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   EVIL LURKING WITHIN
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   December 18th:
 
    
 
   I don’t tend to feel my emotions in the same way others feel their own. Lacking empathy, I guess you could say I’m not the most compassionate of beings. I see old people struggle with bags of shopping and a little piece of me can’t help but to laugh despite knowing that, one day, I’ll be in their shoes. People trip over in the streets - whether it’s crossing the road or simply walking somewhere, I always burst out laughing. Sometimes I even play through the scenario in my mind, days later, only to cause more uncontrollable laughter. In fact, I think it’s fair to say I’m one of those people who enjoy the general misfortunes of others. It doesn’t even matter on their circumstances. At a guess, if I had to say why I’m like this, I’d say it’s because it makes my life that little bit easier to cope with; my dead-end job with low wages, my rented accommodation which looks pretty from the outside but is in a state of disrepair internally, the less said about my love-life the better and a pathetic, ever-shrinking social circle. They say that once you’ve paid for your crimes with a stint inside, that that is it - all is forgiven. But it’s not. You’re forever marked. Tainted.
 
    
 
   Anyway, that’s not important right now. Despite my lacking empathy this is pulling at my heart-strings. In a way I’m glad. It shows that I’m still human in some ways. Even though, in a sick way, I’m glad to be feeling his suffering, I’m doing all that I can not to show it. I’m pulling out all the stops, everything in my power, to stay in control. I have to. I need to let him know that he has nothing to fear and that everything will be alright. Admittedly it’s a blatant lie but he doesn’t need to know that. It will only make things harder. I can’t promise it to him, should he ask. For all I know nothing will be right for him ever again and this could change things for the both of us. I looked at his teary eyes and wondered whether I was supposed to hug him now; positive body language offering comfort to help back my empty words up.
 
    
 
   “Will they be better for Christmas?” Tom asked.
 
    
 
   I’m not sure how old Tom is. Seven? Eight maybe? A cute kid if you like that sort of thing. Kids were never high on my list of priorities but then, that’s to be expected having spent the last eight years locked up in a small cell. You tend to put the idea of partners and families out of your mind - even more so if, like me, you didn’t have them when you originally went inside. He looks sharp in his school uniform; still wearing it from when I had picked him up from school. Red eyes, from his tears let his appearance down ever so slightly but - given the circumstances - that’s to be expected. I knew he was going to cry. He was always going to struggle with the news of his mum and dad’s accident. Any kid would. At that age, even I think I would have been upset. I didn’t lose my compassion and empathy towards others until after my stint inside.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure,” I told him. There was no point in lying. Not about that. For all I know he could be with me until well into the new year. That being said, everything could be back to normal by the holidays; he’ll be back at home with his parents and I’ll be living it up somewhere nice and hot overseas. Wishful thinking perhaps.
 
    
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry but you can’t go home at the moment. Your dad said you were to come home with me. Just for a bit. Just whilst they get better...”
 
    
 
   “Can I see them?”
 
    
 
   “Not yet. They need to get better. Soon though. We can go and see them soon. At the moment, though, they’re very poorly and need some quiet whilst they sleep. They told me to tell you that they love you very much though.”
 
    
 
   He started to cry again. I wish I knew what to do. I wish I knew the best way to handle this. My diseased mind telling me it would be easier just to drug him but I wanted to avoid that for as long as I could. After all, I don’t know if he suffers from any allergies which may cause a fatal reaction to whatever drug I’d be able to score from the black market. There should be a little book of instructions for this kind of thing, something which explains the most effective way to look after children. Especially considering that I’ve never been good with them - not even under normal circumstances. Until recently I’ve never needed to be and, until now anyway, I’ve never wanted to go be good with them. I’m not usually very kiddy friendly. They’re hard work. When they’re too young I don’t understand what they want and when they’re older they’re nothing more than a time-consuming annoyance. It’s not just children though. As evident by my ever shrinking social circle, I rarely bother with adults either. I guess, these past years, I’ve got used to my own company. Sure I have some close friends - Frank being one of them - but it takes a lot for me to let someone ‘in’.
 
    
 
   I placed my hand on Tom’s shoulder and reassured him, “It’ll be okay. I promise.” Damn. I shouldn’t have done that. You should never make a promise you can’t keep. Tom didn’t say anything. He simply shuffled his feet from side to side and looked at the floor. I placed my finger under his chin and lifted his head up so I could look him straight in his raw-looking eyes. “I promise, everything will be fine.” Again, shouldn’t have said that. What the hell is the matter with me? Needs must I guess.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know you,” he said.
 
    
 
   True. It was hard to argue with that.
 
    
 
   “I know I haven’t seen you for a long, long time but I promise - you and me - given the chance... We’ll be the very best of friends.” Tom tried to smile but he still didn’t look as reassured as I hoped he’d be. I wish I could turn the clock back. Perhaps find another way of explaining to him about the car crash. Maybe I made it sound more graphic than it needed to be. I just wanted to get the severity of the situation across to him and, I’ve already said, I’m not good with children. How was I to know what was pushing it too far? I should have played it down a little. Or maybe I should have just said that they had gone on holiday together? Perhaps explaining to him that a last minute competition prize, offering them the chance to visit some sunny shores, was the best plan of action? At least that way he wouldn’t have been scared. I mean - he may have been irritated that they didn’t say goodbye or even invite him but at least he wouldn’t have been worried about the whole messy situation. No sense thinking about it now. What’s done is done. I just need to make the best of the situation now. “And what better place to start a friendship?” I asked him. He didn’t answer. He just looked at my blankly. Maybe he didn’t understand the question. “The best place for us to start a friendship is a visit to the toy shop!”
 
    
 
   He smiled half a smile. 
 
   Progress. 
 
   Maybe this won’t be as hard as I first imagined? 
 
   Maybe everything will be okay? 
 
   I smiled back at him.
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   December 20th.
 
    
 
   Normally the other parents have gone home by now; choosing to get their youngsters home in time for baths, supper and bed no doubt. It’s rare they keep their little ones out so late. On occasion we might bump into the odd group of teenagers but they’d keep their distance generally. There was an incident once when they were being mouthy but, if anything, that did me a favour as it just encouraged the boy to stay away from them. It’s definitely better that way.
 
    
 
   “Looks like they’re having fun,” she said. I  stopped pretending to read the book I held in my hands and turned to the woman sitting next to me on the park bench. I smiled and nodded. She was referring to her children being chased around the park by a werewolf. “It’s a good mask!” she continued.
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to appear rude by ignoring her but, at the same time, I didn’t want to engage in a conversation. I kept the answer short and sweet, “Birthday present.”
 
    
 
   “How old is he?” she asked after a slight pause; a pause long enough for me to raise my hopes that our conversation was finished.
 
    
 
   “Seven?” I said - still not entirely sure myself.
 
    
 
   “The mask was obviously a good choice,” she continued. I gave her a puzzled look. “I bought my son a mask for his birthday once and it scared him. He couldn’t even have it in his bedroom at night because he believed the mask could actually see what he was doing and wanted to eat him. Kids and their imaginations, hey...” I nodded again with another smile. I wished she’d take my silence as an indication that I didn’t want to converse with her. I just wanted to sit here and continue pretending to read my book whist I kept an eye on the kids playing. “Do you bring your son here often?” she asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”
 
    
 
   I glanced down at her left hand out of curiosity. Ah. No ring. A single mother. I should have guessed from the desperate need in her tone looking for an adult conversation. It won’t hurt to be nice I guess. It’s not like I’ll ever see her again. “I like taking him to different parks so he doesn’t get bored. This is the first time we’ve come to this one.” I glanced in his direction and watched as he continued to chase the other children around. “He seems to like it here.”
 
    
 
   “It is a good park. One of the better ones in the area for sure. What other ones have you tried?”
 
    
 
   I killed the conversation, “There have been so many.”
 
    
 
   Another brief pause which raised my hopes for solitude. My bubble was burst when she continued, “His mother doesn’t take him?”
 
    
 
   “Not sure,” I replied. The truth. I had no idea whether his mother usually took him to playgrounds. It’s not something I had ever bothered asking.
 
    
 
   “I know that feeling. I honestly have no idea what their father does with them on his weekends. Occasionally I ask but they say it’s a secret and start laughing! Still - it’s nice to see a father taking his son out. Normally I just bump into mothers,” she said. I smiled at her. I prefer it when we don’t bump into anyone. “This is nice,” she said. 
 
    
 
   I flashed her a glance. She was watching the children now. They were playing on the climbing frame - still laughing. I ignored her comment and reached into my inside jacket pocket for my mobile phone. The Nokia’s screen showed the time only. No message icon. No missed calls. Five more minutes, I tell myself, and then we’ll go back. No sense inviting an argument just because we’re late home.
 
    
 
   The woman clocked my mobile phone, “Did you want to exchange numbers?”
 
    
 
   I dropped my phone back inside my jacket, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
 
    
 
   I look of disappointment and rejection flashed across her face before she turned it into a smile, “No worries, I didn’t mean anything by it - I just thought the kids would like to play again sometime.”
 
    
 
   I smiled at her again and stood to my feet, “Tom! Time to go home now!” I didn’t want to offend the woman so I turned to where she remained sitting, “It was nice meeting you.”
 
    
 
   My little werewolf ran over to where I was standing, “Are we going to see mum now?”
 
    
 
   “Soon,” I replied.
 
    
 
   “Well hello there,” the lady said to the boy, “that’s a cool mask you’re wearing.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t want her talking to him so positioned myself between the two of them. I gave him a little wink and said, “Say goodbye to the nice lady.”
 
    
 
   “Goodbye,” he dutifully replied. He gave her a little wave before I took his hand and walked him towards the park exit and away from the nosy lady.
 
    
 
   “Well it was nice meeting you,” she called out as we walked away. “Maybe see you around sometime? And Merry Christmas!”
 
    
 
   I ignored her. I could drop the act now I was walking away. I didn’t need to stay friendly as our paths would never cross again.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going now?” Tom asked as I pulled the park gate open for him.
 
    
 
   “Home,” I said without really thinking. Tom’s pace quickened and he got a little skip in his step. I worried that he thought I meant ‘home’ as in where he lives with his mum and dad and not where I lived, and had been housing him. I’ll deal with the disappointment as and when. No sense bringing it up if he hasn’t misunderstood me. “Are you hungry?” I asked as I quickened my pace so that we could walk together.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “What does your mother normally get you?
 
    
 
   He hesitated, “Erm - something and potato?”
 
    
 
   “McDonalds?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not allowed McDonalds...”
 
    
 
   “Now allowed McDonalds? All little boys are allowed McDonalds! I won’t tell if you don’t. Do you want to try a burger?” Tom nodded shyly. We reached the car-park, where I had parked the car, and I opened the back door for him after unlocking it with the key-fob. “It’ll be our secret though - you don’t want me getting into trouble with your mum, do you?”
 
    
 
   “No!” he laughed.
 
    
 
   “And if you can promise not to tell, I might even get you an ice-cream for pudding!”
 
    
 
   Tom climbed into the car and up onto the booster seat, “My friend says he gets toys when he has a McDonalds.”
 
    
 
   “Well let’s see if we can sweet talk the lady behind the counter into giving us the whole set then. Give you something to brag to your friend about after the school holidays!”
 
    
 
   Tom laughed again - a happy, contented little laugh. “We’ll have to leave them round your house so mum doesn’t find them though, yeah?”
 
    
 
   I smiled as I closed the door and climbed into the driver’s seat, “Sounds like a plan, little man. You got your seat-belt on?” He nodded. “Now - let’s see if we can go and scare the people in the drive-through with your mask! When we get there, I want you to roar as loudly as you can!” The little chuckle from the back-seat was drowned out by the roar of the engine as I twisted the key in the ignition. “I think you should do a practice roar for me.”
 
    
 
   “Werewolves don’t roar!”
 
    
 
   “They don’t?”
 
    
 
   “No! They growl!”
 
    
 
   “Then give me your best growl!”
 
    
 
   And from the back-seat, the werewolf did growl.
 
    
 
   It had been a couple of days since I had picked him up from the school gates and I have to say, all things considered, it has been fairly easy. I don’t know what I had been worried about.
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   “Where have you been?”
 
