

      "Prepare to fall in love all over again," the voice said. The word fall was drawn-out and over- emphasized.

      The faint sound of a piano started. Anne Murray's "I Just Fall In Love Again" played as paintings of lovers embracing lit up the walls which were covered with moss. The boat trembled on the metal tracks sending vibrations through Ben and Sarah's bodies.

      "That feels funny on my butt," Ben said, wrapping his arm around Sarah. "See, this isn't so bad."

      And it wasn't. Sarah pictured heart-stopping turns and gravity-defying loops. But this was nothing more than an afternoon drive with her grandmother behind the wheel. The boat barely moved.

      "Hold each other tight, we're about to take the big plunge," the voice said.

      The boat picked up speed to a slow crawl.

      "I don't like this, Ben."

      Sarah dug her nails into his bicep.

      "It's fine. The old folks at the mall walk faster than this thing," Ben said.

      A clicking sound caused a pause in the music.

      It's happening again, Sarah thought. I'm getting trapped.

      "Sit back, lovers. This is for your protection," the voice said.

      A black bar lowered and clamped over Ben and Sarah's thighs. Music started again. A different song played — "I'll Never Fall in Love Again," by Dionne Warwick.

      "What the hell is going on?" Sarah asked.

      The floor fell out from underneath the couple. Sarah screamed as the boat plunged. She lifted her arms in the air like kids do when they plummet down a steep hill on a roller coaster. Her shoulder-length brown hair reached out to the heavens for salvation. Ben didn't say a word. Not even a murmur.

      The descent felt as though it would never end. Sarah's future flashed before her eyes — the house, white-picketed fence, and the two kids she'd never have. She felt her stomach in her throat, wrapping around her windpipe, choking her. She coughed trying to expel the killer that was robbing life from her. Sarah couldn't breathe.

      The boat crashed into a pool of water, jarring Sarah, causing her to jerk her head forward. The impact was sort of a Heimlich maneuver. The jolt sent Sarah's stomach back into place, dislodging the lump in her throat. She grabbed her neck, gasping for air.

      Her clothes were soaked from the plunge. Her skin turned to gooseflesh, but Sarah's breathing started to return to normal. The smell of stagnant water and rotting meat singed her nostrils. She called to Ben, but there was no answer. She looked at him, in a faint light from an "Exit" sign, Sarah saw Ben with his eyes closed, head cocked to the side, and a trickle of blood down the bridge of his nose.

      "Ben." She grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

      "My Girl" by The Temptations began to resonate off the darkened walls.

      "He'll wake shortly," the voice said, now much deeper. "The fall is harder on the men. I guess it's a weight thing. Do you like this song? It's my favorite."

      "Who the hell are you? Why are you doing this?"

      The veins in Sarah's forehead bulged as she tried to lift the restraint from her thighs. The muscles in her forearms cramped when she exerted all of her strength. The bar didn't budge. It was as if it was now an extension of her anatomy.

      "I do it for love," the voice said.  "I know at this moment this isn't much consolation, but he truly loves you. If he didn't the ride would have known. And you wouldn't be here. The ride can smell a rat."

      Ben started to stir.

      "And he's back," the voice said.

      Sarah flung her arms around Ben's neck; his fried-dough breath no longer bothered her.

      "What happened?" Ben asked, wiping the blood from his nose.

      "You're proving your love to Sarah," the voice said. "I kind of let the cat out the bag that you truly love her. So, Sarah, forget I said that." Shrill laughter again. "Let's pretend you don't know if he loves you. It's more fun that way."

      "Something's not right," Ben said.

      "That's perfectly normal," the voice said. "Your love for Sarah is taking over your conscious state. Possessing your soul."

      Sarah jumped, banging her knees on the bar when flames from sconces lit the black walls. The words 'Forever After Death Do Us Part' were written over and over again on the walls, in red. Blood? The bottom of the letters trickled down the walls like tears.

      "Shall we begin," the voice said.

      Sarah looked at Ben. His face had an orange profile from the hellish glow of the flames. A vacant stare turned his blue eyes to a dull shade of gray.

      Sarah screamed. "Let us out of here, you sick bastard."

      Her plea was ignored.

      "Sarah, Ben has chosen to ride the Tunnel of Love in an effort to prove his undying love for you. True love is made up of three components — mind, body, and soul. If one of the components wavers, the love isn't genuine. Ben's here today to risk it all for you. He will now begin the test."

      Between whimpers, Sarah pleaded for this to stop. "I know he loves me, please let us go."

      Her begging fell on deaf ears. The voice continued. "The first test is the mind."

      Sarah banged her firsts against the metal bar holding her in place and screamed. Ben stared, his eyes wide-open, covered in a thin film. Like cataracts of confusion.

      "Plato once said that when you're touched by love, everyone becomes a poet." There was a pause for the chorus of "My Girl." The voice sang along. "This song brings back so many memories. Anyway, Ben, show Sarah how much you love her. Recite a poem to her. Don't plagiarize. Make it your own."

      Ben faced Sarah. Terror spoke through his expression.  He opened his mouth, his voice weakened to a whisper as he spoke.

      Romance is a dance

      A spiritual tango

      Two souls intertwined like twigs

      When rubbed together ignite a fire

      The friction creates a slight spark

      But soon becomes overwhelmed

      By raging flames

      The embers flicker in unison

      To the crackling sound of the twigs

      As if they were sharing the same breath

      Two bodies becoming one

      So close your eyes my dear

      And embrace the beat of romance

      As I ask one simple question,

      May I have this dance?

      A loud clapping echoed, drowning out The Temptations.

      "Bravo. Bravo. Color me impressed," the voice said. "I expected a Roses are Red poem from you, Ben. Not that. You must have given that some thought." More clapping. "True love is a beautiful thing. That has to warm your heart, Sarah."

      Tears leaked down Sarah's face. Her throat raged from the bile that was easing into her mouth. She held Ben's hand tight, pulling it to her chest.

      "All right, Ben, you passed that with flying colors, but now the tests get harder. Under the seat — there is a knife."

      Ben reached under the seat and pulled out a butcher knife.

      "No." Sarah cried and pressed her body against the side of the boat.

      "No need to be scared, Sarah. True lovers never hurt the one they love," the voice said. "They would give up their own life before hurting the one they love."

      Ben held the knife in the air. He turned his head, examining the sharpness of the blade. A sickening sparkle gleamed on the metal as "My Guy" by Mary Wells started to play.

      Ben mouthed, "No one can take me away." His voice was guttural. Diabolic. Like demonic possession.

      "The second test of true love is the body," the voice paused for the chorus of "My Guy."  Sarah's tried to scream again.  Silence. All the screaming had crippled her voice. Her throat was raw. The bile blistered like salt in a wound.

      "Van Gogh cut off his ear. Some say he was crazy. History buffs say he didn't cut it off at all, his friend Gauguin cut it off in a fight. For the sake of this test, we're going to say he lopped it off because he was crazy. Sarah, Ben is crazy in love with you. To show this, he will now cut off his ring finger. This is a testament of his devotion to you. No one in this life or the next will put a wedding ring on his finger. It belongs to you."

      Ben placed his hand on the metal bar. He spread his fingers and wedged the point of the knife between his middle and ring fingers. Sarah grabbed his wrist, but she was too weak. The possession was too strong. With at a swift downward motion, Ben chopped off his finger. Sarah closed her eyes and covered her ears so she wouldn't hear the sound of metal cracking bone. Ben didn't utter a word. Not even a moan.

      Clapping followed the amputation. "Look at that, Sarah. You've got a real winner here," the voice said. "But I do believe Ben just gave you the finger."

      Sarah leaned over the side of the boat. The sudden rush from the smell of stale water caused her to vomit.

      "Love sick, are we?" the voice said, followed by piercing laughter. "OK, now we've come to the final test. The ultimate gift of love. The giving of one's soul. I'm going to need your undivided attention for this, Sarah."

      She felt hands press down against her shoulders, pulling her back into the boat.  But no one was there. Sarah couldn't control her body. Her face turned toward Ben.  She tried to fight it, but the force was too strong. She didn't want to look at Ben. The invisible energy made her. Ben sat there, no tears, no expression of pain, holding his arm in the air. Blood flowed down his forearm and over his flannel shirt like lava from an angry volcano. Sarah tried to scream. She opened her mouth, but the only sound was Mary Wells. She was paralyzed.

      "The last and most important component of true love is the soul. Some might say the soul is a product of our brain. This is untrue," the voice said. "We think with our brains. We feel with our hearts. The heart is our soul. Sarah, Ben will now give his heart to you."

      Sarah tried to close her eyes. She couldn't. Her eyelids were being held open by icy fingers that were translucent. Blue blood pulsed just below the skin. She was forced to watch Ben bring the knife to his chest. He spun the handle around so the point of the blade was pressed against his sternum. Sarah tried to turn away. The fingers grabbed her chin making sure that she didn't miss one second of the show. Ben gripped the handle with both hands. His knuckles turned white, blood spewed like a broken water pipe.

      "This is the woman of your dreams, Ben. The one that gives you butterflies when she smiles at you. The one that gives you chills when she kisses you. The one you were going to propose to tonight at the fair. Now give her something in return. Give her the ultimate gift. Give her your heart."

      Ben plunged the knife into his chest. A loud pop bounced off the walls when the blade broke through his sternum. Ben hunched forward and with a sawing motion began to cut a clockwise circle in his chest. The sound of metal tearing through skin and breaking bones made Sarah want to vomit again. But she couldn't. She had to watch Ben's final gift to her.

      He reached into his chest, pushing through the flesh and fragmented bone, and ripped out his beating heart. Crimson gushed between his fingers as his life pulsed in his hand.

      "Give it to her," the voice said.

      Ben dropped his heart in Sarah's lap and slumped over the metal bar.

      "He's a keeper," the voice said, laughing.

      Sarah felt numb. The feeling your foot gets when it falls asleep. She felt it all over. She was regaining control of her body. She looked down at Ben's heart flopping on her thighs like a fish out of water. The heart wasn't beating. Her legs were trembling.  Wavy lines darted across her eyes. She felt dizzy. Sarah passed out.
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      Betty Kendrick had never been more beautiful. At least not in the eyes of Jeffrey Richards. Betty had turned eighteen, three weeks earlier. Jeffrey wanted to give her the ring on her birthday, but he couldn't perfect the once in a lifetime proposal. He hadn't asked her father for Betty's hand in marriage either. That was another hindrance. Betty's parents didn't care for Jeffrey. The boy that seduced their angel with the devil's song — rock-and-roll.

      Before meeting Jeffrey, Betty was the apple of Carl Kendrick's eye. Jeffrey was the worm, burrowing into the core, ruining his apple. Of Loving Faith Baptist Church, where Carl was a deacon and Margaret, Betty's mother, played the organ, had an aversion to spoiled fruit.

      Betty used to sing in the choir. A voice created by our loving savior, himself. When she met Jeffrey at Jake's Soda Shop in the summer of 1964, she stopped praising the Lord through verse and started to have a little sympathy for the devil. Her first taste of rock-and-roll came when she watched The Rolling Stones perform on a Dean Martin variety show. The Stones weren't that good, but she watched Jeffrey mouth the words, "I just want to make love to you" and shake his hair which was shaped in a bowl-cut style reminiscent of Brain Jones. She knew then that she was in love, both with Jeffrey and rock-and-roll.