    
 
   Frank. My partner in crime. A six foot four mountain of a man with a temper to match.
 
    
 
   “Park and McDonalds!” yelled Tom who was still buzzing from his first taste of a burger and his first slurp of a fizzy drink. In hindsight the fizzy drink probably wasn’t the smartest of ideas just before his bedtime. Well - I guess eight thirty is a good bedtime for someone his age? What do I know? I should have checked with his mother.
 
    
 
   “The park and McDonalds?” Frank repeated. His eyes were fixed on me - as though Tom weren’t even with us in the hallway of my house. There was a coldness in his eyes I’d seen too many times to ignore. I was seeing this look more and more often now and didn’t like it. I should put a stop to it before it gets out of hand and is no longer controllable.
 
    
 
   I turned to Tom and said, “Why don’t you go and get ready for bed? Let Uncle Frank and I have a chat...” Tom ran past Frank and up the stairs towards his bedroom. His bedroom? Can’t afford to think like that. It’ll only make it harder when the time comes to let him go home. It’s not as though he is a permanent fixture in this household. I can’t get used to him.
 
    
 
   “We discussed this,” Frank hissed.
 
    
 
   “He wore the mask,” I said as I held up the werewolf mask.
 
    
 
   “I don’t give a fuck if he wore a Casper the friendly fucking ghost costume! Are you really that fucking stupid? his voice was getting louder.
 
    
 
   “Watch your language.” I need to nip this in the bud. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to.” Frank went to reply but stayed silent when I shot him a stern look. These past couple of days he has changed from the man I knew. The more I look at him the more I think I’d made a mistake. At first I thought he’d be Mr Reliable. Now I just see him as trouble.
 
    
 
   “It’s a bad idea,” he said eventually.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
    
 
   “You took him to McDonalds.”
 
    
 
   “He wore a mask. It’s fine. We’re home. He’s happy. He had his first Happy Meal today.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “He had his first burger.”
 
    
 
   “I’m thrilled for him.”
 
    
 
   “And his first toy with a meal...”
 
    
 
   “I’m glad he’s having such a nice fucking time. A toy and a fucking burger.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t push me. He’s had a burger. He’s had a toy. Even had a fizzy drink. It’s a day of firsts for the lad and look how happy he is. Think about it. He’s happy - he is no trouble. He’s miserable and he’s a handful...” Frank didn’t say anything. He could no doubt sense the dark cloud suddenly shrouding my once cheerful mood. “He wore the mask and we went through the drive-through. Everything is fine.” There was more silence. Frank had a strange look on his face - one that I didn’t recognise. Almost sheepish. “What is it?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I fucked up,” he replied.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I felt the coldness of the garage as I stepped in, after Frank, from the kitchen. Better to talk in here, out of Tom’s ear shot. I didn’t wait for Frank to look at me before I continued. “Explain. What do you mean you fucked up?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. He turned to me. A look of panic set in his eyes. All the years I had known Frank, I had never seen him look as he did now. It actually made me feel uneasy - not that I’d let him know this. He went to say something but I raised a finger to silence him.
 
    
 
   “No bullshit. Explain what you mean.” The look of fear, from my reaction no doubt, on his face was both good and bad. On the one hand it showed that he still feared me. And rightly so. It helped keep me control of him. On the other hand - just how bad had he messed up? “What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about earlier too...It’s just...I’m panicking and...”
 
    
 
   “Frank! Get to the point!” He’s panicking? He was starting to panic me now. Since Tom arrived here - in fact since I had known him - this was the first time I had actually seen him act so out of character. Normally he was hard. Nothing fazed him. You told him to do something and he’d do it. He wouldn’t ask questions. He wouldn’t argue with you. He’d just do it. He’d even do it without thinking, or worrying, about the morals which the more normal members of society struggle with. One step up the evolution chain from ‘monkey’. The angry Frank, whom I had walked in on, he’s the Frank I’m used to; albeit not normally aimed at me. This Frank is new to me. And he’s worrying. “From the start - slowly - what happened? Tonight should have been easy.” Tonight should have been easy; something a monkey could have done...Which is why I had sent Frank in the first place.
 
    
 
   “There were CCTV cameras everywhere.”
 
    
 
   “So?” All Frank had to do was go to the park. A discreet phone box tucked out of sight from any of the main paths - one of the last public phones in this area. It took me ages to find it but I knew it was perfect for what we needed it for. He just needed to make a quick phone call. Remind the people what’s happening. Remind them we’re still in charge and give them their brief instructions of where to take the money. If they put up an argument - ask them if they want to see their son alive again. It should have been easy.
 
    
 
   “I made the phone call.”
 
    
 
   “Spit it out, Frank!” I felt my patience continue to dwindle.
 
    
 
   “The police were already there.”
 
    
 
   “Where?”
 
    
 
   “They were there. They came onto the line. I spoke to them.”
 
    
 
   “We knew that was going to happen.”
 
    
 
   “They kept talking on the phone, trying to get details out of me. They wanted my name. They walked to talk to the boy. They said they had to hear he was alive. I told them nothing but they kept asking questions...”
 
    
 
   “Frank - if you don’t get to the point I promise, whatever it is, will be the least of your problems compared to what I’m going to do. Now for the last time - spit it out!”
 
    
 
   “I heard someone in the background. Someone shouted that they had me.”
 
    
 
   “They had you? How long were you on the phone for, Frank?” He didn’t say anything. Clearly he was on the phone for too long. “They traced you?!” Again - he didn’t say anything. “Frank - talk to me!”
 
    
 
   He nodded. “I think so. That’s when I dropped the phone and looked up. That’s when I noticed the camera watching the park. They’ll see me! I’ve got priors. You know that. You knew that when we planned this. They’ll know who I am!” I didn’t say anything. Frank was right. This was bad. If they get to him then there was a good chance that they’d be able to place him with me. After all - we met in the joint. Both released around the same time. Both hung around together before we planned this. This is bad. “What should we do?” he asked. I turned away from him and leant against the white van which we had used when we picked Tom up from his school. I felt sick to my stomach. I told him not to stay on the phone too long. I warned him that the police would be there - even if they didn’t speak to him on the telephone. Of course the police would have been there. Jesus Christ, he had clear instructions. Had he listened to them - me - everything would have been fine and we’d be one step closer to a substantial bit of cash. This van - we’re going to have to get rid of this van too. Easier said than done considering it was already the subject of a hunt - firstly because of the person who reported it as stolen and secondly because of the witnesses who reported it outside of the school that afternoon. “John...What should we do?” I walked over to the garage workstation and leant on it for as long as need be to allow this feeling of nausea to wash through me. I heard Frank approach me from behind, “I’m sorry - it was a stupid mistake.” It was. It was a stupid mistake. One which could have cost us the money and - more importantly - the freedom we have so long waited for. “John, did you hear me? I said I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   “No. You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m sorry. I should have gone. I should have done it myself. As you said, it was a mistake. A silly mistake.”
 
    
 
   I heard Frank audibly breathe a sigh of relief. “So what happens now? Is that it? I mean - we can’t just hand him over or let him out. He’s seen our faces...I don’t want to go back to prison, man.”
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, “we’re not going back to prison.”
 
    
 
   “You have a plan?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Care to fucking share it? I’m kind of freaking out here!”
 
    
 
   “Okay...”
 
    
 
   Without any further words I spun around and hit Frank on the side of the temple with the hammer I had quietly taken hold of whilst leaning on the workstation. I knew it had to be a good, hard hit to ensure he went down. Having seen him fighting, on many occasions, in the prison yard I knew that I wouldn’t stand a chance one on one - not in a fair fist fight anyway. As planned he dropped to the floor like a sack of shit; a funny noise escaping from his mouth. I raised the hammer again...
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   ... and brought it back down on his head. A satisfying crack as his skull gave way under the blow. I didn’t stop there though. I kept raising the hammer and bringing it down on the same spot again and again - even when his eyes looked as though they were lifeless, even when the twitching of his leg had stopped, I just kept hitting him. I needed to make sure he was dead. I needed to be sure there’d be no possible fight left in him. Only when I was one hundred percent sure did I drop the hammer and fall to my knees, next to where his blood pooled underneath him. A dazed state of mind. The guy was an idiot but, at the same time, he was my friend. I kneeled there, for a moment, wondering what to do next. I knew it was over before it had properly begun. Thinking about it, it was actually over as soon as Tom had pulled the werewolf mask off my head when I carried him into the van. A scared little boy reaching out caused me to think on my feet and pretend his parents had been involved in an accident and that I was one of his distant uncles, the only person available to look after him whilst his parents got better. A far fetched tale that most would laugh at - not a child though. Especially a child who was scared. Frank had wanted to finish it all there and then. He said we should abort our plans and just kill the kid but I couldn’t go through with it. And I didn’t want to either. Not a child. I’m bad but I’m not that bad. That’s why I stayed with the kid whilst Frank made the call back to his home. Had the boy not seen my face, I wouldn’t have had to make a lie up. I would have just tied and gagged him, leaving him in his make-shift bedroom upstairs until his parents paid the ransom. That was the idea. The lie and Frank’s reaction meant I had to stay with him though - to ensure no harm came to him. I had to stay with him and Frank had to make the phone call to his parents leading to this mess. It was over before it had begun.
 
    
 
   I staggered to my feet and looked around unsure of what my next move was to be. I couldn’t stay here. The police would have already been at the park, scouring the area. The police would already be keen on getting hold of the CCTV footage. They’d see Frank’s face and, in a few hours at most, they’d know who he was and who his known associates were. It wouldn’t be long before they’d be knocking at my door - maybe even with a warrant to search the premises. Shit. I can’t stay here. The van, the body, the blood - even Frank’s car outside, in the driveway. Never mind the fact that Tom is upstairs. Shit! Tom! I hurried from the garage, into the kitchen and through to the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Tom?”
 
    
 
   “Can I come downstairs yet?” he asked. His voice came from up the stairs, in the direction of his bedroom. There I go again calling it his bedroom. Jesus. What’s wrong with me. He’s not my son. He’s not my relative. He is nothing more than a bargaining chip. One with no value, at that.
 
    
 
   “How’d you like to go on a little holiday for a couple of days? Get out of this place and go exploring in the country?” He appeared at the top of the stairs, his tired face looking down at me, “What do you say?”
 
    
 
   “What? Now?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I nodded. 
 
    
 
   “With Frank?”
 
    
 
   “Frank’s sleeping in the garage,” I lied, “but he wants us to go and have fun.” The fact it would just be the two of us would appeal more to the boy as he was scared of Frank. He hadn’t said as much but you could tell by his face whenever he was around him for too long. I had a feeling, had he known Frank was actually dead in the garage as opposed to sleeping, he’d have been happy about it. Not that I wanted to test my feeling out to see if I was right or not. At the end of the day a corpse is a corpse and it doesn’t matter whether you liked the person or not - it would still scare you. Especially when you were seven, or eight. “What do you say?” I pressed him for an answer even though he didn’t have a choice in the matter. I just knew it would be easier to have him agree to coming away with me. Less resistance. Less argument.
 
    
 
   “Just the two of us?” he asked.
 
    
 
   I nodded. “Sounds like fun, doesn’t it? Go and put some clothes together and I’ll be up in a minute with a bag.” Tom didn’t need asking twice. He ran through to the room I had set up for him, out of sight, no doubt wondering whether he’d be getting more treats like trips to the parks and McDonalds. No sense telling him that trips outside of whatever country hotel we end up in are going to be extremely limited until we know whether the police are onto me or not. I hurried through to the kitchen, knowing time was against me, and fetched a carrier bag from one of the drawers. The evening I had snatched Tom from his school, I had bought a handful of outfits from the local supermarket. Nothing fancy, just cheap clothes that he could wear so as to be comfortable and relaxed. Because of the circumstances, I didn’t even think to buy a little bag for him! It was a spur of the moment plan of action. I mean, if it weren’t for the lie I had to make and the fact I needed him to believe he was staying with us for a while at the request of his parents, I would have originally left him in his school uniform. The thing is, when I purchased the clothes along with a few toys to keep him quiet, I didn’t mind because I knew I’d be making the cash back with the ransom. Now I know that’s highly unlikely I resented all that I had spent. Hell, I even resented the McDonalds!
 
    
 
   I ran up the stairs, two at a time, and bounded into the room where Tom was pulling his clothes from the drawers. I threw the carrier bag onto the floor, next to his pile, and told him to use it to pack whilst I went and prepared my own clothes. He didn’t argue - too excited about where we were going to go on our sudden trip.
 
    
 
   In my own room I didn’t even know where to begin. It was hard to say what I was going to need and what wasn’t required. Obviously, being cold outside on the run-up to Christmas Day, I’d need warmer clothes so that ruled out t-shirts but - how long would I be away for? And would I ever be coming home? If the police do put Frank and I together and come round here - to have a chat, if only to see if I know the whereabouts of my old friend - then I doubt very much that I’d be coming home. I’d have to run for as long as I possibly could - and that would mean I could end up needing t-shirts. It’s not as though I have the cash available to pop to the shops and buy a new wardrobe after I set myself up somewhere, with a new identity. If I had that sort of money...Well, I wouldn’t be in the mess that I currently find myself in. And if I do have to set myself up in a new life - how am I supposed to look after Tom when I can’t even look after myself. Although, I guess, at that late stage of the game, I could always let him go home again. I shook the thoughts from my mind. Now isn’t the time to be pondering such things. Now is the time to be getting the suitcase from my cupboard and filling it with as much as I possibly could. I opened the cupboard door and pulled the case down from the top shelf. A tatty case which had seen better days. Moth-eaten. A mental note to myself not to fill it with too much stuff for fear of the handle breaking and the contents spilling out. I threw it onto the bed and opened it up before reaching back into the cupboard and lifting out as many clothes as I could lift in one go - which I then dropped into the bag. Admittedly I could probably fit more in, had I folded them properly, but I was out of time and out of patience.
 
    
 
   Tom called from the other room, “Finished!” A reminder that time was against me.
 
    
 
   “I’m nearly done,” I called back to him. “Why don’t you pop downstairs and watch a bit of television whilst I get the remainder of the bits together?” He never needed asking twice when it came to watching the television. I heard his footsteps as he ran down the stairs in what sounded like the fastest time he had ever gone down them. I sat on the edge of the bed and reached underneath for a tin safe that I kept there. With it firmly in my grasp I pulled it out and placed it on my lap; a stack of cash inside. Certainly not mega money but enough to last us for a week, or two. With the cash in my pocket I threw the empty tin back under the bed and scoured the room to see if there was anything else that I was missing. Nothing was standing out as important. I don’t have a passport to try and escape the country, I don’t have any more money laying around the house...I can get some food from the cupboards downstairs and throw it into the boot of the car to save a little money but definitely nothing upstairs that I’m missing. I froze. A thought had popped into my head. With my mind being pulled in so many directions - possibly knee-jerk reaction from a guilty mind - it was hard to tell if the thought was important or not but I figured it was worth taking a minute to decide whether it was worth listening to. A thought which told me to get rid of the body.
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I had told Tom to wait in the lounge, with the television on and the door closed, whilst I loaded up the car with the bits and pieces, and some food from the kitchen. I hadn’t told him that I was also going to be packing Frank’s body into the boot too. I figured we’d get somewhere remote in the countryside and then I could dump the body in the woods - in pieces. I could then set it ablaze to try and make it hard for someone to establish who the charred remains belonged to if they happened to stumble across the corpse. A hammer blow to the mouth would sort the teeth out making the dental records useless and the fire would destroy the finger prints. In my head it was better to have the police come to my house and not find a dead body as opposed to have them stumble across the corpse. That way, if they ever found me, they couldn’t link me to the murder. At least - not if I was careful with getting rid of the evidence, including his blood which I considered bleach as the best option to go with. The plan was simple. Leave Tom in the lounge with the television numbing his brain. Go to the garage, use an axe to cut Frank into more manageable pieces, after caving his mouth in with the hammer. Back my car up to the garage door. With Frank’s body in various bin-liners, drop him in the boot. Put my bag and Tom’s bag on top of that, along with our food. That way, if someone glanced into the boot at any time it would look as though it was full, ready for our trip away. The only thing which I hadn’t really given a lot of thought to was the van. Even if the police came around, and did break into my house to look for clues as to whether Frank and I were working together - they’d still be able to pin the crime onto me by the van. I guess I could just say that I didn’t know it was stolen. Perhaps I could even say Frank sold it to me - not that we had spoken for a couple of days. I could lie and say that he called me up, was desperate for cash, and asked if I wanted to make the purchase - a cheap fee as he wanted to shift it fast. I paid him in cash and he wasn’t the sort of person to write out a receipt. If they asked about the log book, I could continue my lie by saying Frank said he’d sort it but only when he got back from his holiday. They’d ask where he went and I’d say I didn’t know. Admittedly it wasn’t the best of plans but it was better than nothing and certainly better than the alternative of driving it away somewhere in order to dump it. Especially seeing as I can’t exactly get Frank to stay in and babysit Tom whilst I dispose of it. Yeah, it’s better than nothing. It’ll do unless I think of something better. 
 
    
 
   Of course - that plan would only really work if I came home alone. If I came home with the boy, everything would be out of the window and I’d be facing life in jail. If not life then at least the best part of my life. I took the axe from where it hung in the garage and turned to Frank’s body. Maybe when I’m done with him I should think about doing the same to the boy?
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   It only took just over ten bin-bags to dispose of Frank. I was surprised. He was a big lad. His torso fit into one bag - which I then double-bagged. An arm and a leg in their own bag, with another bag over the top of them again just in case it split. His head, heavier than I had imagined, had it’s own bag too. His teeth went down the toilet and disappeared around the u-bend after a successful flush. Loading him into the boot was also a success although, I have to confess, it was more tiring than I had imagined. I figured, with him in smaller pieces, it would be easy as the weight would be - literally - cut down. A mistake. Wishful thinking I guess. Hell, even the back of my car lowered on the suspension under his combined weight in the boot. More so after I loaded in the bags of clothes and bits and pieces that Tom and I could eat. As for Tom - I had stood next to the garage door, leading to the kitchen, for more than a couple of minutes with the bloodied axe in my hand. Part of me wanted to call him out and bury it deep into his head but another part of me - a part which surprised me - had gotten used to having him around and, more importantly, didn’t feel comfortable with the thought of killing him. He is, after all, innocent in all of this. He’s only here because I dragged him here. Literally. Frank deserved to die. He was a bad man through and through. That’s not me being judgmental or pretending to be God. It’s the truth. He had been in prison for raping a woman in her teens. Some girl is out there now scarred for life because he couldn’t keep his dick in his trousers one night. He snatched her from the street, dragged her into the bushes and fucked her with his hands around her throat - a threat of snapping her neck if she dared to scream out. It’s because of his past crimes that I purposely chose a boy from outside the school and - even then - I worried whether Frank would care about the sex. To people like him - a hole is a hole. A victim is a victim. To people like Frank - they’re not human, they’re objects. I know I’m not perfect but I’m not that bad. I ended up putting the axe in the boot. It seemed a more logical thing to do - to take it with us, than to clean it up and hang it back in the garage. Especially as there was a chance I could have missed some of the DNA from the tainted blade.
 
    
 
   The puddle of blood, although less manual work than the actual cutting up of the body, seemed to take more time. I started with using clean soapy water but this just smeared the blood around further and made it a lighter pink colour as opposed to the sticky, dry red it had become. A fresh bucket of water and a bottle of bleach later and the floor was looking better but still not perfect. All I had kept thinking was - thank God I didn’t do this on a carpeted area. Even when I finally thought I was done with the cleaning, I went over it again - just as carefully as I had the first and second time - to be sure I had removed all traces of blood, skin and skull tissue. I even got down on my hands and knees and rested my head on the floor to see if I could see any pieces of Frank sticking up that I had missed from the other, more natural angle. All looked good.
 
    
 
   I climbed to my feet, already aware that my joints were aching from the work I had just done. My fitness clearly slipping from the standard I had managed to maintain in the prison - not out of an interest in fitness itself but more out of boredom. I threw the cleaning products into the boot and squashed everything down as best as I could. I heard something crack under my weight; not sure if it was the plastic bucket I had used or another piece of Frank. Doesn’t matter - just as long as everything fits. I don’t dare leave any of the cleaning bits here as I’m sure they could be swabbed, or something, to find traces of the mess they had helped neutralize. Tired, I slammed the boot shut. Next up - grab the boy and get out of here.
 
    
 
   I hurried through to the garage and back into the house. The problem with being on this side of the law is that I have no idea how long it will take for the police to start putting things together. No idea how long I have before they’re here, knocking on my door and asking awkward questions - many of which I doubt I’d be prepared for, or have an answer to. The only thing I could do was be as quick as I can, in clearing away from the property. Buy myself a little time. Allow myself the luxury of being able to prepare answers to all possible questions they may, or may not, ask of me. Life was much simpler when I was inside.
 
    
 
   “Ready?” I asked Tom as I stepped into the lounge where the cartoons were still busy distracting his attention from the crimes I was committing outside.
 
    
 
   “Can I just see the end of this?” he asked, pointing to a Scooby-Doo cartoon which was playing on the modest sized flatscreen television. “It’s nearly finished!” he tried to tell me.
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “Sorry but if we don’t go now - we may miss our chance. And you don’t want that do you?” I hoped the possibility of an adventure with his new, favourite uncle would be more enticing than discovering whether the show’s ghoul was, in fact, the caretaker of the school. He made a whiney sound from his mouth - no doubt his way of expressing disappointment at missing the show - but climbed to his feet anyway. Seconds later he had even flicked the television screen off. “Good lad,” I said. I was trying my best to sound natural and calm, despite the pressure of capture pressing down hard on my mind. Even so, I’m pretty sure my last sentence came out as really patronising. Thankfully, as he walked towards the lounge door, he didn’t seem to pick up on it. And if he did - he wasn’t fazed.
 
    
 
   “Why do we have to go now?” he asked as he stepped into the hallway and towards the front door. Whilst curiosity killed the cat, it merely got irritated with boy. I told him it was so that we could beat the traffic which, although true, was just one of the many reasons we had for leaving now, as opposed to the morning after he’d have a good night’s sleep. It minimized our chances of getting caught...Well, I say ‘our’ chances. It minimized my chance of getting caught and his chance of getting rescued. That was a given. But it also gave us the luxury of being able to sneak away in the dark where it’d be harder for people to see his face - especially as he won’t want to wear the werewolf mask all the time! “Can I go in the front?” he asked as he approached the car. I nodded. It’d probably be best if he sat in the front - a little bit of distance between where he was sitting and where Frank was decomposing. Never killed someone before and I’m not entirely sure how long it will take before he starts to stink the place out. Have to have the windows down. Windows down and heaters up to stop the cold air from getting to us. Maybe only after the initial smell hits us anyway. I can always blame the first whiff of Frank on a fart. What kid doesn’t find that kind of thing humorous? Blame a poorly stomach, blow a couple of raspberries to make him really laugh and wind the windows down. Thinking about the rotting of Frank’s dead flesh - it’s probably a good thing that we didn’t pull this off in the summer. I’m sure that would have made him stink faster than the cold winter days will. It’s not quite freezing outside but it’s still like being inside a giant refrigerator. Didn’t think of that a couple of months ago though. The only reason we didn’t go ahead and put the plan into action earlier was because the schools were shut for the holidays.
 
    
 
   I pulled the booster seat from the back of the car and placed it onto the front seat for the boy. No sense in getting pulled over just because a police officer spots someone who’s too small to be sitting in the front without a booster. Jesus - I’d probably end up on some kind of reality show for the world’s dumbest criminals. I held the door open for Tom, once the booster seat was in position, and gently closed it for him when he had taken his seat. With him settled, I jogged to the driver’s side and climbed in, closing the door behind myself.
 