      Betty still went to church, but no longer did she share her voice with the congregation, she spent the services doodling hearts with the name Jeffrey dissecting them in her bible. Betty was consumed with love. Her parents knew it. At first they forbade her to see Jeffrey. She would sneak out. Fearing for her safety, they finally allowed them to date. With stipulations. Stipulations that Betty found ways around. She kept a change of clothes in the trunk of Jeffrey's '64 Ford Fairlane. Usually a mini-skirt and go-go boots. Jeffrey loved her long legs.

      The fall air was a bit chilly for a mini-skirt. Betty hopped into the backseat of the Fairlane and changed into bell-bottoms and black vinyl boots. She was the girlfriend of a rock star. At least that's what she thought. Jeffrey played guitar in a cover band called Alternate State of Consciousness that covered The Beatles, The Stones, and The Who. If you wanted to catch them live, you needed to stop by Jeffrey's parents' garage on Saturday afternoons.

      This was the last weekend of the Cabarrus County Fair. This was the night that Jeffrey would ask Betty for her hand in marriage. He decided against letting her parents in on the secret. He was pretty good at keeping secrets from them anyway. Carl and Margaret knew that Jeffrey was older. It's another thing they didn't like. But he was twenty-one. Betty had told them he was nineteen. At some point he would need to be honest with them, better to be honest once she wore his ring.

      The weather, while chilly for a September evening in North Carolina, couldn't have been more perfect. Not a cloud in the sky. The constellations, in all their brightness, spelled out that now was the time for Jeffrey.

      After sharing a root beer float, Jeffrey found the quietest place, if you could call it that, to propose. Beside the exit to the Funhouse which was chock-full of screaming kids. In about five minutes, the spot would sound like a Beatles concert. He had a narrow window of time. Jeffrey took Betty's hand.

      "We've only known each other for a year, but I knew as soon as I heard your voice and saw your smile, that I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you," Jeffrey said.

      Betty started to tear. Her grin stretched her face. She knew what was coming, and she was ready to say yes. Jeffrey walked her to a bare area just outside of the foot traffic in case he hadn't gauged time right and kids came stampeding out of the Funhouse.

      Jeffrey dropped to one knee.

      "Betty Jean Kendrick will you…"

      Betty took a step back. This would be a moment she wanted to remember for the rest of her life. The heel of Betty's boot caught on something. She started to fall backward. Jeffrey jumped to his feet to catch her, but a spark from the ground stopped him. Betty had stepped on a faulty electric cord. Electricity surged through Betty's body, the jolt raced through leg to her heart — stopping it as Jeffrey's heart broke. Betty crumbled to the ground along with Jeffrey's future. The engagement ring fell next to her lifeless body.
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      Betty's funeral was two months ago. The fair had long since packed up and moved on to the next county. Life went on. But the ache in Jeffrey's heart was a fire that time couldn't douse. It raged. He would spend Saturday afternoons at the campground where Betty took her last breath. Jeffrey would sit next to scene of the crime. The only remnants of tragedy were a few patches of charred weeds. The winter months would erase the evidence. Time tried to forget Betty Kendrick. Jeffrey was determined to not let that happen. He would get down on one knee and see Betty standing above him. The tears in her eyes. The smile on her face. The word "Yes" on the tip of her lips just waiting to put the biggest smile on Jeffrey's face. A smile that would never come.

      One cold December afternoon, Jeffrey got on one knee, pretending to take Betty's hand and asked if she would marry him. A rustling in the weeds startled him.

      "Yes," the high-pitch voice said, followed by piercing laughter.

      "Who's there?" Jeffrey asked.

      The knee-high weeds to the left of Jeffrey waved back and forth. He wanted to blame the wind, but the air was calm. More giggling followed.

      "Who's there?" Jeffrey asked again.

      A small chubby cherub stepped through the weeds carrying a bow and arrow. His curly, white hair looked like tumbleweed. His wings, tiny, fluttered like a hummingbird. Jeffrey rubbed his eyes. Blinked. Knowing the apparition was a figment of his imagination.

      "I'm still here," the cherub said. More shrill laughter.

      "What are you?" Jeffrey asked.

      "You know what I am. You know who I am," the cherub said. "Let's play a game. Tell me who you think I am?"

      "I don't feel like playing games," Jeffrey said.

      "That's too bad. I had a special gift for you. If you guessed right I'd let you see your sweet Betty again."

      "You're not real," Jeffrey said. His tone held resentment.

      The cherub laughed and shot at arrow into the charred weeds where Betty had died. A fog appeared. Through the mist Jeffrey could make out a silhouette. Betty spoke to him. One word. "Yes." Jeffrey couldn't see her, but he knew her angelic voice. Betty was there.

      "Cupid. You're Cupid. Now let me see Betty," Jeffrey said.

      "Oh, I'm sorry," the cherub giggled again. "But that game has expired."

      "You son of a bitch," Jeffrey said, kicking in the direction of the cherub who disappeared into a cloud of dust just before Jeffrey's foot connected. He pulled his leg back. It was covered in ash.

      "Now, now, now. Violence isn't the answer," the cherub said, materializing behind Jeffrey. "Hasn't there been enough pain?" Laughter. "There's another game we can play."

      "If I play will you show me Betty again?"

      "I'll do better than that. If you bring me ten lovers, I'll bring your dear Betty back to life."

      "Ten lovers?"

      "Ten women. I want women. Just women. No men. But there is a catch. True love has to be the bond between the lovers. Not lust. Not like. True love."

      "How do I do this?" Jeffrey asked.

      "Do you agree? Say yes, and after the debt is paid, you will be with your Betty happily ever after."

      "What do I…"

      "Say yes first."

      "Yes. OK, yes."

      The cherub laughed hysterically and shot an arrow straight up to the sky. When it fell, a fog formed. The cherub blew, and the mist disappeared leaving a carnival ride in its wake. A red sign flashed "Tunnel of Love."

      "Bring ten couples that are in true love. That's important. If true love is not present the ride will know and it will not work."

      "And then what?" Jeffrey asked.

      "Then you man the ride. Once I have ten women, I will give Betty back to you."

      "What about the men?"

      The cherub giggled again.
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      The throbbing woke Sarah. It felt as though tiny demons were tap dancing on her temples. She opened her eyes, her cheek cold from sleeping against a concrete floor.

      "Where am I?" she asked, rubbing her head. "Ben?"

      "Ben was his name, huh?" a woman said.

      Sarah blinked fast, trying to focus. She could make out the outline of a person standing over her.

      "Sorry, I'm Ally. And you are?"

      Ally extended her hand, helping Sarah to her feet.

      "Sarah."

      "Nice to meet you, Sarah. So, Ben was your boyfriend, or your husband?"

      "Boyfriend. Where the hell am I?"

      Sarah's vision cleared. She was in a cell. Through the bars, she saw Ally, wearing bell-bottoms and an Eagles "Hotel California" 1976 tour shirt, her blonde hair hidden beneath a red bandana. Every direction Sarah looked, there were cells, each one housed sleeping women. At least twenty.

      "I'm the early-riser here," Ally said.

      "Is this jail?" Sarah asked, tracing the cold bars with her fingers. "I didn't kill, Ben. I swear."

      "Oh, honey," Ally said, laughing. "The first few days are the worst. It gets better. I promise."

      "But, I didn't kill him. Some sick bastard made him kill himself in front of me," Sarah said.

      "You mean Jeffrey."

      "Jeffrey?" Sarah grew more frustrated. "What the hell is happening?"

      "Jeffrey is the person that killed your boyfriend," Ally said. "He's really not that bad when he's not possessed."

      "Possessed?"

      "Working the ride. Is it still the Tunnel of Love?"

      "Yeah," Sarah said, letting out a deep breath. "What the hell is going on?"

      "Shhh...you'll wake the others. Tammy can be a bitch if she doesn't get her beauty sleep. I don't know the whole story, Jeffrey tells me bits and pieces when he's not possessed. What I know is Jeffrey and his girlfriend were at a county fair back in '65 when a freak accident killed his girl. She stepped on a live wire that electrocuted her. He won't talk much about her though. He says it's too painful."

      "1965?" Sarah asked.

      "Yeah. He always walks around humming 'My Girl.'   I really hate that song now, but it was their song. He loved her so much."

      "That bastard killed my boyfriend right in front me. He knows nothing about love."

      "He killed mine too," Ally said. "But, it really wasn't Jeffrey. He's not himself when he's manning the ride. He told me he asked God to bring her back, but God never answered. So, he turned to the Devil. One day as he sat at the place his girl died, the Devil came to him and promised to bring her back under one condition. He had to find ten couples in love, true love, and bring the women to the Devil. The only way to be sure it was true love was for the man to die for his woman."

      "This is insane," Sarah said, looking at the other cells. "There's at least twenty women here. The Devil didn't bring back his girlfriend. He can't, once you're dead, you're dead."

      "I know. And Jeffrey knows, but he keeps trying. Hoping one day, the Devil will honor his word. Jeffrey's faith is unbreakable."

      "Jesus Christ, this can't be happening," Sarah said. "The Devil is the father of lies. He will never honor his word."

      "Love makes you do stupid things," Ally said, laughing. "But, hey it's not that bad here. Jeffrey gives us three meals a day and puts a roof over our heads. I say it's not bad, but that only counts if it's not your number."

      "Number?" Sarah asked.

      "At some point, Jeffrey will take you away from here."

      "Where does he take you?"

      "I'm not sure. No one's ever come back," Ally said, pointing to an empty cell about four cells down. "He took Amanda two days ago. But she'd been here longer than me. The best thing about being here is you never age."

      "I have to get out of here," Sarah said, pulling on the bars. She stopped and looked at Ally's clothes. "Never age? Wait," she paused. "How long have you been here?"

      "What year is it?" Ally asked.

      "2011"

      Ally counted on her fingers. "I've been here thirty-four years."

      Sarah sank to her knees, still clutching the bars.

      "Like I said, it's not too bad. You don't have to worry about wrinkles." Ally smiled. "It's just like my shirt," she pointed to the hotel. "You can check out whenever you want, but you'll never leave."

      "Someone will come looking for me. My parents know that I was at the fair. They'll come."

      Ally sighed and asked, "Was anyone else on the ride?"

      "No."

      "Was anyone in line when you got on the ride?"

      "No."

      "Didn't you find that a little odd?"

      "Not at the time. It was raining. I just wanted to get out of the rain."

      "It's always raining. Not everyone can get on the ride," Ally said.

      "They'll find me. I know my family."

      Ally's lips turned down, her eyes glistened with tears. "I'm really sorry. I'm sure they'll come looking for you," she said, wiping away the tears. "But they'll never find you. They can't"

      "Why is that?" Sarah asked. "It's a goddamn fair ride. Someone has to find it."

      "They can't find you because this place doesn't exist."
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      The headline was one word — simple, yet powerful. In bold, black Helvetica, the word, "Murderer." He had seen it all too frequently. He reached underneath a Bible and pulled out a yellowing newspaper with the headline "Murderer." He compared the papers. The font was similar, but there were a few variances. Under the headline of the current paper was a photo of Michael Gordon. The date of the yellowing paper was September 13, 1965. Underneath the headline was picture of Jeffrey Richards.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "What's the prognosis, doc?"