    
 
   “Ready?” I asked. He nodded. A grin on his face - probably because he knew that, really, he should be in bed sleeping instead of getting ready to go on a last minute ‘adventure’ with me. “Don’t need the toilet?” I asked, hoping his answer would be a ‘no’. Should have asked him in the house. Would have certainly made more sense. Especially considering he had just had the Coke from McDonalds. To my surprise, and gratitude, he shook his head. “Then...” for some reason I instinctively put a silly voice on, “....away we go!” He laughed. An infectious little giggle which brought a smile to my own face. I was momentarily surprised - not just because I had tried to entertain him with a stupid voice but also because he had also made me smile. I shook my head as I started the car up. He’s nothing more than just a victim. I can’t get too attached.
 
    
 
   I heard Frank’s voice in my head, “You get attached...And then what? What happens if you have to kill him?” I remembered the conversation with him. I told him, with a cold dead tone, that it wouldn’t be an issue. I told him that if it came down to it, I could snap his neck as though it were nothing more than a twig on the ground.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Here we go.” My own voice.
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   December 21st.
 
    
 
   It had been a long day. I was tired. Physically and emotionally. I had driven for most of the night. The sun was starting to come up and I still felt as though I needed to be further from it all. I also knew I had to stop soon though. If I carried on, I’d probably end up driving off the road - a silly accident. Several times, during the drive, I had been tempted to pull over for a snooze. It wasn’t helped that Tom was sitting next to me, snoring peacefully. He had slipped into a cozy looking dream within twenty minutes of the drive and hadn’t stirred since. Occasionally his snoring would stop and I’d have to slow the car down, so I could look at him - maybe even give him a little prod - just to make sure he was still breathing. He looked so peaceful, so relaxed. I couldn’t help but feel envious. I kept thinking a little snooze, on the side of the road, wouldn’t hurt. Even if it were only for ten minutes. Twenty minutes maximum. A little power nap to recharge my empty batteries and then back to it - back to the drive. I couldn’t though. Anyone could have come by and stopped to see if we needed help. Sure - at the moment I’m an unknown but Tom - his face had been plastered all over the news. If I ever do this again - which I doubt - I must remember to tell them to keep the news out of it. I should have threatened the safety of their child if they failed to listen to my demands. A silly mistake. Thankfully Frank didn’t have the reaction to my mistake as I did to his when we saw the first article hit the press; appealing for any witness and a reward for the safe return. For a split second - when I read the article - I wondered whether I’d be able to get away with claiming the reward and just giving the boy back. Too bad he saw my face. Had the plan gone accordingly, at the start, we may have got away with it. A few well-spoken lies about how we found him wandering the streets and recognised him from the photographs. I shook my head. Stop thinking about things like that. It’s too late now. What’s done is done. Need to stay focused on what happens next and that involved finding somewhere for us to crash - a small cabin in some crowded holiday park. On the one hand we’re close enough to other people that folk wouldn’t think to look for us there and, on the other hand, we’d be in the middle of nowhere. Everything should be fine just as long as we’d keep ourselves to ourselves. Worst case - it’s not the best of ideas - we just grab what we can and move on. That’s the second item on the plan though. The first port of call is to find somewhere to dispose of Frank...
 
    
 
   An hour later and I hadn’t seen anything other than woodlands for miles. It was safe to say I was in deep country. The perfect territory. I glanced towards my passenger. Still sleeping. What were the chances of him staying asleep whilst I parked up and disposed of Frank? Slim to none I bet but I don’t have a choice but to do it now. The longer I leave it, the more difficult it will become. I looked further down the road. There’s no other traffic - although that could be down to the fact that it’s still early in the morning. A turn in the road stretched into a long, straight line once more and, a little in the distance, I noticed what I was hoping to see; a narrow looking dirt track. Perfect. I slowed the car down and turned onto the track as soon as I was alongside it. Thick trees either side of us - all I’d need to find is a little clearing that I’d be able to crawl through and I’d be set to finish this chapter once and for all. The question is - is Lady Luck smiling down on me today? Tom stirred as the ride became bumpier due to the change in road surface. I slowed a little more whilst carefully watching him. He moved his head to the side and seemed to drift off again. Thank you Lady Luck. I don’t want him waking up just as I am about to pull Frank from the boot. Sure, he’s bagged up but if one of the bags is split, from the weight of the shopping on top of it, then there’s a good chance Tom would see inside. I could picture him standing there now, screaming at the top of his lungs with his eyes transfixed on the hand poking from the darkness within the bag. I shook the thought from my mind. It’ll be fine. If he does happen to wake up - I’ll just tell him to wait in the car.
 
    
 
   Another five minutes went by of solid driving until we finally came across what I was hoping for - a clearing in the thicket which was just big enough for me to be able to crawl through. I stopped the car and looked back at Tom. He was still sound asleep. I contemplated waking him to let him know I was popping to the toilet and that he should wait there but figured it was best to try and just sneak out on the off-chance he insisted on coming with me as he needed the loo too. I opened the door and climbed from the car, leaving it running in the hope that the gentle vibration of the engine would help keep him asleep. A quick peep in - still sleeping. I made my way around to the boot and opened it as quietly as I could. Damn it. So much stuff in here which needs to be moved. I should have packed Frank in last for easy access to him - even if it did increase the risks of someone seeing him in here!
 
    
 
   I quietly started to remove the bags which hid the body, placing them on the floor next to the back of the car. A sudden panic and I spun around to see what was behind me. Nothing. Funny. Could have sworn I heard the sound of a car, or something. A look around suggested I was going insane. I couldn’t see anything, or anyone. I shrugged it off and turned my attention back to the task at hand; still careful not to wake the boy up. It was only a matter of minutes before I unearthed the first bag. Thankfully it was unripped. I leaned into the boot and pulled it out. Heavier than I remember. Must be tired. As soon as it was out of the car I threw it over the bushes to my left. I heard it land with a heavy thud somewhere on the other side. Must remember how many bags I throw over - don’t want to accidentally miss one when I’m over there, collecting them up.
 
    
 
   The other bags were just as heavy as the first - made a little bit lighter by how keen I was to be rid of them. One by one, they all went over the thicket in the same direction as the first bag and - only when they were all out of the car - I quietly pressed the boot shut. I checked on the boy, once more, before making my way through the hole that I had stopped by with a can of petrol in my hand. It’s funny - last month, when I put the can in the boot, I never envisioned it would be used for this. I honestly thought I was just being practical having been caught short of fuel once before. I wonder if my subconscious knew more than I did at the time?
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Dragging the bags across the muddy surface, whilst kicking the one which I presumed hid the head, was a risky way of getting them from point A to point B. The ground was littered with broken twigs from the many branches overhead and it would have been easy to snag the flimsy plastic on one of them. I didn’t care though. I just wanted to move them in the quickest way possible and this was certainly quicker than lugging them through the woods one at a time.
 
    
 
   I didn’t have too far to go. I just wanted to get away from the road a little bit. There was less chance of someone stumbling across the bags, burnt or not, if they were a little deeper into the woods. Especially as this area didn’t look as though it was too friendly for people on an idle sunday walk to bother with. In fact, looking around, I couldn’t see signs of any people whatsoever.
 
    
 
   I dropped the first bag down in a small clearing and then released the other bags. An audible sigh of relief, unintentional but obviously needed, slipped from my mouth as I freed myself from the burden of his weight. I was aching worse than I had ever ached before - even more so than my first ‘gym’ session with Frank in the prison yard when he was putting me through my seriously lacking paces - what with being so unfit when I first went inside. Jesus, I thought I ached then but that was nothing compared to this. I shook my arms and stretched my legs out as though doing a few simple stretches would help with some of the tension. All I wanted was a hot bath to bathe in but I knew it wasn’t possible. Something so simple and yet so far from my reach only added to the general frustration that I was feeling. I tried to put the thought of the hot, clean water and soothing bubbles from my mind but the more I tried - the more I couldn’t help but to think of it.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” I told myself, “just ignore it...”
 
    
 
   I ran back to where I had dropped the petrol can. I had tried to carry it along with the bags but it had slipped from my grasp. Thankfully not too far back. I reached down and picked it up before heading back across the muddy track to the small clearing which was about to be the site of my impromptu bonfire. Once there, I emptied the contents of the can over the various bags before dropping it onto the top of the pile. I wasn’t sure why I thought to get rid of the can too - probably something deep down in my mind which worried about the possibilities of linking it to the scene of the crime should it ever be discovered. 
 
    
 
   Happy that everything was as it should be, I fished in my pocket until I found my silver lighter; something which I carried with me at all times despite not being a smoker. No idea why. It’s not as though I even thought of it as being lucky. I just liked it.
 
    
 
   I flicked the lid open and pressed the silver button, igniting the flame. Guess I’ll have to get a new lighter. I dropped it onto the can and watched as it slipped between two of the bags. Moments later and a flame erupted from the very same gap - a flame which quickly spread across the other bags too engulfing everything within seconds. I stepped back, startled at how quickly the fire took hold. I guess I should have expected it considering the flammable nature of petrol... Genius. The heat was nice given how cold the early morning air was. I’d have liked to stay there, a while longer, to warm my bones up - something I hoped would help with the general aches that I was feeling. Can’t though. Need to get back to the boy.
 
    
 
   I went to take a step away but stopped. I felt as though I should say a couple of words. Something to mark the occasion. This is, however, his funeral. There’ll be no other opportunity for a goodbye. I turned back to the flames crackling away and thought for a moment before, “Jesus, it fucking stinks.” I started to cough. I had heard stories of the stench of humans being burned but this was my first time experiencing it. I turned away from the smoke which seemed to be billowing in my direction. “Cya, Frank!” I coughed through my hand as I walked away. 
 
    
 
   Worried that the flames could attract unwanted attention from anyone who maybe close-by - I hurried back to the car to continue the drive to whatever camp we stumbled across first. I pushed through the thicket and stepped onto the dirt-track, beside the car, and immediately froze. What the hell? The passenger door was open...I ran across, with a feeling of panic washing through me.
 
    
 
   More so when I saw the car was empty.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   6.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Shit! Shit! SHIT!
 
    
 
   I looked into the back of the car. No sign of Tom hiding there.
 
    
 
   SHIT!
 
    
 
   Did someone come by and recognise him from the newspapers? Did they take him away? No. They couldn’t have. My guilty mind going into overdrive at the thought of being caught out. He probably just woke up and went looking for me - perhaps scared at being alone in the middle of nowhere? That’s more like it.
 
    
 
   I looked around, in all directions, hoping to see him somewhere but I couldn’t see anything. I called his name out, “TOM!” I paused. Nothing. “TOM!” I called out again at the top of my lungs. Come on...Where are you? I paused and craned my neck to try and hear a little better. I even held my breath. A trick that worked for I heard the faint sound of crying. “Tom?” I turned in the direction of the sound and saw, tucked against the side of the road, was the little boy; crying and scared. “What are you doing down there?” I asked him as I cautiously approached. Had he followed me and seen things not meant for the eyes of little boys?
 
    
 
   “I woke up,” he sniffled, “and you were gone. I didn’t know where I was.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I said, “I had to go to the toilet. You didn’t think I just left you, did you?”He shrugged. “Don’t be silly,” I told, “I made a promise to look after you. Why would I leave?” he shrugged again. “Come on - let’s go.” I helped him to his feet and walked him back to the car. I couldn’t help but wonder whether he’d still feel the same if he knew the truth about who I really was. “There you go,” I said as I put his seat belt around him. He thanked me as I closed the door. Quite a polite kid. I’ve never really thought much about children, or even tolerated them, but - credit where credit is due - he’s one of the good ones. I’m not sure if that’s because he was born into money. Does that make a difference to how a child grows up? I shook my head. Money isn’t the answer to everything. I hurried around to the driver’s side - concerned as to how much time we’ve wasted here. That and the fact I’m sure the flames could be attracting someone. I closed the door, after I sat in the driver’s seat, and put my foot to the pedal. It’s weird - despite the sudden panic when I thought I had lost the boy - I actually feel elevated at the moment. Possibly something to do with the fact I’m no longer driving around with a corpse in the boot - just the bits and pieces needed for our survival over the next few days, or so, which I had put back in after removing the bags of Frank.
 
   I glanced across at Tom. He had settled down now and was busy looking out of the window at the passing scenery. Other than that short blip - he seems happy, all things considered. I wish I could feel as contented as he seems to be. I can’t remember the last time I felt like that. 
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked suddenly, breaking the silence as well as startling me.
 