      "Probably four week tops, Warden. With stage four lung cancer, it's a waiting game. But I'd say Richards has used up about all of his time."

      "Hear that, Jeffrey," the voice whispered into Jeffrey's ear.

      "I'm ready for it to end. You promised me I'd get to see Betty again. I'll see her in the afterlife."

      The cherub appeared beside the stainless steel sink in the jail cell.

      "Oh poor, misguided Jeffrey. Betty is in a place you'll never be allowed to enter. You're a murderer."

      "I didn't kill her."

      The cherub giggled. "You murdered Betty in a fit of rage after seeing her kiss that other boy. The other boy was her cousin. They weren't kissing cousins from West Virginia. She hadn't seen him for years. Not since he left to fight in Vietnam. She loved you, Jeffrey."

      "You're the Devil. You're a liar. She stepped on the wire and electrocuted herself."

      More laughter. The cherub hopped onto the sink and became eye level with Jeffrey.

      "You strangled the life out of her in front of all those kids. Even when she begged and pleaded for her life. She told you that she loved you. Jealousy deafened you. Rage led you."

      In the mirror, behind the sink, the cherub took its true form. A small creature covered in brown hair, black circles around its eyes, and four-inch horns on its head.

      "I know what you really are," Jeffrey said.

      "Oh really, do tell."

      "You're an alp," Jeffrey said. "A filthy, little demon that gets off on entering people's dreams, creating  nightmares, and sucking the life from them. You're a fucking vampire."

      "Am I now? Interesting. Tell me more."

      "You tricked me into thinking I could see Betty again when you knew that was not possible. You used my love for her as a way to collect those women."

      The alp laughed.

      "No, Jeffrey, you used your love as rage to murder the girl of your dreams. If you hadn't I could have never come to you. And don't act like those women are innocent."

      "They are. They don't deserve what you do to them."

      "They deserve worse. They are no different than you. Those women murdered the love of their lives too. Or else they couldn't get on the ride. The last one you took, Sarah. In an alcohol-fueled rage, she stabbed her boyfriend through the heart. All because he wanted her to stop drinking. The nerve of him."

      Laughter.

      "You said the ride wouldn't work unless there was true love," Jeffrey said.

      "Did I now? I'm always getting true love mixed up with murder."

      "Why are you here? It's not time for the ride to open," Jeffrey said.

      "What do you think happens when you bring me the girls?" the alp asked.

      "I don't know. You eat them?"

      The alp laughed. The shrill caused Jeffrey to cover his ears.

      "Not even close. Murderers leave a bitter aftertaste. So I hear. When I ask you to bring me a girls, death has come calling to take them to Hell. This little thing that we have going is sort of like a time-out. A place for them to reflect on what they've done. Sadly none of them ever admit it. They just play the victim card. Kinda like you."

      The alp pointed a hairy finger with a three-inch crooked black nail at Jeffrey.

      "Why are you here?"

      The alp placed the fingernail on the current newspaper. He traced Michael Gordon's photo, cutting it away from the paper with the sharp nail. He held the photo up.

      "This is why."

      "But you don't like men," Jeffrey said.

      The alp giggled. "So true. Women are so much more fun. But Jeffrey your time has come to an end. The cancer has won."

      "He's my replacement?" Jeffrey asked.

      "Well, Michael did kill his wife, cut her up, and stuff her in a mattress. I'd say he's more than worthy. But there's time for that later."

      "So, why are you?" Jeffrey asked. Rage fueled his words.

      "Oh, are you going to strangle me too?"

      The alp laughed and his face morphed into Betty's

      "No," Jeffrey said reaching out for the alp's neck.

      Jeffery's hands started to burn. The heat shot up his forearms to his shoulders. The alp continued to giggle. The pain became unbearable. Jeffrey closed his eyes. Praying it would end. The pain let up a bit.  He opened his eyes to a sign — written on cardboard, in red ink were the words, "Welcome to Hell. Come Aboard, We've Been Expecting You."

      
        The End

      

      If you enjoyed Jeffrey's Wild Ride, you can grab the Paul Seiple Starter Pack for free by signing up for his newsletter.
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      Eddie Merrick couldn’t shake the feeling. Like something was about to happen. Something bad. The sensation was so strong, so intense, it felt like a presence occupied actual space on the seat beside him.

      He wondered if maybe he shouldn’t have heisted the car on a Friday night. And on Halloween. Way too many people out and about. But he hadn’t been able to resist the shiny new 1940 Ford Coupe sitting in the parking lot of Murphy’s Bar with the keys dangling in the ignition like an invitation. He swore this was the last time. One more good score and he'd get out of this town, go somewhere with a lot of trees. Get an honest job. Now, sitting behind the wheel of the car, he couldn’t wait to get rid of it. He estimated pulling into Paulie’s Garage in fifteen minutes, give or take. Another ten minutes and he’d be handing the keys to this bucket over to Paulie himself. As he hung a left onto Jersey Avenue Eddie felt a crawling sensation in his testicles and along his spine. Like someone was watching him.

      You’re just antsy. You think because it's your last time, you’re gonna get pinched. Stop being so superstitious.

      He switched on the car radio and got the news. A man’s nasally, urgent voice said that the president promised not to send “our boys” into the war. Eddie didn’t believe it. If Roosevelt planned on keeping the U.S. out of it, then why had he enacted the draft? The Jerrys wouldn’t be happy until they took over the whole damn world. Eddie had seen Hitler a few times on the newsreels. A man that relentless wouldn’t stop until you stopped him. Looking for a way out of his dead end life, Eddie had tried to join the Army four years ago, on his eighteenth birthday. They turned him down flat because of his bum leg. When he was thirteen, Eddie’s old man beat him unconscious with a baseball bat for bringing home a bad report card. Eddie had never hated the drunken bastard more than he did the day he left the recruiter’s office with that rejection slip in his hand.

      Eddie soon tired of the news. He fiddled with the radio until he came across a station playing his favorite song, Glenn Miller’s “In The Mood.” He took it as a good omen, and hummed along with the tune. He turned right onto Mercer Street and gunned the engine.

      There was a flash of bright red through the windshield. He mashed his foot down on the brake pedal—a second too late. There was a sickening thump as the car collided with whatever had crossed its path. The Ford screeched to a halt, and Eddie stared out past the gleaming black hood, his fingers wrapped around the steering wheel in a death grip, cold sweat prickling his skin. Someone screamed and Eddie’s head snapped around. At the curb stood a girl and a boy, dressed respectively as a witch and a pirate. From the witch’s right hand dangled a plastic jack-o’-lantern bucket. In her left hand she gripped a broom. The pirate carried his booty in a white paper bag with a picture of a skull and crossbones on the side. A black eyepatch covered one eye while the other eye gazed in shock at the red clump in the middle of the street.

      The radio was still blasting “In The Mood.” Eddie reached out with trembling fingers and switched it off. The sudden silence was deafening. He got out of the car and, his heart thudding in his chest, limped toward the red bundle.

      It was a little girl. Dressed like Red Riding Hood. She lay on her back a good thirty feet beyond the car’s grill, awash in the headlamps like an actress playing a death scene on a stage. And dead she was; if the enormous amount of blood pooling around her head didn’t tell you the story, her open and vacant eyes sure as hell did. She had landed in such a way that the back of her skull had cracked open like a raw egg. An insane and unbidden thought arose in Eddie’s mind: You gotta break a few eggs to make an omelet. He felt his gorge rise.

      “Margaret?” said the witch in a tiny voice. She was twelve or thirteen. “Get up, Margaret.”

      The boy who was much younger, rolled an accusing blue eye toward Eddie. “You ran over our sister. You’re a bad man.” Then a single tear welled up in that eye and spilled down his cheek.

      Eddie thought, this can’t be happening. But he looked down at the dead girl’s face, at the empty eyes staring up into the night sky, and knew it was. Panic wrapped its icy fingers around him. Without thinking, he made the sign of the cross, a buried ritual from his childhood.

      Margaret had been toting a jack-o’-lantern bucket, like her big sister. It had rolled away against the far curb like a severed head, spilling its contents all over the street the same way Margaret’s head had spilled its own.

      The witch screamed again. Eddie looked up. Other trick-or-treaters had gathered. Faces were appearing at windows in some of the nearby houses. The commotion had drawn a few people out onto their porches. For one insane moment, it occurred to Eddie to explain to the onlookers what had happened here. She came out of nowhere, folks, I swear. I was just minding my business, out for a little spin on a Friday night and listening to Glenn Miller on the radio, when she stepped right out in front of me. And I haven’t had a drop to drink, either. Sober as the Pope on Sunday morning. Oh, the car? Well, it’s like this….

      Two guys hurried across their lawns toward the street. The witch-girl was still screaming, a terrible piercing cry that set Eddie’s teeth on edge and blended with another, similar sound: the distant approach of police sirens.

      Eddie took off. Didn’t know in what direction, and didn’t care. As long as it was away. He hopped fences and shambled across backyards, leaving in his wake barking dogs, trampled flowers, and dented garbage cans. He lurched through side streets, between houses, and down dark alleys. Hid behind trees or parked cars whenever he saw headlamps coming toward him. When he entered an alley at one point Eddie observed a flow of people streaming past at the other end of it. He decided getting lost in a crowd would be his best bet for escape. Slowing his pace, Eddie attempted to pull himself together as he approached the alley’s exit. He entered the street and shuffled along the sidewalk, trying to blend in with the crowd.

      He was on Newark Avenue. First chance he got he’d grab a cab and take it across the river into New York. Then he'd lay low for a while until he could figure something out. He didn’t hold out much hope though; his prints were all over the Coupe. And a couple of those folks would be able to pick him out of a lineup, no sweat.

      There were a lot of costumed people on the street, adult partygoers celebrating the holiday and the weekend ahead. He passed Frankenstein’s monster and his bride, and as he eyeballed them, Eddie bumped into Superman.

      “Watch it, Mac,” the man of steel warned, and then stuck a fat cigar in his pie hole.

      Eddie saw a cowboy with his arm around an Indian squaw, and a spaceman wearing a silver suit and what looked like a large fishbowl over his head. The whole atmosphere lent a sense of unreality to an already bizarre situation.

      The marquee of the Palace Theater loomed up ahead. As Eddie drew near he became confused. He had passed the Palace only an hour ago, on his way (unbeknownst to him at the time) to steal the Ford. The theater had been showing the new movie by Charlie Chaplain, The Great Dictator. Eddie remembered because he had made a note he wanted to see it over the weekend. Now the marquee read The Conjuring 2. Eddie frowned. He had never heard of The Conjuring 1, much less its sequel. Had the Chaplain movie been damaged?

      These thoughts were purely sensory, fleeting, there one minute and gone the next. Deeper down, Eddie’s mind shouted out the absolute certainty that the cops were hunting for him at that exact moment. And the real possibility that they were closing in on him.

      A city bus lumbered by on its way to the bus stop half a block down the street. On its side was an advertisement. Eddie had seen nothing like it before, and he gaped at it. It was showy, splashed with bright purples and yellows that made his head hurt. The ad featured two palookas grinning like monkeys. Screaming in bright red letters a foot and a half tall was the message MORNING DRIVE-TIME WITH PHIL AND THE ROOSTER! And under that, only a fraction less gaudy: 105.1 The Kick—Jersey City’s #1 Rock-and-roll radio!

      Eddie didn’t know what to think, except What the hell is rock-and-roll? As he approached its stop, Eddie watched the bus pull to the curb and spill its passengers onto the sidewalk. They all went their separate ways, and there was nothing remarkable about any of them, but one. She moved along the sidewalk in his direction, lighting a cigarette as she came. Tattered denim shorts barely covered her midsection and ripped black stockings ran down her long legs to a pair of scuffed army boots. The arms of a flannel shirt were cinched around her waist. She wore a black t-shirt, the name RAMONES emblazoned in white across her jiggling breasts. Her blonde hair was longish on one side, buzzed to a bristle on the other, and her face and ears flashed with so many metal rings and thingamabobs she looked like a human pincushion. Eddie found himself appalled and aroused at the same time.

      As she passed, the girl sneered at him. “Fuck you lookin’ at?” she demanded. Eddie turned to watch her stalk away, and she shot over her shoulder, “Take a goddamn picture, why don’tcha? Asshole.”

      Eddie looked around. No one else was paying the slightest attention to the spectacle. He didn’t understand. How could people not notice her? What the hell was going on? He realized his mouth was hanging open and snapped it shut.

      Then it occurred to him that the girl’s outlandish getup must have been a Halloween costume. She was headed to a party. Sure, that had to be it. Still, he’d seen nothing like her before. Also, Eddie had never heard a woman talk like that, and he’d spent time with some pretty crazy dames. Bewildered, he turned and continued on his way.

      And damned if he didn’t feel eyes on him again. He tried to ignore it; if he lost his head, he’d never get out of this in one piece.

      As he passed the bus stop, he noticed a newsboy hawking his wares there in the middle of the busy sidewalk. The kid clasped a few papers in one hand while waving a single copy in the air with the other.

      “Extra! Extra! Read all about it!” the boy announced to anyone who would listen. “Italian troops invade Greece! Greeks launch strong counter-offensive!”

      Eddie scanned the street for a cab. No luck.

      The newsie shouted. “Forty-seven German aircraft shot down above England!”

      A guy in a gray suit stopped for a paper. He flipped the boy a nickel, and there was a brief flash of silver before the kid snatched it out of the air.

      Nothing Eddie could do. He’d just have to hoof it for now. At least every step he took was taking him farther away from Mercer Street, and the dead girl.

      Margaret, his mind spoke up. If you’re gonna run a little girl down, you should have the decency to remember her name.

      Yeah, well, he argued, it’s not like I meant to do it. So why turn myself in now? Me going to the big house isn’t gonna bring her back.

      He remembered the little pirate calling him a bad man. But he wasn’t. Sure, he was no saint. He’d pulled a few jobs in his time. But he never bumped anybody off.

      Until now.

      I didn’t do it on purpose, goddamn it, he countered.

      The newsboy yelled, “Airliners bring down twin towers in New York City in terrorist attack!”

      Eddie halted and cast a side-long glance at the kid. What the hell was he talking about? Had the Krauts attacked the city? What twin towers?

      Then the boy cried, “Petty thief, Eddie Merrick, wanted for the hit-and-run murder of Margaret May Dowling!”

      Eddie felt his heart lurch painfully in his chest. Now the newsie looked straight at him. Holding the stack of newspapers straight out in front of him like a billboard, the kid flashed a sinister grin and tipped Eddie a wink. Eddie couldn’t breathe. He was pictured on the front page  next to the girl. Eddie’s picture was a mug shot from two years ago, a bit he did for a burglary rap. Margaret’s image was from tonight. It showed her splayed out on the street, broken and bloody, her eyes staring at nothing. The angle of the shot was from Eddie’s perspective as he had stood looking down at her. As if he’d taken the picture.

      A moan rose from deep in his throat as Eddie backed away from the newsboy. He stumbled at the curb and nearly toppled into the path of an oncoming car. Regained his balance at the last second, but overcompensated, and pitched forward onto his hands and knees. But he was up again in an instant, reeling down the street, thinking that this was it, this was what it felt like to flip your wig. But another part of him—the Eddie Fucking Merrick part—fought to silence his gibbering mind. There’s a reasonable explanation. I’m just paranoid, that’s all. I’m tense and my mind’s playing tricks on me.

      But he needed to get the hell out of this town right now. He searched the street again for a cab, but several outlandish-looking cars in the midst of the regular traffic drove him to distraction.

      What is this?

      He didn’t have too long to dwell on the question, though, because from the corner of his eye, Eddie swore he saw someone in a red hood and cape across the street a little farther down. Just as he focused on them, however, they disappeared down an alley. Eddie limp-skipped along his side of the street until he drew even with the alley’s entrance, and saw it was not an alley at all, just a brick wall set back between two buildings. There was nowhere the owner of the red hood could have disappeared to.

      You’re off your rocker.

      Shut up, he told himself.

      He craned his neck looking for a cab, but saw none. Where the hell were they? They should be out in droves tonight. There must be a million Halloween bashes. He cursed under his breath and turned to go—and ran smack into Snow White carrying an assortment of liquor bottles in a paper bag. The bag tipped and threatened to dump its contents, and she and Eddie did an awkward dance together there on the sidewalk under the streetlights, trying to prevent disaster. After a moment during which things might have gone either way, fortune won out.

      “Well, excuse you,” she said, and snickered.

      “I’m awfully sorry,” Eddie said. “I’m in a hurry and wasn’t—”

      “Aw”—she waved it away—“don’t give it a second thought.”

      Eddie offered her a polite smile.

      The girl gave him the once-over. “Say, fella. Are you okay? You don’t look so hot.”

      “I’m swell,” Eddie said. “Listen, I gotta—”

      “You’re white as a sheet. Look like you seen a ghost, or somethin’”

      Eddie gaped at her.

      “Oh my goodness!” she exclaimed, and Eddie jumped. “I can’t believe I said that—that you look like you seen a ghost. On Halloween!” She brayed with laughter.

      Eddie gave an embarrassed glance around at the passersby.

      Snow White thrust out her free hand. “I’m Edna.”

      He shook with her. “E-Eddie.”

      “Hey! Eddie and Edna!”

      She was a dish. Just not too bright. Or maybe she’d already been hitting the hooch.

      “Well, it’s nice t’ meet you, Eddie. I think we—”

      She stopped dead. She stood there, frozen.

      “Um… Edna?” Eddie mumbled.

      Edna’s frozen smile became a rictus. Her brow wrinkled in confusion, and her eyes rolled away from his as she observed her surroundings as if for the first time. The bag slipped from her grasp and the booze smashed on the concrete after all, filling the air with the sharp smell of whiskey. Edna’s face transformed into a mask of abject misery. Her eyes were filled with tears when they fell on Eddie’s face again. The tears spilled down her cheeks as she stared at him with a horrifying, mournful expression. And in a voice that made Eddie’s blood run cold, she said, “Where am I?” She reached out and seized Eddie’s arms in a claw-like grip. “What is this place?”

      Eddie cried out and tore himself away. He fled, leaving her standing there in the middle of the sidewalk.

      She screamed after him, “WHERE AM I?”

      He said a prayer under his breath, one of many they had taught him to recite as a kid, between beatings from his old man. He could only remember the first part, so he kept repeating it over and over. “Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee. Hail Mary, full of grace. The Lord is with thee…”

      He had gone a block when he stopped in his tracks, his heart hammering in his chest. Heading toward him was a clown, a guy dressed as Dracula, a hula dancer in a grass skirt and a coconut bra. And a cop. They were all laughing and shooting the breeze and hadn’t yet noticed Eddie. Eddie didn’t know if the copper’s uniform was a Halloween costume, or the real deal. But he wasn’t taking any chances. Beads of sweat popping up on his brow, he looked around for a place to duck into and spotted a bar across the street, with the name Angelo’s above the door.

      Eddie crossed Newark Avenue against the flow of traffic, which had become a little backed up. Upon closer inspection, he decided that some of the odd-looking automobiles were in fact quite sleek, if a little unimaginative. As he crossed, there came from somewhere among the vehicles music the likes of which Eddie had never heard or even imagined. You couldn’t even call it music, he thought. What were those hellish instruments? And the “singer” was screaming like he was in pain. Eddie continued across the street, relieved to reached the other side. With a casual glance over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being hounded by the cop, Eddie slipped into Angelo’s.

      The first thing to catch his eye in the low light was the glowing television. At least, that’s what he assumed it must be. He didn’t own one himself, never saw much use in them, though he had seen them around, even nabbed one in a burglary once. But he had never seen a television anywhere like this one. Something inside him cried out in denial because he knew it didn't belong here. Mounted near the ceiling in one corner behind the bar, its huge picture tube (must have been four feet wide!) was alive with color and motion. A football game was on, the picture so vivid that Eddie half expected a player to run out of the box and into the room.

      There was a guy at one of the tables who had his own personal television, a slim, flat thing that looked like it was part typewriter. He sat hunched over it, watching what looked to Eddie like a politician giving a speech. And then, to Eddie’s surprise, the guy closed the thing up like a briefcase.

      But the sight that bowled him over were the handheld gadgets that a couple of people seemed to use as both tiny televisions and some kind of walkie-talkies.

      This is all wrong, Eddie thought. And it’s been wrong since that spooky kid with the newspapers. Maybe even before that. Maybe…

      You know when everything went wrong.

      Yeah, he admitted. When I hit the girl. When I hit Margaret.

      Think again.

      At first, Eddie didn’t understand. And it pissed him off. Then, he got it. And the answer was so simple.

      He sighed. When I ran, Eddie told himself. It all came to pieces when I ran.

      Give that man a cigar!

      But what Eddie wanted was a belt.

      He approached the bar, behind which worked a heavyset man with slicked-back black hair that was going gray around the temples. The guy wore an orange t-shirt with black letters that said WHY CAN’T WITCHES GET PREGNANT? THEIR HUSBANDS HAVE HOLLOW-WEENIES!

      “Who’s winning?” Eddie nodded at the television.

      “This is a recording. Giants beat the Rams, thirty-one to ten.” He shook his head. “L.A. sucks this season.”

      In as steady a voice as he was able, Eddie said, “I thought the Rams played in Cleveland.”

      The barkeep looked at Eddie in thoughtful consideration. Then he roared laughter. Two geezers at the other end of the bar glanced their way and then returned to their beer and conversation.

      “Maybe they should,” the barkeep said.

      Eddie showed him a wooden smile.

      “What’ll it be?”

      “Scotch, neat.”

      “Five bucks.”

      With trembling fingers, Eddie fished a fin out of his wallet and slid it across the bar.

      The guy set him up and then strolled down the bar to chat with the two geezers. Eddie picked up his drink, swirled it around twice, anticipating the taste, then tossed it back.

      Except the liquor didn’t touch his lips. As Eddie looked on, the scotch drained from the glass backward. It receded into the upturned bottom and disappeared. It was as if the glass itself had drunk it.