    
 
   “I know of this little holiday camp,” I said. “My mum and dad used to take me there when I was your age and I thought you’d enjoy it too. I mean, I had a blast there.” Not a lie. I was actually taken there by my mum and dad when I was a youngster. Back when my life was better. The days when I felt positive about things. Jesus - I was about eight years old when my mum and dad took me there. Was that really the last time I felt positive about things? Has my life been that dire? Fuck.
 
    
 
   “How will my mum and dad know where I am?” he asked.
 
    
 
   His words caught me off-guard. I had to think on my feet, “They know where we’re going to be,” I said, “I told them I’d probably take you there when they asked me to look after you in the first place.” He smiled. “Besides,” I continued, “I have my mobile phone on me. I’m sure they’ll call when they’re ready.”
 
    
 
   “Really?”
 
    
 
   I nodded. The last bit was a lie. I didn’t even have a mobile phone. Not my own phone anyway - just the one I borrowed from Frank - and I left that at home on the off-chance they were able to track it, when they decide to hunt for him. Damn it. I left it at home. I should have thrown it out of the car whilst driving through the town. If they do track it - they’ll be led directly to my house. Two things linking me to Frank - the van in the garage and the phone. This is messy. Too messy.
 
    
 
   “Can we call them now?” he asked. Shit. His car. I left his car at my house too. Frank’s fucking car. What am I doing? I’m rushing things. Panicking. I’m making too many mistakes. Silly mistakes which could cost me my freedom. Jesus! When we were sorting all this out - talking about it in the yard - it was so simple. Snatch the boy, get the ransom. Clearly we weren’t prepared. I suppose I only have myself to blame. Can’t blame Frank. Not now anyway. “Did you hear me?” asked Tom.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - what?”
 
    
 
   “I said, can we call them?”
 
    
 
   “We can’t right now. I need to charge the phone up,” the lies were just rolling off my tongue. “As soon as it’s charged I’ll give them a ring and see if they’re able to talk yet. Okay?” He replied with a nod. We slipped back into a comfortable silence. I leaned forward to turn the radio on - choosing to play whatever CD was in the player so as to avoid any potential news broadcasts which may have mentioned the fact Tom was missing and that his mum and dad were looking for him. I was grateful the music distracted him. I wasn’t in the mood for talking. Not because of him. The truth was, I was actually enjoying his company, I just couldn’t stop worrying about all the loose ends I had accidentally left. All the little bits and pieces which could lead the law straight back to me. I swallowed hard as my heart raced. I felt sick.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I felt my face redden whilst I was talking to the elderly lady behind the glass screen, at the holiday home.
 
    
 
   “And it’s for one?” she confirmed. She couldn’t believe I wanted a lodge just for me. Most people, by themselves like she thought I was, want space to pitch their tent as opposed to the more expensive option of the rental of a lodge. I just told her that I like luxury and have grown accustomed to having a toilet close to where I sleep - not miles away in some shared outhouse which is what you get if you rented tent space. She didn’t know Tom was hiding in the back of the car, under a few bags and a coat.
 
    
 
   “That’s right,” I said, “just needed a break from it all.” She smiled at me. It didn’t look as though it was a genuine smile. Was she already suspicious of me? “I used to come here with my mum and dad too...You know, when I was younger,” I spun her the same line that I had used with Tom in the hope that I’d appear more human and genuine as a customer. A lonely customer who’d come back to re-live a holiday he had taken with his parents. “I thought it would be good to see how much it’s changed, you know?” She was tapping something onto the keyboard in front of her. Her fingers were moving at the speed of light so it was impossible to try and get an idea of what she was typing.
 
    
 
   “We do have a lodge on the edge of the campsite,” she said eventually - ignoring everything I had previously said. Here is a lady who won’t be winning any customer service awards.
 
    
 
   “That’s great!” I reached into my trouser pocket for my wallet.
 
    
 
   “And it is free for the week...”
 
    
 
   “Even better.”
 
    
 
   “No pets.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t have any pets...”
 
    
 
   “Or smoking...”
 
    
 
   “Don’t smoke...”
 
    
 
   “How will you be paying?”
 
    
 
   I held my wallet open. The old lady noticed the notes and smiled. Now that was a smile I believed in.
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   December 22nd.
 
    
 
   The journey through the night, to get where we were today, had taken it out of both of us and we spent most of the previous day, and night, fast sleep in a crumpled heap on the same bed. Sadly this place only had the one bed. I said Tom could have it and I’d take the floor. Even so - what with it being late morning, I thought I’d take a sneaky lie down on the bed. I had only meant to lay down for a minute, to rest my back, and the next thing I knew - he was lying with me and snoring. His contented, peaceful slumber lulled me into my own heavy sleep and, despite the stress I was feeling, it felt as though it was the best sleep I had ever had when I finally did wake up.
 
    
 
   “You snore!” said Tom. He wasn’t next to me, on the bed, anymore. He was sitting on the edge of it - watching the small television which was in the corner of the room. For the briefest of minutes I panicked - worried that he may have seen some news bulletin, or something similar. The fact he was more concerned about my snoring, though, suggested he’d more likely been watching cartoons, or some dire early morning breakfast show.
 
    
 
   “I do it on purpose,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Why?” he turned and looked at me - a look of confusion on his face.
 
    
 
   “It keeps the monsters away.”
 
    
 
   “The monsters? What monsters?”
 
    
 
   “The ones in the closet and under the bed. The louder I snore - the more likely they are to leave us alone.” Something my dad told me when I was growing up. It’s funny how you remember little things, like this, out of the blue just because the situation calls for it. Until now - when it jumped to the forefront of my mind - I hadn’t thought about my old man’s excuse for...well...as long as I could remember.
 
    
 
   “Don’t be stupid!” Tom said out loud - a mixture between a laugh and a shout. “There’s no such thing as monsters!”
 
    
 
   “There is. You just don’t see them because of my snoring. It’s okay - you can thank me later.”
 
    
 
   “My mum and dad don’t snore!” he said. “I’ve still never seen monsters!”
 
    
 
   “Maybe your neighbour snores loudly,” I said. “If it’s a really powerful snore - it can stretch for miles and miles. Probably keeps the whole neighbourhood safe. You should thank them when you next see them.” Tom was laughing. I know he didn’t believe me but I continued the story anyway. It was nice to have laughter fill the lodge. “This campsite - it’s all under my protection. That’s why, when I paid, I was entitled to some discount on the price.”
 
    
 
   “You’re stupid!” he laughed.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so. You’re the stupid one if you don’t believe in monsters.”
 
    
 
   “No! You’re stupid!” he was getting louder with his shouting and laughing so I changed the subject before it got out of hand.
 
    
 
   “What are you watching anyway?” He shrugged. “Cartoons?” He didn’t need to answer. The theme tune for the local news program distracted me. I looked up at the television and noticed it was just starting. Quick as a flash, I jumped off the bed and dashed over to the television. A quick flick of the switch killed it instantly. Tom just looked at me as though I had lost the plot. “You didn’t want to watch it, did you? It’s a rubbish program! We’d much rather have cartoons, or something, right?” He nodded and smiled, as did I despite only doing so to keep him from thinking something was wrong and, more importantly, to hide my true feelings of panic. It’s weird - for a moment - I felt as though he and I were a normal family, laughing and mucking around as we were. My groggy brain, still fuzzy from the sleep, forgetting the true extent of our relationship. “Hungry?” I asked quickly so as to change the subject. 
 
    
 
   “Can we have a McDonalds?” he asked. 
 
    
 
   I’ve created a monster.
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “Sorry, little man, but not today. Soon though, yeah?” Despite looking a little disappointed, he nodded. “Wait here - I’ll go and unload the car.” I walked from the bedroom, through to the fair sized lounge and out of the front door of our lodge.
 
    
 
   I had parked the car close by, with the boot facing the front door, to make it easier when it came to unloading it - something I had meant to do before falling asleep on the bed, next to Tom. Outside I looked around to make sure no one was watching me - not that, at this point, I had anything to hide. Just a hint of paranoia. Thankfully there weren’t many people about - the ones who were about were too busy doing their own thing to pay me any attention whatsoever. Of course it helped that I was on the edge of the campsite as requested and in this section there looked to be three lodges only. I opened the boot and pulled out the first of the bags. I turned to the house and threw them through the front door. I turned back to the boot and leaned in for the various food items I had thrown in when I was back at my own house. Immediately my heart sank as I pulled the first handful of cans out. Not because the food was poor. Spaghetti and sausages is a great meal. It’s just...In my haste - I left the tin can opener at home. Looking at the remaining cans in the car - at least some of them come with ring pulls for easy access. We’ll start with those. Worry about the other ones when we’re getting a little more hungry.
 
    
 
   I hooked the remaining items out of the boot and slammed it shut with my elbow before turning back into the house. I staggered through the door, struggling to balance everything, and kicked it shut with a backwards swipe of my foot.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   We were sitting at the small breakfast bar area in the kitchen of the lodge. I call it a kitchen but it’s more like a box room with a few camping stoves than a real kitchen. It served its purpose though...
 
    
 
   I had managed to get into my can of spaghetti and sausages using one of the kitchen knives provided. It was a pain in the backside but I really fancied them, having spotted the can in the car.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked Tom. I had finished my meal but he was still toying with his - pushing the sausages around the bowl with his spoon. He looked at me. An expression on his face which suggested as though something was on his mind. “What’s wrong?” I asked. He went to say something but stopped. Was he scared of talking to me? I thought we were bonding. “Come on, you know me...What’s on your mind?”
 
    
 
   “Can I phone mum and dad yet?” he asked, quietly.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, “I forgot to charge the mobile phone. Tell you what, though, I’ll do it as soon as we’ve finished eating - okay? It’ll be charged by morning and we can call them then. How’s that sound?” He didn’t say anything. He just carried on pushing the sausages around the bowl. “You know - it works better if you eat them,” I pointed out. He didn’t answer me. “Come on - I said we can call them in the morning...It’ll be fine. It’s only tomorrow. It’s not a long time to wait.” He looked at me as though he wanted to say something else, “What is it?”
 
    
 
   “It’s nearly Christmas,” he said. “I hoped they’d be home in time for Christmas...”
 
    
 
   “We’re not having fun?” I asked him. He nodded. “I thought we were enjoying ourselves.”
 
    
 
   “Just miss them...” he muttered. I understood how he felt. I used to miss my parents like mad. I’m not sure when I got used to not having them around but I know it wasn’t a quick process. I looked at him as he slowly started to eat the sausages that he had earlier been toying with. I watched him, eating. I wondered whether there’d ever be a time when he wouldn’t miss them? I can’t very well let him go home - not now he has seen my face. Not without giving up my freedom for the rest of my life. He looked up and caught me looking at him. I smiled; a smile he returned. In this brief moment I wondered what the chances would be of us running away and starting a life together. Fake father and son. A brief moment.
 
    
 
   I need to stop thinking like this.
 
    
 
   It won’t happen.
 
    
 
   It can’t.
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   Beach holidays. Playing together on the sand. Enjoying ourselves. The sun beating down on our skin. Ice-creams for lunch. Sprinkles on top. Sandcastles. Swimming. Snoozing in the midday heat. Ice cold cans of drink. Hunting crabs in the rock pools. Fish and chips as the sun goes down. I shook my head. Forget about it. It’s not going to happen. I leaned into the other room - Tom’s asleep on the bed. Good. Now is my opportunity. I turned to the television in the corner of the living room and turned it on - immediately being sure to turn the volume down so as not to wake the boy. The first channel was commercials. The second was more of the same. Come on...I checked the time via a quick button press on the remote control. Timing is perfect, news should be on any minute now. Just as I had finished thinking how good the time was, I stumbled across the opening credits for another news bulletin. Please be local, please be local...Unless - would the story have gone national?
 