      His hand shaking badly now, Eddie set the glass back down on the bar—and watched it fill from nowhere to its original level again. He shook his head vigorously and lifted the glass again. He raised it to his lips.

      The same thing happened as before; the scotch emptied into the glass.

      With a frustrated cry, Eddie hurled the glass at the wall behind the bar where it exploded with the sound of a gunshot.

      The barkeep yelled, “Hey, what the hell!” He dug one of those handheld gadgets out of his front pocket.

      Eddie wasn’t paying attention; he stared up at the television, where the picture had changed. On the screen a Ford Coupe—his Ford Coupe—turned onto Mercer Street. Eddie could just hear Glenn Miller’s “In The Mood” drifting through the open driver’s side window. The camera pulled back, offering a wide view, just as a tiny figure in a red hood and cape stepped off the curb and into the street. The car struck the child’s body like a giant steel fist, sending it flying through the air like a rag doll and—

      Eddie turned his back. He’d seen enough. More than enough.

      The patrons at the tables were all watching him.

      The bartender poked Eddie hard between the shoulder blades. “Hey, you! Get the fuck out of here now! I called the cops.”

      Eddie didn't need to hear it twice. He stumbled to  the door.

      Outside, Margaret Dowling lay in the gutter.

      Eddie’s body stiffened in fear so suddenly that his spine popped.

      She raised her head, and a ropy length of half-coagulated blood stretched between her crushed skull and the ground. She grinned, and Eddie saw that half her teeth were broken.

      “How did it feel?” she asked him. It  didn’t sound like a little girl's voice. It sounded old.

      A croaking noise rose from Eddie’s throat.

      “How did it feel to kill me?” A bit of brain dropped from the hole in her head and plopped onto the curb.

      No, Eddie thought. Her voice doesn’t just sound old. It sounds ancient. Wherever she went after dying, she was there for ages.

      “How did it feel to stand there? To stand over my dead body and look down at it?”

      Eddie tried to reply, tried to say he was sorry, that he’d take it back if he could. But he could only shake his head and stammer.

      “HOW DID IT FEEL?” screamed the thing in the gutter.

      Eddie bolted. Behind him, the ghost let loose a hideous wail, one that would have turned the bravest man into a coward, and it turned Eddie’s guts to water. He barely noticed the piss running down his leg as he limp-skipped down the sidewalk, shoving people out of his way. His terror was mindless, and he may have gone on that way forever, or until his leg gave out or his heart burst. But then he saw the priest.

      The old man was standing on the corner, waiting to cross the street, the shock of hair on his head as white as his collar. When he saw Eddie coming, his burning blue eyes seemed to get even more intense, as if a flame flared up behind them. A smile played on his lips.

      Eddie skidded to a halt in front of the priest, clasping his hands together in supplication. But he dare not quite touch the man, because though Eddie had forsaken religion, years spent having it crammed down his throat had instilled in him a grudging respect for it, and in his heart he felt unworthy. Unclean. “Please, father,” he begged. “Help me.”

      “Help you with what, Eddie?”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt her, father I swear, I mean, I know I did wrong and all, heisting that Coupe, but I never… I never…”

      Eddie trailed off. He looked at the priest. Then he said, “How do you know my name?”

      The priest smiled, and Eddie saw the devil it. He still felt petrified of the thing that had once been Margaret Dowling, and yet it was dawning on him that he could run, but he couldn’t hide.

      “Oh, I know all about you, Eddie.”

      Eddie deflated. “So you’re part of…” he shook his head and shrugged, “this… whatever’s happening?”

      “Indeed.” The old man’s blue eyes twinkled with that inner light.

      Cars whooshed by on the street. On the sidewalk, people flowed past Eddie and the priest like they were two islands in a stream. Eddie barely noticed.

      “Am I in hell?”

      The priest gave no answer, but there was a knowing gleam in his eyes.

      Eddie sighed. “Are you even a real priest?”

      “Ha! God, no.” He struck a pose. “This is my Halloween costume, worn especially for the occasion. Not bad, eh?”

      Eddie just looked at him.

      “Truth be told,” the old man said, “I wear it to draw you to me. Despite your occupation, your catholic upbringing still has a lot of power over you, Eddie. I could approach you, but it’s not as…sporting.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Eddie shouted.

      The old man smiled, unruffled. “James and Katherine Dowling were the parents of young Margaret. They were quite well off. Filthy rich, you might say.

      “On the night you killed Margaret, the police came close to capturing you. A couple of the residents of Mercer Street got a good look at you and described you. You weren’t hard to track down. They spotted you here on Newark Avenue, and they gave chase. It would have been better for you had they caught you, Eddie. As it was, you ran into the street—and smack in front of a moving bus. It killed you instantly.”

      “You’re crazy,” Eddie whispered.

      The old man smiled. “Am I?”

      Eddie said nothing.

      “As I said, the Dowlings were wealthy. I won’t bore you with the details, but suffice it to say that, over the years, James invested in several companies, leveraging his assets into a powerful empire. Where I’m from, Eddie, the Dowling family are giants.

      “One company engaged in DNA research. I know you don’t understand what I mean—not being a scientist, I don’t understand it all, myself—but I’ll explain things as best I can.”

      “I don’t want to hear anymore of this,” Eddie said.

      “Oh, Eddie,” said the old man, “don’t you know, you have no choice?”

      Eddie fell silent. A passing car honked its horn, and he cringed.

      “Now, where was I? Oh, yes. DNA—deoxyribonucleic acid. The carrier of genetic information and the building blocks of life.

      “Again, it would have been better for you had the  police captured you that night. You'd have done time, and that probably would have been the end of it. But you escaped punishment when you stepped in front of that bus. Some thought it was poetic justice, since you died in the same manner as Margaret. But James and Katherine Dowling disagreed. As did I.

      “Which is why we exhumed your bones and regenerated your body. And then placed that body in a suspended state. Oh, it looks nothing like the old you, I’m afraid. Just a gelatinous blob with a brain, floating in a biotic soup. Much of your nourishment comes from your own waste, which you release into the tank and recycle through your body.

      “A computer is connected to your brain. It’s used to control your memories and to create this place you see around you. I’m also able to visit you here personally from time to time, though we have to make certain adjustments for that. The program default runs much too fast for me to be here in real time, so you usually just encounter a smart projection of me. The thing is, the computer became self-aware of late and has rewritten the program on its own. That’s why you’re experiencing glimpses of a future you don’t understand. And other anomalies, such as the young woman named Edna. She’s nothing more than a glitch manifested by that self-awareness. At first, we planned to intervene, but I rather enjoy the surprises it springs on you. It keeps things interesting. Yes, I think we’ll give the computer the benefit of the doubt for the foreseeable future.

      “To answer your question, Eddie: no, you are not in hell. You’re in prison.”

      So there it was.

      “You’re saying none of this”—Eddie gestured at everything around them—“is real?”

      “It’s as real as the pain you feel, Eddie. They say ‘All the world's a stage.’ Perhaps it should be ‘All the worlds are stages.’”

      Eddie now realized who he was talking to.

      “You’re the boy, aren’t you? The pirate. Margaret’s brother.”

      “Superb, Eddie! I’m Peter Dowling.” That smile again. Those twinkling eyes.

      Eddie felt numb.

      “You’ll never—ever—be allowed to experience pleasures of any kind here.”

      Eddie said, “The scotch.”

      “Yes. From here on out, there’s only fear and frustration for you, my friend.”

      “And how long will that be?”

      Dowling shrugged. “Forever.”

      “You’ve got to die sometime,” Eddie reminded him.

      “True.” The old man nodded. “But my son is part of the operation right now. And someday my grandsons will take over. Besides, time means nothing here, Eddie. We can make a second seem like ages to you. You’ve already lived through this night millions of times.”

      “Please…” Eddie said.

      “If there's a heaven I suppose your soul is in God's hands. But your ass—such as it is—belongs to us.”

      Eddie hung his head and cried.

      “See you soon, Eddie,” said Peter Dowling. “Oh. And happy Halloween.”

      Everything faded to black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Eddie Merrick couldn’t shake the feeling.

      Like something was about to happen.

      Something bad.
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      ‘I’m driving. The car is out of control. Dane, my husband, he is in the passenger seat. He is panicking, telling me to brake but I am. The brakes aren’t working no matter how much I stamp on them. My children, Bridget and Lucas…’ Jennifer stopped talking and swallowed back some tears as her emotions start to get the better of her, just as they had when she had experienced the dream for real - as opposed to just reliving it. She had woken, in a sweat, crying.

      ‘Go on,’ the man rasped. His voice croaky. Strained. Unpleasant.

      ‘The road ends. Concrete turns to wooden slats. Dane is screaming at me to stop now, I can see the fear in his eyes and he can see the fear in mine… The kids are screaming.’ A tear runs down Jennifer’s cheek, quickly followed by another. ‘We’re on the pier. People are diving out of the path of our runaway car. I don’t think anyone is badly hurt but…’

      ‘But?’ Jennifer couldn’t see the man sitting in the shadows but sensed a smile spread across his cruel mouth. A satisfaction at the thought of the possible horrors yet to unfold.

      ‘I don’t want to do this.’

      ‘You know the deal. Finish. Tell me. What do the people look like? The ones who are jumping out of the way?’

      ‘They look scared. They’re yelling at both us and the people still in our path. Telling us to stop. Telling them to move…’

      ‘Young? Old?’

      ‘Both. They’re families out for a day at the beach. Local people. Tourists…’

      ‘What were you going to tell me? The people were jumping out of the way. You said that you didn’t think anyone was badly hurt but… What were you going to tell me?’

      ‘The end of the pier was fast approaching. People were leaning over the barrier watching the world go by. Some were fishing. Some were just standing, watching the waves gently lap against the pier’s supports below them. A few seagulls were resting on the barrier too - begging for food from people enjoying fish and chips.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘I’m still hitting the brakes and they’re still not responding. Just before we go through the barrier there is a moment of peace. Just a moment. I look at Dane. He looks at me. He smiles. For a second - I feel at ease. I feel peace. I… Smile at him and whisper that I love him. He doesn’t say it back as we go through the barrier.’

      ‘You hit anyone as you go through?’

      ‘No. They moved. People scattered. Birds flew off. We went through the barrier and crashed into the water.’ Jennifer paused. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      ‘Because I want to know what scares you.’

      ‘I told you. I worry about driving a car into water. I guess this particular dream just comes about when I am stressed about something.’ She paused a moment. ‘The only thing I don’t understand is where the pier comes from.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘Where I live… Well, you’ve seen it. That’s where you…’

      ‘Careful.’ A warning.

      ‘Met me.’

      ‘Pretend I’ve never seen it. Tell me about where you live.’

      ‘Why are we doing this?’ The man doesn’t answer Jennifer so she continued. ‘I live on the Harvester Golf Course in the middle of nowhere. A big, white house with a wrap-around porch and lots of windows. Lots of comfortable chairs and loungers to sit on around the porch. From the backyard there is a view of the lake which sits by the third hole, where the geese like to hang out. The house is on Carver Avenue - a little stretch with about twelve other houses. It’s nice. Peaceful.’ She got back to the point she was making. ‘But it’s the lake… I thought… If I were to dream about crashing the car into water… The amount of times I’ve looked at the lake, I would have thought that would have featured in the dream…’

      ‘Brain works in mysterious ways. Tell me what you see when the car hits the water.’

      ‘Everything goes black beyond the windscreen. The sound of water trickling in through a small crack in the window to my side. Not open enough to climb through. The kids - and me - are still screaming. Dane is trying to open the door, warning us that the water will rush in. He tells us that we just need to wait for the car to be completely full and then we can swim out but - he can’t open the door. He’s hitting the window next with both hands clenched into tight fists but it’s no good. The pressure of the water from the other side is making the glass stronger… Harder to break…’  Jennifer paused. ‘That’s when I wake up.’

      ‘You don’t see your family suffocate?’ She can tell the man is still smiling. ‘You don’t see them as the water fills their lungs? You don’t see them as their body spasms as they run out of air, forcing them to gulp a lungful of salt water?’

      ‘Please stop.’

      ‘We’re not done.’ The man continued, from the darkness, ‘Tell me about your family.’

      ‘I told you their names…. What more do you want to know?’

      ‘You told me their names. What do they look like?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Describe them.’ He paused a moment. ‘If you want this to end…’

      ‘My husband is roughly six foot tall. Brown hair. Brown eyes. He’s handsome.’

      ‘What does he do for a living?’

      ‘He works for the government. I can’t tell you what he does… What I can say, though, is that he will do anything for his family.’

      From the shadows: Laughter.

      ‘Lucas, my son…’ Jennifer continued just to stop herself from hearing the repulsive throaty laugh. ‘Average height. Dark brown hair, brown eyes. He is a student at Iowa State University. In his spare time, he likes to DJ. He works hard and is a nice kid but - if you provoke him - he can get angry. He just snaps. I worry that, one day, he might get himself into trouble.’ She waited for a reaction. There was none. ‘Bridget. My daughter. About five foot. Shoulder length brown hair and brown eyes again. She is studying at the University of Iowa - an artist and a musician. Like her brother, she can snap when provoked…’

      ‘Any pets in the family?’

      Jennifer was getting frustrated, ‘Why do you want to know all this?’

      ‘Because I want to know you. I want to know what your life is like…’

      ‘But why?’

      The man asked again, ‘Any pets in the family?’

      Jennifer sighed. ‘I have two dogs. Wrigley and Jarvis. Wrigley is a caramel coloured small mutt. And Jarvis - he’s a fat pug…’

      There’s a snort from the corner. ‘I had you down as a cat lady.’

      ‘You would have seen the dogs at the house when you.…’

      ‘Be careful.’

      Jennifer ignored his warning and finished her sentence, ‘… When you took me.’ She looked down at the restraints binding her to the chair. ‘Please - let me go. You said you would let me go if I answered some questions. I’ve answered your questions. Please, just let me go home.’

      ‘Describe yourself.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Describe yourself!’

      ‘Just let me go!’

      There was silence.

      ‘You know what I look like.’

      ‘I want you to describe yourself. I want to hear how you view yourself?’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’

      Silence.

      ‘I have short black, pixie-like hair. I’m petite - only five foot tall. I’m a mother. I’m a wife. I’m an ex-librarian, illustrator, writer. I love to read. I love horror.’ She corrected herself. ‘I loved horror.’ Hard to love horror when you find yourself living it. She continued, ‘I’m a nice person. I’m loving. I usually see the best in every situation. I’m family orientated. I give people second chances even when they don’t always deserve them. It takes a lot for me to get angry and I like to travel but - generally - I’m a homebody…’

      ‘You sound like you see the best in everything.’

      ‘I try.’

      ‘I like that you see the best in every situation.’ The man paused a moment before he asked her, ‘Do you see the best in this situation?’

      Jennifer started to cry, no longer able to keep the majority of the tears held back. How could she see the best in this situation? She had been at home. Alone. There had been a knock at the back door which had taken her by surprise. She had opened the door and - nothing. Then she had woken up here, bound to a chair.

      ‘What does it feel like?’ the man asked.

      ‘What does what feel like?’

      ‘What does it feel like to cry? To have tears spill from your eyes…’

      ‘Why do you want to know this?’ Jennifer wept.

      The man leaned forward out of the darkness. His face was weathered by age. His forehead wrinkled with lines around his eyes. His complexion, ghostly pale. He had no eyes; just dark sockets where they should have been. ‘Because I’ve never had eyes….’ the man rasped.

      Jennifer screamed as the man sat back, into the darkness. So many questions - thoughts - went through her mind. If he had no eyes, how had he found her? How had he brought her here?

      A door opened behind Jennifer. She tried to turn to see who it was but couldn’t due to the restraints - and positioning of the chair.

      ‘Who is it? Who’s there?’ she asked, panic in her voice. She flinched as a hand - covered by a surgical glove - landed on her shoulder. Whoever it was was standing right behind her. Still couldn’t see their face.

      ‘Are you ready?’ the voice - male - asked. Jennifer guessed he wasn’t talking to her but, instead, the blind psychopath in the corner.

      ‘She sees a lot. I’m ready.’

      ‘Please. Whatever you're doing. Let me go home. Please.’

      ‘Ssh,’ the man behind whispered. ‘You can go home soon enough but first…’ The man reached round to the front of Jennifer with his other hand, also gloved. Grasped in his grip was a pair of small forceps. ‘…. We have just this little procedure to carry out. I warn you now, I can’t promise that it won’t hurt.’

      The hand resting on Jennifer’s shoulder moved to her face. With no warning - and no words of comfort - the fingers prised her eye open. The man in the corner leaned forward, out of the shadows. He was smiling. Stained teeth from a life time of smoking and coffee drinking.

      ‘Give me your eyes. Give me your sight… Let me see what you see…’ the old man was whispering. There was nothing comforting about what he was saying, nothing that filled Jennifer’s heavy heart with hope. No hope. Just dread.

      ‘Please don’t do this…’ Jennifer screamed as she couldn’t help but watch the forceps get closer, and closer, to her eyes. Cold metal on skin as the contraption started to press in between eyeball and flesh. Jennifer screamed again and jolted her head to the left, pulling away from the man’s fingers.

      ‘You stupid cunt!’ the man roared as the edge of the forceps pierced the eye. Jennifer screamed - not from fear this time but an agonized scream as her eyeball pissed a clear liquid. ‘Hold still!’

      ‘What? What happened?’

      ‘It’s fine. There’s still a good eye.’ The man took a step back and a deep breath as he struggled to keep calm.

      ‘What have you done, you idiot?’

      ‘She moved!’

      ‘I’ve told you before about this… We should knock them out first… It would make it easier.’

      ‘Easier but not as satisfying for me. Remember - your last payment to me didn’t go through so I suggest you shut the fuck up and let me do it the way I want to…’ The man grabbed Jennifer’s head and moved the forceps to the second eyeball. As the metal neared her eye, she yanked to the side again. ‘Fuck sake!’ He looked across to the old man, ‘Step forward and hold her head. You want her sight, you make yourself useful.’

      ‘Don’t forget who you’re talking to…’

      ‘I haven’t. A rich man who’s payment bounced. Now take hold of her fucking head and hold it still so that I can get the eye.’

      ‘I’m only paying half the price if there is only one.’

      The man snapped again, ‘Just take her fucking head so that I can get on with some real work…’ He gave the old man some directions, ‘Step forward five paces and you’re here.’ A slight pause as the old man followed the sound of his voice. ‘Let’s get this done.’

      ‘Please! Don’t do this! Whatever he is paying, I’ll pay more! Please don’t do this!’ Jennifer screamed through the pain of the burst eye. The two men laughed at her offer. ‘Please don’t do this! I have a family!’

      ‘And you’ll still have a family. You know what they look like… Remember earlier when you said you see the good in everything?’

      ‘I try,’ Jennifer wept.

      ‘Here’s the good: You’re giving the old man the chance to see again. You should feel good about that. It’s generous of you…’

      ‘I don’t want to be blind!’ Jennifer screamed.

      The old man shook his head, ‘Neither did I but - thanks to you - I will have the chance to see again. So, for that, thank you… Now… Sssh…’ The old man turned his attention to his helper. He said, ‘Let’s get this done now.’

      The man leaned in close with the forceps again. He pushed them between flesh and eyeball. With Jennifer unable to move, this time the man was successful in gripping the whole of the eye. He smiled when he realised he had it. He didn’t say anything. The old man wouldn’t have heard him over the screams of Jennifer. But - he was ready. One quick tug…

      Jennifer’s scream changed in pitch.

      The next time her eye would see, it would be through the head of an old man. An old man laughing: watching a newly blinded woman stumble around, tripping over the various objects purposefully placed in her path.

      

      
        THE END
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      The tea was too hot. My lips and tongue were burnt now. I inhaled as much as I could and then, sent tiny ripples across the surface of my favorite relaxation drink. I figured by the time I got my elderly frame from the kitchen to the couch, it would be ready. Two steps towards my leisure spot, I heard a crash coming from the second bedroom. I sighed, carrying my teacup back over to the sink and dumping it. It would be cold by the time I got back to drinking it.

      Such a waste, I thought as my orthopedic shoes thumped against the wooden floors while I walked past the dining area to the short hallway that separated the two bedrooms. They were across from each other and there, at the end, my eyes caught sight of my Harold in the black and white photograph hanging on the wall between each doorway. Its striking lack of color broke apart all the pink in the apartment: the walls, the furniture, the throw rug. My husband used to joke that if we owned a cat, I would have dyed it pink.

      I chuckled and briefly considered turning right. What I had planned could wait. I wasn’t as young as I used to be and I could stand to use a nap. Maybe, my Harold would make an appearance while I was in dreamland. How I longed to hear his voice, to see his smile. I shook the thought from my head and unlocked the door on the left. While most women my age kept their glasses on a chain around their neck, I kept the key to this room.

      I shut the door behind me, locked it, and flipped the light switch on. I never let anyone else into this room. If someone asked, I’d tell them it was my hobby room, that I do some knitting and such. The room had a much different and darker purpose, though one could call it a hobby of sorts. It looked almost like a second kitchen, except the for the makeshift cot; the massive meat freezer in the corner; the giant, rolling tool cabinet; and the naked man hanging from a chain in the center of the room.

      “You don’t understand how lucky you are,” I said, as I grabbed my brown leather apron off the hook and put it on. “Usually the people I bring in here are upside down, dead, and bleeding out into that washtub below you.” The washtub in question was on its side. The crashing sound must have been him kicking it over. The dead never thrashed about in such a rude manner.

      The man’s eyes went wild as he caught sight of me putting on my heavy leather gloves. He was finally starting to become aware of his surrounding as the drugs in his system began to wear off. Nobody can turn down one of my homemade chocolate-covered cherries laced with Temazepam. He tried to talk, but the ball gag in his mouth wouldn’t allow it.

      I walked over to the tool cabinet and pulled out one of the drawers. There, it housed an assortment of knives; some surgical, some culinary, all stainless steel. I let my wrinkled hands guide me. Trust your instincts, Harold used to tell me. Each tool seemed to vibrate as my fingers lightly touched their handles. I made my choice: the serrated carving knife. It was a welcoming gift from the butcher on the second floor. He even taught Harold some techniques when my husband told him we liked to ‘hunt’ for our food. He was such a nice man.