    
 
   The anchorman came on and introduced the headlines; the first mentioned were to do with fighting overseas. I don’t know why they bother talking about that as a priority. It’s not as though it is more pressing than what is going on in this country. The second stories were about the economic downturn. Don’t I know it. It’s because of that I’m in this particular mess. Increased fuel, increased petrol, increased grocery shopping, increased taxes...Everything going up. Everything other than the wages, that is. And for people like me, ex-cons living on minimum wage, it’s even tougher. Management knows we’re on a hiding for nothing, when it comes to seeking employment - especially decent employment - given our track record so they think we should be grateful for anything they give us...And the ‘anything they give us’ is usually peanuts. Next up, a mention of some political scandal taking place. Not sure what it’s about. As soon as things like this are mentioned - I have a habit of turning off. The news station switched to another set. Here we go, the local news. My heart stopped, for a second, when I noticed the picture of Frank behind the news lady. It looked as though it was his mugshot - but with the number cropped out so as not to cause unnecessary alarm to the people watching. The lady mentioned him by name. She mentioned Tom. Police wanted to talk to Frank in connection with the missing boy. The bulletin then went onto one which had been in the local news quite a lot recently - random stories of farmers’ livestock getting violently attacked. Why they keep harping on about that is beyond me - it’s not as though your average Joe gives a shit about a sheep or goat! The set changed back to that of the national news. On the plus side, they didn’t mention my name. Would they though? Would they mention it in the full report? Obviously that was just the highlight of what was to come so they didn’t have time to say it all. No. They would have shown my picture too if they suspected I was part of it. I’m sure they would have. Need to be sure, though. Need to watch the whole program to be sure.
 
    
 
   “What are you watching?” I jumped at the sound of Tom’s voice. I turned to see him standing in the doorway, behind me, rubbing his eyes as though he’d just woken up - which he had.
 
    
 
   “I was just channel hopping,” I said. I flicked the ‘off’ button on the remote, killing the television immediately. “Did you have a good sleep?” I asked. He nodded and came over to sit with me; a troubled look on his mind. Please don’t ask me about your parents again, I thought.
 
    
 
   “I had a bad dream,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I thought you said you had a good sleep?” I looked at him. A definite look of concern in his eyes. “What was it?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “I dreamt that you had to go away too,” he said. I hesitated. I didn’t know what to say. The lost little boy who’s concerned for my well-being. If only he knew the truth. He’d wish I did have to go away. I put my arm around his shoulders.
 
    
 
   “They say,” I said, “dreams work in reverse. You know what that means? That means I won’t be going away. No. I won’t be going anywhere.” My mind teased me with images of the two of us going on the run, once again, and living together as a proper family unit. I did my best to ignore them again - knowing the full impracticalities of that scenario.
 
    
 
   “Who says that?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Well - for one - I said it. And I’m the important one, right? If I say I’m not going anywhere - I’m not going anywhere. It’ll be fine. I promise. I won’t leave you.” There I go again, making promises I can’t keep. He tucked himself against my body and squeezed me tightly. We’ve come so far - from the moment I first picked him up in the van to now. I gave him a squeeze too and felt a strange churning in my stomach - a sickening feeling that I was growing attached to this boy despite knowing, deep down, how it was going to end. I should just get it over with now before it’s too hard. Hell, it shouldn’t have even got to this stage. It should have ended in the woods. I should have left him with Frank.
 
    
 
   “Can we go somewhere?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Where?” I asked him. He shrugged. It was due to get dark soon. Our disturbed sleeping patterns, brought on from the night of driving, meant neither of us would be going to bed early - especially after his afternoon nap - so we may as well go out. And in the cover of darkness too - could be the perfect opportunity to put an end to this once and for all? My picture wasn’t scattered on the news program that I had seen - it might be safe for me to go home. But, if it is, I can’t go home with Tom...Maybe he’s unwittingly given me a way out of this mess once and for all? Take him out, on a long walk, and throttle him. Leave him somewhere. From my childhood holidays here, I knew there was a river not too far away from this spot, I could dump him in that. With any luck his body may not get discovered. At least, if it does, it won’t be for a long, long time and they’ll never put me here; not since I gave them a fake name and paid in cash. “We could go for a walk in the woods, if you want?” He nodded enthusiastically. “Well it’s getting dark outside so you’d best get your werewolf mask out!” I told him.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to wear it though,” he said. Damn. Finally the novelty of the mask had worn off. Even though it was getting dark outside I wanted to play safe. There was still a possibility of bumping into someone on their way back to their own lodge - having been out for an afternoon stroll. Just because my face isn’t plastered everywhere, the same can’t be said for Tom’s.
 
    
 
   “But it’s getting dark outside,” I told him, “and you know what the means...That means the creatures all come out from the shadows where they lurk. The monsters and demons which wait to hurt us...The only way we’ll survive is if you’re dressed as one of them - you can pretend I’m your prisoner and that you’re taking me back to devour me with your monster family.” He looked as though he didn’t know whether to be scared or laugh. I may have pushed it a little too far. I continued regardless, “I mean - if you want to chance it out there, without the mask, I suppose that’s fine but...well...I’m just thinking about what would be best for us. So, anyway, get your shoes and your coat and let’s go...”
 
    
 
   By the time he came back to the lounge - he was wearing the latex werewolf mask.
 
    
 
   “Give us a roar,” I teased him.
 
    
 
   He folded his arms, “Werewolves don’t roar...They growl!” he reminded me.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh.
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   I stepped out of the lodge first, full of a nervous energy due to the knowledge of what was to come. A nervous energy and a sadness. I’d grown quite attached to the boy, just as Frank had originally warned that I would. Stepping onto the earth, I turned back to hold the door open for the little wolf-man. He jumped out - seemingly in quite a jovial mood considering he wasn’t keen on wearing the mask anymore.
 
    
 
   A quick look around, only the elderly lady from the reception. Typical. I spotted her just as she spotted the boy and I. For a second I worried that she’d say something - more specifically that she’d ask who the boy was, considering I checked into the lodge as a single occupant. At least he was wearing the mask. If his body is ever discovered - it would be hard for her to put the two of us together. Trying to act normal, I flashed her a smile.
 
    
 
   “Just off for a walk,” I called out. She was standing at the boot of her car, a few lodges down. Emptying the contents, which appeared to be large bags of dog food, onto the floor. I couldn’t help but smile broadly. I may have been in the wrong for having the boy in the lodge but, going by the amount of dog food she was taking from the trunk, she was just as much in the wrong as I was. I’m sure one of her many rules, for residence here, was that no pets were allowed. 
 
    
 
   She stopped what she was doing and stood up straight, “It’s a bit late to be going for a walk,” she said. Just as I had hoped, she didn’t mention the fact that Tom was standing by my side. Either she hadn’t noticed him, which I somehow doubt, or she knew she’d get in as much trouble as I would if the park management found out about her pets. She continued, “It’s getting dark.”
 
    
 
   “Made the mistake of sleeping most of the day after our journey last night. It’ll help to burn off some excess energy if we’re in for a chance of getting any more sleep tonight!” I called back to her as I locked the lodge door up. I slipped the key into my pocket.
 
    
 
   “Be sure as to stay on the bridal path,” she said, “it’s easy to get lost when the light goes down...”
 
    
 
   “Will do,” I said.
 
    
 
   “And don’t cross the fences. We don’t own any of the land on the other side. The owners get somewhat territorial about it...” She continued taking the food from the boot of the car. Jesus, how many pets does she have in there? Unless, maybe, she just likes the taste of dog food. I had a cousin, once, who enjoyed eating dog biscuits. He said they were much tastier than the normal biscuits the shops try and pass off to humans. I declined his offer of a nibble when he offered it. I gave the elderly lady a wave and ushered Tom in the direction of the bridal path. He ran ahead with a skip in his step.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   As we walked through the woods, neither of us said anything. He was busy looking around and hitting various trees with a long, thin branch he had stumbled across - literally - and I was busy thinking about the best way of getting done what needed to be done. With options buzzing around my head, the only thing I was certain about was that I wanted it to be quick. Not just for his sake but for mine too. I don’t want him to be afraid. I don’t want him to know what is happening. I don’t want him to feel any pain. More to the point - I don’t want him to know what’s coming when I make whatever move I end up choosing to make.  The thought of seeing the fear in his eyes was nearly enough to put me off from doing it. I just want it to be quick and painless. Admittedly there was a massive part of me which wished things could be different, that the boy could go home and I could go about the rest of my life having learnt from my mistakes but I knew it was impossible. I made this half-arsed plan up, I saw it fail and now the only way to get back to what little life I had is to ensure the boy disappears. Damn it! Why couldn’t I have listened to Frank when he had tried telling me not to get attached? Why didn’t I keep things strictly professional? I should have done as he had said, back when the boy first saw my face, and done him in there and then but I couldn’t. 
 
    
 
   “I think I’ll come here with mum and dad, when they’re better!” he suddenly said, out of the blue.
 
    
 
   “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “It’s nice, isn’t it? I think they’d like the walking. They like walking at home.”
 
    
 
   I need to hate him if I’m going to make this easier. Think of him, walking through the woods with his rich mummy and daddy, like the spoil brat he actually is. Hell, he probably didn’t even walk. He probably had his own petrol operated quad bike, or something similar. Something that your Average Joe couldn’t affo... I suddenly tripped on a large branch and landed face first on the debris-scattered earth.
 
    
 
   “Shit!”
 
    
 
   “You said a bad word!” Tom helpfully pointed out. Although I can’t disagree with him - I couldn’t help but to think it would have been better if he asked if I was okay.
 
    
 
   “Well, let’s keep it between you and me then, yeah?” I said as I sat up, holding my stinging ankle. Nothing broken, other than my pride, but Christ that hurt. I stood up and looked at what I had tripped over - the branch was big and heavy. It must have fallen from one of the trees above. Good job no one was standing underneath when it did happen to break off. It could have killed someone...
 
    
 
   Ah ha.
 
    
 
   I picked  the log up, using both of my hands and a fair amount of strength. A few test swings up and down to see if it was suitable for what my brainwave was suggesting. It was. It’d take two hits, I believed. One to knock him to the floor and the other to crack his skull open. Surely this was a better option than throttling him like I had originally planned? Surely this is more humane?
 
    
 
   “Your stick’s bigger than mine...” he said. He held up his own branch, next to the log I had. Disappointment on his face.
 
    
 
   “I’d say we could swap but I don’t think you could lift this one.”
 
    
 
   “Can I try at least?”
 
    
 
   I held the log up high, “It’s probably not the best idea,” I said. “You may hurt yourself.” I should just get this over with. Come on. A quick swipe downwards and it’ll be almost over and I could go home again - back into the warmth and out of the cold. Come on. I can do it. I suddenly yelled as I brought the log crashing down onto the floor, not even close to where Tom was standing and watching. I can’t do it here. We’re not far away enough from the campsite. Someone may come along. If not now then definitely later. They’d find his body way too soon. I need it to rot a while first to make identification more of a chore. I dropped the log. They’ll be other logs. Maybe even rocks. A rock would be better. “Come on,” I said, “we’ll leave it there...” I walked away from the log and away from the bridal path.
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   We had been walking for over ten minutes now, off of the beaten track. I was feeling the strain in the backs of my legs. I’m too old for this now, despite only being in my thirties. In prison, I had got fit but - since leaving - I had lost all the stamina again. The same couldn’t be said for the boy - he was pushing ahead, still swiping his stick at invisible foes. He doesn’t even seem to be bothered by the fact that it’s absolutely freezing out here or that it’s getting pretty damn dark.
 
    
 
   “Look!” he pointed to a wire fence a few feet away from us - previously hidden by the darkness, or the fact I wasn’t actually looking for it. “Does that mean we have to go back now?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “Just because an old, miserable woman told us we couldn’t go over the fence? I think not!” He cheered. The fence was new. Well - I say it was new...It hadn’t been there when my own mum and dad brought me here years ago. I’m sure of it. We never had to cross over any fence to get to the river before. The campsite owners must have sold some of their land; probably to help with some financial difficulties. It seems the economic down-turn has hit everyone. I helped Tom over the fence and followed him over. “So which way do you want to go now?” I asked him. Despite his earlier enthusiasm to go over the fence - he looked as though he was hesitating, like something was bothering him. “Well?” I asked him on the off-chance he didn’t hear me. He looked from side to side and back to me. “Which way?”
 
    
 
   “It’s dark,” he pointed out.
 