      His wife seemed like a bitch, though.

      “Well, I guess you could look at it as you are the unlucky one,” I said with my back still to him. “I plan on keeping you alive while I do what needs to be done.”

      I turned around, knife now visible. As if he weren’t panicked before, he definitely was now as I walked over to him. He tried to scream in vain and weakly kicked at me. His useless hands were handcuffed behind his back. The chain, wrapped under his armpits and around his chest, shook violently. It was attached to the ceiling where we took out the ceiling fan to replace it with a modified garage door opener we used to lift the bodies off the floor. It’s not easy getting old. Hopefully, he wasn’t disturbing the upstairs neighbor, though that drunk could probably sleep through anything.

      This is no good, I thought. Harold had always made sure that our victims were drugged for twenty-four hours and died peacefully.  His nighttime hobby was butchery, but his daytime job was surgery. He always told me that when humans are stressed, their glycogen levels go down. After death, glycogen is converted into lactic acid. If there’s not enough lactic acid, the meat will be tough and dry. It will also bruise easier and spoil faster. The man was a genius when it came to saving peoples’ lives and taking them.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said, bluntly as if Harold was in the room with me. “A peaceful death is too good for a piece of shit like him. Excuse my potty mouth.”

      I looked him up and down. My husband wouldn’t approve of this choice of meat either. He was skin and bones. Harold liked his meal tickets plump. I would have to get creative if I wanted to eat for more than a week on just organ meats.

      I grabbed a hold of what little fat he had on the outside of his thigh and pushed the sharp edge of the blade against his skin. The knife trembled as my gloved hands started to shake. My Arthritis left me with fingers that would barely close around the handle. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep this hobby up. Mind over body, I push my fingers together as much as I could and started cutting.

      I was not prepared for the amount of blood that spurted across the room onto the floor. It isn’t much of an issue with the dead; their hearts had stopped pumping. I was just glad that Harold replaced the carpet in here with tile after we signed the lease. I’m sure our landlord would not be happy that we did this, but he’d never find out until I died. Then, I’m sure, with what else they’d find in the apartment, the carpet would be the least of their worries.

      Harold said we’d replace the carpet when we moved. That was all part of his plan. We abduct so many people each year and then, we move on so no one got suspicious. After Harold had died two years ago, (one year after we moved into the Watch Tower) I decided that I probably didn’t have many years left in me and I wasn’t going to uproot again. Besides, we had finally moved somewhere somewhat close to family.

      Leaving a bloody trail, I outlined the piece of flesh I was going after. With my free hand, I dug my fingers into the wound and pulled the hunk of flesh as far as I could away from his body. Blood poured out of the incision, ran down his leg, and thankfully into the bucket. I pushed the blade down, sawing through muscle, severing tendons.  I bit the inside of my cheek as the pain in hands started to be too much. I looked up at him and realized he was pretty much doing the same, except he had the ball gag.

      Halfway though, the red meat of his leg flapped over my hand as the sawing became easier. His muffled cries were not something I was used to, but I welcomed it just the same. I did not like silence; silence reminded how alone I truly was now. There was a radio/CD player in here and most days, Harold and I would do what we do, listening to the sounds of our youth bounce off the walls. Sometimes we’d take a break and dance like fools around the room, our swinging bodies sending blood droplets across the tile. It was like we were the only ones in the room… alive anyway. I still liked to play music after Harold died, but it wasn’t the same. I missed feeling those leather gloves against my back, holding me tightly against him while our bodies moved in rhythm. I missed the way his cedar wood and Juniper berry aftershave mixed with the metallic smell of blood. I looked over at his apron hanging next to my empty hook and tears formed at the corners of my eyes.

      A different type of tear streamed down the man’s face as I walked over to the counter with the cutting board. I pressed my cheek against the cool countertop and squinted at the edge of the meat. I started cutting as close to the top as I could, trying to trim away the hair and skin. With what little meat I was getting, this would probably have to get ground up and put in a casserole.

      I’m no Hannibal Lecter. I don’t cook exotic dishes from my victims. I have much simpler tastes. Instead of a filet mignon, it’s goulash. Instead of a crown roast, I make a mean meatloaf. Sometimes it depends on who shows up at my door. An overweight door-to-door salesman gave me enough burgers to open my own fast food joint. The muscular guy that tried to get me to join the local gym had such tough meat, I had to let it simmer in my crock pot to make a stew. He had it coming, though; should have never accepted a chocolate if he was all about health and fitness.

      I binned the inedible parts and put the trimmed meat in a freezer bag: One of the best things ever invented. After sealing it, I placed the future meal in the nearly full freezer. I wasn’t doing this for food. I was doing this because he deserved it.

      I returned to him with knife in hand. I was pleasantly surprised he didn’t pass out. “Hmm. Let’s see if I can get a better piece this time.”

      I grabbed his breast. Amazingly you can find some of the fleshiest meat there, even on a man, even on one as skinny as this one. I dug the tip of the knife into his chest and watched his reaction. I was not disappointed. Blood sprayed across the walls as I rotated the blade around and ripped my choice cut away. Luckily, I painted the walls pink in here as well. After you scrub the stain a bit, you can barely see them.

      I took the meat back to the counter and prepared it the same as the other. This would make a nice steak. I bagged it and popped it in the freezer.

      I turned around. “Ready for thirds?” I asked, but no one was listening. He must have passed out. I hoped he’d wake up eventually and then, I’d return. I had already been away too long as it was and I should check on my guest.

      I cleaned the knife and put it away. I gripped a finger of my leather glove between my teeth to pull it off. I tasted the sweet coppery taste I had come to enjoy so much. I hung the gloves and the apron on the wall hook. No need to clean them. I’ll be back.

      I looked back at the washtub, thinking if I should move it or not. If he woke up, he might kick it over again and that would be a mess. Then again, blood was still flowing from his open wounds, dripping down off his toes. If I moved it, I’d still have a mess to deal with. It was a lose-lose situation.

      Maybe I should get the wet vaccum, I thought, staring into the dark red surface as the bloody waterfall created ripples where it struck. After I sucked all the blood out of the bucket, I’d hit reverse and send it down the sink drain. My apartment truly was the heart of the Watch Tower pumping blood through its copper veins. There are those that if they found out about me, they’d accuse me of being a monster. It’s ironic. With the apartment’s state-of-the-art water filtration system, most of the blood was recycled and processed back into the building. These people are just as much a cannibal as I am. They just didn’t realize it. Hell, I’m probably the reason why the flowers grow so well in the lobby.

      I decided to wait. I locked the door behind me and returned to the living room. My grandson was sitting on the couch, watching tv where I had left him. Normally, you couldn’t get him to sit still long enough to watch a whole program, but not today.

      “Aaron? You okay, sweet-pea?

      He looked up at me and I thought I was going to start crying. I could barely see those bright, blue eyes through the puffy, black ring around both eyes. His beautiful smile that melted my heart was swollen and scabbed over.

      “Yeah, I’m okay, grandma. Is…Is daddy coming to get me soon?”

      I shook my head. “No. Your step-father had to go away. I’m going to call your mother and have her pick you up.”

      He smiled the best he could. “Ummm…Grandma, I’m kind of hungry. Do you have anything to eat?”

      I licked my lips, still tasting his fresh blood. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”
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      From as far back as she could remember all Cindy’s urges leaned towards the submissive side of things and as she grew older and experimented a little, she much preferred to be the one taking orders rather than giving them. In every relationship one person was always slightly more dominant in bed even if they didn’t realise it, but when Cindy was with a guy who liked to be spanked or tied up it was a massive turn off for her and always ended quickly.

      A big problem she had though was that she found it practically impossible to be open with her partners and tell them about her needs, so she couldn’t really blame them for not getting it right, but none the less she craved what she knew she really needed, a man who would totally control her and humiliate her, but in a controlled way.

      Eventually she had taken to scouring the internet in the hope of finding that very person. It had taken a while. There were plenty of ads but after speaking to some of the men on the profiles she came across, she would find out they either had no intention of meeting or that they weren’t real Dom’s, just guys who thought spanking a woman and calling her a slut meant they were in control. She finally came across a very professional looking website, that looked more like an escort for hire service, but it was actually a Master looking for a live-in submissive. She read his page and looked through his pictures. He had a lovely home. She could see herself living there and the thought of becoming a full time submissive to someone and surrendering control had her rubbing her thighs together as the heat grew between her legs. She sent off an email and spent the next few hours constantly checking for a reply but none came until the next morning.

      He had emailed back saying he didn’t do lengthy correspondence and arranged to meet her in a café where they spent hours discussing details. It wasn’t a hard decision for Cindy to make. He was handsome and, from what they had discussed, a true experienced Dom. Cindy had very little in the way of friends, just the way she liked it and moving into a mansion to live, while not having to work sounded almost like becoming a lady of leisure, except she knew that’s not how she would be treated.

      They had only had that one meeting before she moved in. She had sat nervously in the café, dressed to perfection, her long red hair shiny and straight, delicate lips painted ruby red, her hand shaking as she sipped her tea. She had seen his picture but when he came confidently walking through the door he took her breath away. He walked with the confidence of a man who had no worries, no fear. As he entered he was running his hand through his well styled brown hair. She could tell from the way his arms flexed that he worked out. His shirt clung to his body showing the physique of an god, all it took was one smile and she felt her panties dampen. The meeting was a blur, she felt like a schoolgirl again. She mainly sat and nodded and said “yes, Sir” She could tell by his smile that he found it amusing but all she knew was that she would do just about anything for one night with this man never mind the opportunity to be his live in slave.

      When she moved in it was perfect. He had done a lot of the things she had either fantasised about or read about in erotic stories. Arriving on her first day her suitcase had been taken from her and locked away somewhere unknown by her new Master. She was told she wouldn’t need any of her old things now. Her mobile phone and her purse with all her money were taken and the only thing she had left were the clothes she was standing in. It’s not like anyone would miss her. She had no family and kept herself to herself. She was shown to her room and told to make sure she was completely smooth from her neck down before he returned to inspect her. It was a massively nerve wracking experience but Cindy had spent years fantasising about doing this very thing and her mind was practically made up before she even started looking for a Master. The room was gorgeous, she stripped naked and rolled on the bed before moving into the bathroom. She looked at herself in the massive mirror. She stood at five foot ten, she knew she was tall for a woman but her long legs never failed to attract the attention of men. They were well-toned with shapely calves. Her straight red hair reached the top of her backside. She was only a 32a with small nipples and she worried that this would displease her new Master, but she knew he had already worked out she couldn’t have a large chest from their meeting. Her backside was tight from doing squats every day and she kept her pubis shaved as she felt it made everything feel a little more sensual.

      From the first night onwards Cindy was the best behaved submissive there could be. Her Master was wonderful at giving her exactly what she had wanted. She had read so much about how the sub was really the one in control and a good Master should know what their sub likes and know how to push their limits. Her Master was so good though, that she often wondered if he could read her mind. He never took things too far but was an expert at pushing her that little bit further than she thought she could go, be it with humiliation, pain or any form of stretching. Over the weeks and months she had grown to love the humiliation that her Master seemed to enjoy so much, because she was the one who allowed it. When she knelt in the bath tub for her morning golden shower, she didn’t even cough or splutter and going to the toilet in her nappy through the night whilst locked in her cage no longer filled her with the shame that it did to begin with. She gave him the power to make her feel this way. She often wondered if submitting allowed her to shut down for a while or if it was the power she still carried without having to try that she enjoyed.

      Cindy knew it was supposed to be a strictly professional relationship but she also knew that she was falling in love with her Master. She didn’t even know his name but she knew what she was feeling was real. She didn’t really see him as a physical person any more, he was more of a presence who brought pleasure and happiness to her. She was terrified of mentioning it to him, they had barely spoken since the first meeting other than the odd command he had given her or her quick response, but more often he showed her what he wanted or took it rather than speaking. She knew this could put an end to their agreement and she could be asked to leave. How would she start over? The flat she had rented was gone, she had given up her job, had no money and nobody to turn to. She knew she would just have to keep quiet and enjoy what she had. It was the happiest she had ever been after all.

      Cindy’s life had been no picnic and she had fought, kicking and screaming to leave her past behind, her first partner having used her as a punching bag every time he had a drink. He was always apologetic until he felt she had stepped out of line again. It happened one too many times and Cindy had spiked his whiskey with Valium. He hadn’t even noticed. He rarely noticed much when he was drinking. A few hours later and he was sound asleep. He woke up when she started to slit his throat, she wasn’t surprised, she was taking her time and sawing at it slowly, anyone would have woken up. It didn’t matter. She had tied him securely to the old arm chair in their garage. She smiled at him as she cut his throat, he didn’t smile back.  She supposed that’s why she had enjoyed being submissive. She hadn’t killed anyone since and didn’t plan to ever again but she had grown into a strong woman and after being strong for the last ten years it was nice to give up control sometimes. She worried that her submissive nature is what landed her with her ex in the first place, but she knew that wasn’t really the case deep down. It was the knowing that she had allowed the other person to take control that made all the difference.

      Everything had been extremely regimented with her Master but the day before their six month anniversary together he had come to her room for an extra-long, extra special session. She had been informed that he would be testing her, and she knew that he was pleased with her progress so far, so wondered what he could have in mind. He arrived in her room unannounced for the first time since she had moved in. She knew he was coming, just not when. He normally always told her what time he would arrive. She had made sure her makeup was perfect and had worn only the short silk gown he had provided her with. She heard the door open and jumped straight off the bed and dropped to her knees compliantly, no need to be asked. Her head hung, facing the floor. She could feel that the gown had opened exposing her small breasts, her nipples stood erect. She knew better than to close it over having made that mistake before. She belonged to her Master and modesty was no longer a commodity she owned. Time always seemed to slow down when he just stood there appraising her. She always wished she was allowed to watch him too but he had made it clear it wasn’t about pleasing her, that she was already getting what she wanted, to submit to him. She heard his footsteps approach and his hand circle her arm. She loved how strong and powerful he was. She was pulled into a standing position and roughly pushed over the bed. Her legs hung over the side, leaving her ass sticking out exposed, even after all this time that still brought a blush to her face in spite of everything else she had done. He cuffed her hands behind her back and used the cuffs to pull her back up to a standing position. The first time he had done that it had hurt badly and she had screamed out but now she was used to it and could take the pain without making a noise, having come a long way since arrival. He pulled the gown down her arms leaving it hanging from her cuffed hands. He went to the wardrobe and removed a bag that wasn’t there the night before. Cindy wondered when he had put it there. As usual he walked behind her so she couldn’t see what the was doing. She could hear him fumbling about and then felt his hand on her ass. She could feel that he had used lube as he quickly rubbed between her cheeks. At first she had despised when he had gone there but she had grown to love it through time. As she felt the plug push in, steadily in one go she realised he had used a much larger plug than previously, it took her breath away but still she didn’t make a sound.

      “|Good girl!” he said, sounding a little surprised but impressed.

      “Thank you Master.” She said in a soft voice.

      She felt him attach the tail to the plug and could feel the soft hairs tickling the backs and inside of her legs. It never failed to get her wet. It felt so alien, never something she would have thought of trying herself. He gave her a minute to adjust before he sat on the bed and pulled her over his lap. At first she thought she was getting a spanking but then realised he had the dildo. When he put it to her pussy she shivered. She wasn’t sure if it was excitement or just the fact that she was already so full and about to be stretched even more. Her Master had played with both of her holes at the one time before but she had never had anything so big in her ass. As the dildo started to push in she had to bite down on her lip to stop from screaming. He took his time and worked it in and out and she was wet enough but he hadn’t given her any respite by using a smaller one in her pussy. It was their normal ten inch bad boy. It was a good four inches thick and filled her up on its own. She could feel her legs shaking as her toes rubbed on the carpet. She had thought a few times that he must surely be done only to feel him pushing it in further, and then finally she had taken it all. She was still in pain and the usual questions of what the fuck am I doing popped up then disappeared just as quickly but deep down she was proud that she had done as expected without a peep and here she was over Masters knee, making him happy as always, they were made for each other. As he moved her with his hands she got to her feet, feeling like her legs would give way but managed to stay standing. He slipped a pair of 8 inch heels onto her feet and told her it was time to dance for him. Considering everything she had been through this should have been an easy task but she had always hated dancing, especially if anyone was watching. She knew that wasn’t the point though. She started to sway her hips and touch herself in what felt like the least sexual dance ever, every movement intensified the feeling of the toys inside her. While they hurt she could feel herself getting more excited and could tell her thighs were now damp. Her Master sat expressionless as always but she hadn’t been scolded or punished so she knew he was pleased with her so far. She rarely let him down. She could have only been dancing for two minutes when he stood up, walked over to her and pulled her over to the A-frame and strapped her in. She knew what was coming and it was one of her least favourite parts. Only seconds passed before her back felt the lash of his cat of nine tails. It stung like a motherfucker but that was the point. Well the point was that she didn’t scream or cry out but she must remember to thank her Master after each stroke, something that was increasingly difficult, as the better she got at taking it, the harder or longer he done it. He worked on her in a methodical fashion, making sure he covered every inch of her back and legs before giving up. She had managed to stay quiet but God only knew how. He had never been so ferocious with her.

      “Rest.” Was all he said.

      She was left hanging there, which wasn’t the easiest position to rest in, but having a bit of respite from the blows was enough. She heard her Master sit on the bed and then she heard the door open. She had never seen another soul in the house the entire time she was there. At that moment she would have given just about anything to be able to cover up.

      “This is my friend. His name is Tom. You will be his for the evening.” her Master said.

      Every single part of her wanted to scream in protest but she knew it would do no good. She was pretty confident she could say no and nothing would be forced upon her but that wasn’t the game. The game was that she did what she was asked of her and if at any point it seemed too much she would be allowed to leave, but she didn’t want to leave, she loved her Master. How could he do this? Was this her final test before he would accept her fully? She didn’t know but fear told her not to ask any questions in case she ruined all the good work she had put in.

      The click of the door shutting was enough to pull her back from her thoughts. Had the man left? Was it a sick joke?

      “My my, you are a pretty one. I think we will have fun together.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning after the man left, Cindy lay in her bed and cried until she had no tears left. Unlike her Master the man had no interest in what she wanted and she doubted that he would have taken no for an answer, not that she would have said no. She wanted to stay right where she was and she was now confident she would. What else could her Master ask of her? Hadn’t she proven that she was willing and compliant?

      She lay in bed naked, soft skin shining in the moonlight, cuts and bruises from the cat of nine tales covering most of her skin, thinking to herself that it didn’t really matter what it was. She now knew she was capable of completing any assignment given, especially for the one she loved. The next morning she got up and dressed in her Master’s favourite outfit. It was comprised of white silk panties with the word ‘Please’ across the bottom, knee high white socks and white eight inch spike heels. She stood at the bottom of her bed waiting, knowing he would open her door at precisely 10am as always. When he entered and presented her with the large hunting knife she looked back in confusion.

      “You are by far the best submissive who has ever came to live with me Cindy but now our time is up. There is nothing else I can teach you and nothing left for you to learn. You are the epitome of what a submissive should be but I fear there is nothing left for you in this life now.”

      This was the first time he had ever spoken her name and after all this time it was to tell her she would be better off dead. The tears flooded from her eyes as for the first time in six months she lost her composure and crumpled to the floor sobbing.

      “I know how this must sound but from the day I met you I haven’t seen anything in you but the need to be a submissive. For most people it is a fantasy and a sexual pastime but for you it is all consuming. I don’t know that you will be happy in any other walk of life but I can’t keep you here. I take a new submissive every six months as I enjoy the training with new girls. You’ve served your purpose now. You don’t have to use the knife but I think it’s for the best. It is my last offer of a chance to submit completely. You can leave tonight with everything you came with or you can use the knife your Master gave you and prove yourself to be a true submissive. I have known what’s best for you since we met and I still do but like always you have your own free will and may leave if you choose.”

      With Cindy still on the floor bawling she heard the door close and realised her Master had just left her for the last time. She had never felt this lonely before meeting him and she sat wondering if she could start to rebuild her life on her own. She knew that if she set her mind to it she could rebuild her life, maybe even better this time but she wasn’t sure she wanted to start again. With that she looked back at the hunting knife on the floor in front of her and thought it looks identical to the one she used to slit her ex’s throat. Was it a sign? She thought it was.

      With that Cindy pushed herself up, using the bed to help. She was used to walking in the massive heels by now but still found it difficult getting up. She walked over to the knife, tears and makeup running down her face and dripping onto her breasts, and curled her fingers around the handle. A smile spread across her face. “Oh I’ll use the fucking knife okay.” She said, her voice sounding hoarse, not having spoken in weeks. She decided not to bother changing her outfit as she left her room for the first time in six months without permission, the silk panties caressing her buttocks and the heels clicking as she marched along the corridor. She knew she would have made quite a sight if anyone had seen. The sound of her heels clicking reverberated around the room and had obviously alerted her Master to her approach. As he opened the door to his room and stepped into the hallway Cindy lurched forward and buried the knife to the hilt in his stomach, wondering how many girls he had got to commit suicide over the years. He looked down, seeing the blood spread, then grabbed her by the shoulders and slammed her into the wall, with the knife still sticking out of his stomach. Cindy banged her head and fell to the floor. He started to kick her, surprising her with the strength he still possessed, considering she had just stabbed him. The kicks hit her in the stomach stealing her breath away. She tried to crawl but another kick put her back on the floor. On the brink of passing out she felt the kicks begin to slow, she knew she had to stay awake or he would kill her. Turning her head slightly to see exactly where he was she pushed herself up on her hands as quickly as she could and dove at him from her knees, grabbing the knife and pulling it down as hard as she could. It tore through flesh and muscle as she ripped it into his pelvis, his screams feeling like they would burst her eardrums. She managed to get herself to her feet and pushed him as hard as she could. She watched as he disappeared over the second floor balcony, the look on his face not one of dominance.

      As she stood there in her panties and heels, no longer white, blood covering her, she smiled. If she was going to have to rebuild her life this was as good a place as any to start. This time she would be the Domme.
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