    
 
   I looked around. It’s true. The light had gone pretty quickly but it was still possible to see in some areas where the trees were less thick. I looked up and pointed through the trees to where I could see the sky, “Look - it’s still light. All we have to do is get out of the woods. We walk in that direction,” I pointed, “and it will take us through to a nice river - out of the woodlands. You want to go there? I thought you’d like it...” 
 
    
 
   He looked from side to side again, “Are we close?”
 
    
 
   “Really close,” I said. I walked ahead of him, “Come on - it’ll be fun. You’ll like it there,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What about the monsters?” he asked. I turned back to him. He hadn’t moved. He was rooted firmly to the spot. He pulled the mask off his face. He looked petrified. Perhaps my earlier speech, to encourage his wearing of the mask, was a step too far. I walked back to him and crouched down to his level.
 
    
 
   “You knew I was messing around, right? Monsters? There are no such things as monsters,” I told him. Other than the monster which was staring at him right now, that is. People like me - we’re very much part of a cruel reality.
 
    
 
   “But you said...”
 
    
 
   “I know what I said. It’s just...That’s something parents, and uncles, say to children they’re looking after to try and keep them in line. It’s just bedtime stories meant to keep you from wandering around at night. Come on, I promise, everything is fine and the river is just the other side of these woods...” I held my hand out for him to take.
 
    
 
   “You promise you won’t lie again?” he said. A stern tone in his voice that I had yet to experience from someone his age. I found it strangely endearing. I nodded. He pushed my hand away - perhaps trying to show me that he wasn’t as much of a child as he appeared to be. He lead the way towards where the light spilled through the trees from the moon  above. A careful look around, to be sure I knew the way back, and I pressed on after him. I didn’t tell him to put his mask back on as, in this light, there was no need.  No one else would be in the woods in this light.
 
    
 
   As we carefully walked through the woods I couldn’t help but remember a joke someone told me years ago. At least, I thought it was a joke when I first heard it. It was a man and a young girl walking through the woods late at night. I’m not sure if it was her father or a pretend relative such as myself. Anyway, this girl, she turns to the man and tells him that she is scared. The man, a shake in his voice, replies, “You’re scared? How do you think I feel? I have to walk out of here by myself yet.” The people with me - they all laughed too. Fellow cons. Maybe we just have a darker sense of humour than your Average Joe. I don’t know. I remember finding it funny at the time. Could be the way it was told, mind you. Regardless, I never realised I would have the opportunity to actually make it come true!
 
    
 
   I was watching the ground intently, on the off-chance I might stumble across another large log waiting to trip me and - just as important - one which was suitable to complete the necessary task at hand. No such luck. Small twigs, mud, puddles - certainly nothing of use. I should have brought that log with me. It was just a shame it wasn’t that little bit lighter to make it easier to carry - either that or Tom wasn’t a little bit bigger so I could make him carry it. I couldn’t help but snigger at the sadistic thought of getting him to carry the very object which would end his young life. Jesus - what’s wrong with me. I never used to be like this. Hell, there was a guy on the inside who had murdered children and I was one of the first to put the boot in when we cornered him in his cell - thanks to the guards giving us a little ‘quiet time’ for a ten to one chat. Months later and I’ve potentially turned into the same kind of monster as the one we almost killed. I hate myself yet know there is no choice - well, there’s no choice that I’m willing to entertain. I guess, when it comes down to it, we all have a little evil within.
 
    
 
   As we neared the clearing in the woods, and the last bit of daylight, I heard the sound of water; the river. I knew it had been close. I saw it, too, when I reached the clearing. The trees thinned out to just a few dotted around and, in their place, were mud embankments and a river which flowed gently, winding its way through the countryside. 
 
    
 
   “I used to swim here as a kid,” I told Tom in the hope that a conversation would distract me from my own evil thoughts - at least long enough to make it easier when it came to actually acting upon them, “when my mum and dad brought me. I’ll tell you what - I remember it being absolutely freezing!”
 
    
 
   “Is it deep?” Tom asked. He wasn’t getting too close to the water’s edge. Funny, I thought he would have been keen to stand on the embankment so as to throw things into the clear waters like most other kids would have been doing at his age.
 
    
 
   “Some of it is,” I told him. “Some of it - you can touch the floor easily but then, other bits, it’s as though the floor vanishes from underneath you without so much as a warning.” He backed away slightly, as though the water made him nervous. “What’s the matter?” I asked him. I already suspected that I knew the answer he’d give.
 
    
 
   “I can’t swim,” he said. 
 
    
 
   Bingo.
 
    
 
   “Well, even if you could,” I told him, “I wouldn’t recommend it. You’d probably freeze to death in this temperature. When I came here, with my parents, it was the summer holidays. I don’t think my mum and dad would have let me...” I stopped talking as a simple plan popped into my tired mind. So obvious. Push him in. Pretend to slip, push him, he’ll stumble into the water and start panicking. I get a branch, or something, and hold him under the water with it until the task is done. Then I just need to weigh the body down to ensure it stays under the freezing waters. My heart started to race as the idea’s seed turned into something more established. It’ll be easier than throttling him or beating him to death. At least I won’t see him fight if he’s under the water. Not as clear as the fight I’d see from him on dry land anyway. “Look,” I told him, “it’s perfectly safe...Come on...You can see all the fish swimming around. There’s some really weird ones in there too...” I took his hand and led him to the water. It’ll be quick too. The coldness of the water will immediately take his breath away and then it’s just a matter of holding him under. Years ago I had done the same to a baby bird. Not for fun. My cat had got a hold of it. She had used it as a toy, until she grew bored with it, and then brought it to me as a present. An unwanted one, I hasten to add. The poor bird was alive. It was in a mess but alive. I knew I had to kill it - not because of some cruel instinct within me - because it was in pain and suffering. Killing it was the kindest thing. I didn’t know how to do it though. My father once bricked a hamster to death which had got wet-tail. He refused to take it to the vets so they could charge him a ridiculous fee to put it to sleep so he got a brick and slammed it down. Hard. It was quick and, I’m guessing, painless - all things considered. It was also messy and I didn’t have the stomach - that my father had so I didn’t fancy doing the same to the bird. I just put it in a carrier bag, took it outside to the family pond, and held it under the water until it stopped struggling. I cried as I did it. Buried it afterwards too. Thankfully it was quick. I’m hoping this will be too. “The hours I spent trying to catch some of these little fish with a rubbish little net that I had. You know,” I continued, trying to act calm and give the impression that everything was okay, “I never once did catch one of those fish. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be able to get us a net from somewhere and we can come back and you can try?”
 
    
 
   “Can we go back now?” asked Tom. His face suggested my anecdotes about my childhood were doing little to keep him calm, or happy about being close to water. “It’s dark.” I looked around - I was so busy with my thoughts and plans that I had failed to realise it was actually dark. I thought the light, what little there was, was from the fading sun but it was from the full moon instead - beaming down upon us from the cloudless winter sky. Doesn’t time fly when you’re contemplating murder.
 
    
 
   “Five more minutes,” I said. We were standing on the water’s edge now. His legs were shaking with fear. A couple more seconds, minutes at the most, and everything will be over. I felt my eyes start to well up for what I was about to do. I’m not that monster yet but I know I have to be. Would God ever forgive? I wondered whether I could actually go through with it. Yes. I could. I knew I could. But I wondered whether I should. Perhaps I should just go home and let him go back to his mum and dad? Perhaps I should just go to prison and do the time for my crimes. I deserve to. That’s plain to see. It’s just that - I said I’d never go back. Not there. It was horrible. Some people say it’s easy, serving time, but they’re generally the people who haven’t served any real time and - well - I’ve seen enough of the inside to know I prefer the outside. I put my hand on Tom’s shoulder and prepared myself to give him a shove into the water. I couldn’t do it though. Why does he deserve to die, just because of my greed? He isn’t a bad person. For all I know - his parents aren’t either. They must have worked hard to get their money. They must have worked hard to get where they are in life. What kind of person am I to think it’s okay for me to take their money or their son away from them? A monster. That’s what I am. That’s who I am. I looked down at Tom. I’m a monster. The adrenalin surged through my body more than I had ever felt before. I’m a monster and yet I’m sorry. I tensed my arm. Goodbye Tom.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” I told him.
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   I froze as a branch snapping, from within the woods behind me, caught my attention. A heavy snap - the kind of noise you only get when something large steps, or falls, onto a branch on the ground. I turned in the direction of the noise sure that I’d see someone looking back at me. The moonlight hadn’t penetrated the trees, though, and it was hard to see anything beyond the first tree other than an eerie blackness.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” I called out. Tom turned in the direction I was looking too. “Anyone there?” I paused - waited for an answer which didn’t come. A trick of my imagination? One final desperate move from my subconscious to try and stop me from taking back my life? Another snapping noise from the same area. Someone was definitely there, watching us. My heart skipped a beat at the thought of someone standing in the darkness, silently observing us but it skipped another beat when I realised the boy wasn’t wearing his mask anymore. Was the moonlight strong enough to allow the stranger the chance to see his face clearly enough to recognise him from the media? “I know you’re there,” I called out. I hoped my bluff would encourage them to step into the open and reveal themselves. “I can hear you. Nice try, though...” I waited for an answer again.
 
    
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” said Tom - loud enough for me to hear but not for anyone else’s ears should anyone actually be out there. “What is it?” he asked. I didn’t answer him. I was just standing there watching the tree-line intently for any signs of movements. Regardless of whether there was anyone there or not, I had spooked myself enough to ensure I wouldn’t be following through with any ill-conceived plans.
 
    
 
   I shook my head, “I guess I’m hearing things,” I told him. I still refused to take my eyes from the trees though. “Come on, kid, let’s go home.” Suddenly, from the same area as the previous noises, I heard the sound of some bushes rustling. “Okay, asshole, I know you’re there...” I looked around on the ground and spotted a large stone. Perfect. I picked it up and threw it towards the sound of the noise. It sounded as though it hit something solid. Another rustling from the bushes. The rock had clearly disturbed something. Something big. I looked down again and grabbed another rock from the edge of the water. Again, I threw it into the bush and, again, the bush rustled as though someone was moving away from the path of the stone. “I’ve got loads more rocks to keep throwing,” I pointed out. “Come out and make it easy on yourself...”
 
    
 
   “I want to go home,” said Tom helpfully.
 
    
 
   “Ssh.” I picked up another stone and threw it again. Same result as the previous. I went to pick up another stone but noticed something better instead - a large branch a little further down. It must have washed down from the river further upstream. I grabbed it. Feels heavy  - not rotten as I feared it might have been. I guess it hadn’t been in the water too long. I turned back to the tree-line. “Come out or I’m coming in...” I held the branch as though it was a baseball bat. “Last chance, asshole.”
 
    
 
   “I want to go home!” Tom repeated. He was scared. So was I. The only difference between the two of us was that I did a better job of hiding it. I wouldn’t give the asshole in the bushes the satisfaction of knowing he was freaking me out.
 
    
 
   I counted down another ten seconds, in my mind, before storming towards the tree-line, “Okay - come on out, pervert! You like spying on kids?” The bushes suddenly parted and a large...What...A dog on two legs? A fucking dog? I took a step back as...It stepped out. Seven foot tall. My mouth fell open. Tom screamed. It...A growl. Its teeth. They must be the size of my fingers. Sharp too. Drool hanging from one of the incisors. What the fuck. So many thoughts in hardly any seconds. Another growl. A split second. I raised the branch and swung at its head. A good connect. The...thing....stumbled to the side, from the force of the hit. I spun around to Tom and screamed, “RUN!” I started to run, with Tom, without looking back. I could hear that - whatever it was - it was standing up and it was, most likely, pissed. As I caught up with Tom, I scooped him up in my arms with a strength I was unaware that I possessed. 
 
    
 
   Tom kept screaming. I wanted to but was too busy running as fast as I could. “It’s coming!” he screamed over and over again. I don’t know how we made it to the tree-line, a little further down stream - without it catching up with us but we did. Who knows, maybe it wasn’t chasing as hard as it could. Maybe it was toying with us. Maybe it was enjoying the torment it was causing. I didn’t care. I just cared about getting us away from it. Whatever ‘it’ was. I carried on running, in the woods, being mindful of my footing for fear of tripping again. It was near on pitch black in there, making it even harder to make out where I was going or where I was stepping. It didn’t matter though, I knew the rough direction of where the fence was and - on the other side of that - it wasn’t too far to walk until we’d be back on the bridal path...
 
    
 
   I’m not sure when exactly but I became aware that I couldn’t hear anything chasing anymore; I could just hear the sound of my own heavy breathing, my footsteps and Tom. Out of breath, I slowed and turned to see if anything was still following us. Nothing. I waited, with my heart in my mouth. Nothing. No other sounds, no heavy footsteps, no running, no growls, no bushes moving or branches snapping. There was nothing. I lowered Tom to the ground. He clung to me tightly but I managed to shake him off.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” I told him. “It has gone. I think it has gone.”
 
    
 
   “What was it?” he asked. He sounded petrified, not that I can blame him. I shook my head. and shrugged. I didn’t know what it was. I knew what it looked like but I didn’t want to say it out loud for it couldn’t have been. This is the real world. The only monsters are the people like me. Like Frank. We’re the monsters. We’re what’s real. Whatever that was - it couldn’t have been...one of those things. It couldn’t have. 
 
    
 
   I turned around and saw the fence, “Quickly!” I urged Tom to head towards it. I followed and helped him over before going over myself. Another check over my shoulder to see if anything was there. The night was still. If it hadn’t been for Tom seeing it too - I’d have doubted my own senses. I grabbed Tom’s hand and started walking - a quick pace for me and a jog for Tom - back towards where the bridal path would be. I’m not sure why we aren’t being chased anymore and I don’t care but, even so, I don’t want to hang around on the off-chance it comes back. Tom kept looking back too. “Just keep walking!” I told him.
 
    
 
   “I want to go home!” he said. Him and me both. As soon as we get back to the car I had already decided to pack up and get out of there as quickly as we could. Leave whatever that was behind us. Maybe we could just keep driving north - maybe find somewhere where the story of the stolen boy hadn’t reached? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. The only thing I knew for certain was that I didn’t have it in me to hurt the boy. If I really did want to go through with it - I would have left him by the river. Not important now - now it’s all about making it out of the woods in one piece, and leaving behind whatever was by the river.
 
    
 
   “We’re going home, buddy,” I told him. “We’re going home.” I quickened the pace.
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   We stepped out of the woodlands. A final look over my shoulder. Nothing following still. I couldn’t help but laugh at the situation, now that we were in the clear. What the hell was that though? We carried on hurrying towards our lodge. The backs of my legs were killing me from the exercise. Clearly I’m not as fit as I used to be. I reached into my pocket and fished for the... Shit. Where are they? I checked my other pocket. No keys. No keys. No keys... Back pocket. Nothing there. Shit. Shit. Shit. Where are they? I thought back to the woods. Damn. They must have fallen out of my pocket when I fell over. I turned to the path we had just walked down - there’s no way I’m going back in there. No way.
 
    
 
   I hurried over to the front door in the hope that I hadn’t locked it. A twist of the handle revealed that it was locked. Damn. Of course it was. I moved over to the window and glanced through it. I can see the car keys on the table in the living room. The window was of no use either - also locked. It’s okay. It’s cool. There’ll be spare keys at reception.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” Tom asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” I said playing it down, “there’ll be some spare keys at the reception. We’ll just go and get them.” I glanced over to the lodge across the street and froze. The old lady was standing at her window watching us. If she was there then...It’s dark. A check of the watch on my wrist - it’s also late. Reception will be shut. Until morning anyway. I looked back towards the trees and back at the old lady’s lodge. Her curtains were shut. “Come on,” I said to Tom as I pulled him across the street towards her front door. He whinged a little - I guess from how hard I was gripping him - but I ignored it. Need to get inside at least. Ideally we’d get out of this place completely but, right now, I’ll take what I can get. 
 
    
 
   At the door I knocked hard. There was no answer. I knocked again. I couldn’t even hear her moving around inside. Was she hiding? I knocked again - harder this time. Come on... Come on...
 
    
 
   “Hello?” I called through the door. “I know you’re in there - I saw you at the window! Come on! Please! I’ve accidentally locked us out of the lodge. Come on, please...” I waited. “Come on! I saw you! What are you... Fucking hiding from us?!” I banged, with my fist this time, on the wooden door - nearly taking it off its hinges in the process. Ah ha. Footsteps.
 
    
 
   “Who is it?” the woman called through the door. She was buying time. She knew who I was.
 
    
 
   “We’re from across the road. You rented me the cabin earlier...”
 
    
 
   “The man who was traveling alone? I remember.” Was she punishing me for lying about having the boy with me? What did she want? A confession? I’m sorry for lying kind of thing? I’m sorry for lying but the boy with me is actually kidnapped? “What do you want?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m sorry for charging around here but we’ve locked ourselves out...”
 
    
 
   “Reception is shut until morning...”
 
    
 
   “I know! Look the kid is scared...You aren’t helping... Please - can you just help us out?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause before I finally heard what I had hoped for - the sound of the door unlocking. It opened a crack; just enough for the old lady to peer through and look at us both.
 
    
 
   “What do you want?” she asked.
 
    
 
   I looked back at the woods. Would she even believe me if I told her what I had seen? “Can I come in?” I asked. “Can we come in?”
 
    
 
   She was looking at the boy. Did she recognise him from the news? Had she seen his picture. “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Peter,” he replied. I shot him a look. He wasn’t paying me any attention. He was staring directly at the woman.
 
    
 
   “And you know this man?”
 
    
 
   Tom smiled at her, “Of course I do - he’s my uncle!”
 
    
 
   The woman looked at him and then to me.  A couple of seconds later and she opened the door wide enough for us to step through. I didn’t wait for a second invitation. I pulled Tom in with me and closed the door on behalf of the woman - another look back towards the woods. The woman noticed my glance. “What have you done?” she asked. I ignored her and hurried through to the lounge area so I could continue looking out of the window - watching the woods. “Did you hear me? What have you done?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “Would you mind getting my boy and I a drink and then - maybe - helping us get a spare key to our lodge?” The woman didn’t say anything. She was just standing there, watching me intently. Judging me. “Please?” she mumbled something and walked from the room. Tom came over to my side and watched out of the window with me.
 
    
 
   “What was that thing?” he asked. I didn’t answer him. Not because I didn’t want to but because I didn’t know the answer. “Was it a werewolf?”
 
    
 
   I shook my head and changed the subject, “Why did you lie about your name?” I asked him quietly - carefully watching out for the woman. This wasn’t a conversation I needed her to hear.
 
    
 
   “I’m not stupid,” he said. “I’m nearly nine years old.” And here was me thinking he was five or six. Jesus. He’s short for his age. “I know you aren’t my uncle.” My heart froze. “I just went along with it to keep you happy...” All this time and he knew? “I didn’t want you to hurt me.” He went to say something else but stopped short when the woman came back in with two glasses of water. She didn’t hand them over. She just stood in the doorway as though she were a waxwork.
 
    
 
   “You need to leave,” she said. “Now.” Did she hear the conversation? Did she hear Tom? I felt my fist clench up - ready to hit her in the head. I got rid of Frank to save myself. I don’t mind doing it again if need be. Lady or not... She held up the water. “Drink this and leave, please.”
 
    
 
   “We can’t. We can’t get into the lodge - not unless you want me to break the window? I just need your help to get into the lodge and then we’ll go. And we won’t come back. Unless you want me break the fucking window? Because I can...I just didn’t want to...”
 
    
 
   “You crossed the fence, didn’t you?” she said. I stopped in my tracks. “I told you not to.”
 
    
 
   I looked around, “Where are your dogs?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
    
 
   “You knew what was over there. You knew. What the hell was it?”
 
    
 
   “You have to leave!” she said. I ignored the fact that Tom was whimpering as I was more interested in getting to the bottom of what we had seen in the woods. “Do you know what you’ve done?”
 
    
 
   “What I’ve done? I’ve done nothing. We saw something. We got away. Whatever it was - we lost it in the woods.”
 
    
 
   “You stupid man!” she suddenly shouted. “You haven’t got away. You never get away. They know where you are. Once they have your scent...That’s it... I told you - don’t cross the fence. They stick to their side and we stick to our side. It’s been like that for years - more than I care to remember.”
 
    
 
   “Well we’re back on our side of the fence now and we’re leaving - that’s it.”
 
    
 
   “That’s not it...You’ve seen them. You can’t leave...”
 
    
 
   “I can if you help me get in the fucking lodge...You know what - fuck this...I’ll just break the fucking window. Come on, Tom...” I froze.
 
    
 
   “Tom?” the old lady repeated.
 
    
 
   Thinking on my feet I told her, “It’s a pet name. A family joke.” I turned to the boy, “Come on...Peter.” I flashed the old lady a sarcastic smile as I took a hold of Tom’s hand and pulled him towards the front door. I opened it up and stopped in my tracks. My mouth fell open as my heart skipped a beat.
 
    
 
   A growl.
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   Tom screamed, as did the elderly lady. After the slightest of hesitations - certainly not long enough for the creature to make a move - I slammed the door in its face and backed up away from it.
 
    
 
   I turned to the lady, desperate to ask her what the hell it was and where it had come from but knew there wasn’t enough time. A thin door wouldn’t keep that thing out for...
 
    
 
   The door crashed open and the thing lurched in on its hind legs. It’s front paws the size of my head. Tom screamed again - even I jumped as I turned to face it. It didn’t move any closer to us. It just stood there watching - as though it were trying to figure us out. Was what the lady said true? Was this thing usually territorial? Did it usually stay on its side of the fence - hunting whatever it could find? Was it only here because we had trespassed? When my mum and dad brought me here as a child - was this thing there then? I raised my hands to show it that I wasn’t a threat. It tilted its head and looked at me as though it never once considered me to be a threat. Only food. Another growl caused the inside of my rib cage to vibrate.
 
    
 
   The old woman pushed in front of me, “Look - I have food for you...” she pointed towards the kitchen. I followed her finger and spotted the bags of dog food I had earlier seen her with. I backed away further. She knew them. She’d be able to sort this out. I pulled Tom close to me. “It was a mistake. They didn’t mean to cross over to your side...” Another growl. I looked over my shoulder to see if I could find another way out. Nope. The only exit was the front door which it was blocking. “They’re leaving. They came here to get the spare key to their lodge and then they’re going. They said they’re not coming back...” She turned to me, “That’s right, isn’t it? You’re not coming...” I was nodding before she finished her sentence. Her eyes suddenly went wide with fear. She opened her mouth and blood trickled out. Tom screamed again. I shot him a look. Panic on his face. Another growl stole my glance back towards the woman standing between myself and the monster. I noticed the large paw was sticking through her stomach having penetrated her from behind. Its fingers flexed wide. Tom still screaming. I tried my best to hide him behind my wiry frame. The woman made a funny, gargled noise as the paw sticking from her moved in slowly until only its claws were visible. Another gargled noise as they slowly started moving up, through her body. Her eyes were wide as she shook back and fourth - her body, and senses, fighting against what was happening. Another growl. The other paw appeared around her throat. It clenched. A cracking noise. I closed my eyes tight. A growl. A splintering noise. A wet spray hitting me in the face like a fine mist of water. I opened my eyes despite my better judgement. Her head was no longer attached to her body. It was held in the air, unblinking. The eyes rolling to the back of her head. The paw finally tore its way through the neck so it was completely out of the body. Another spray of blood as the torso, split down the middle, separated from either side as though it were a book slowly opening - the various internal organs being the pages within the leathery skin. I held Tom close behind me so he couldn’t see. The woman slumped to the floor and the beast dropped the head. It looked at me as though I were next and there was nothing I could do about it - and we both knew, there was nothing I could do. Absolutely nothing. It went to take a step closer to me but stopped dead its tracks. It growled again and brought its foot down on the head, as heavily as it could. The woman’s skull was nothing under the weight and it disintegrated as though it were nothing more than a watermelon under the wheel of a truck.
 
    
 
   The creature stepped closer to me. I stepped back until Tom and I were backed against the wall. No way out. Two more of the creatures appeared at the doorway. No way out...
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry for everything,” I said. Not to the creatures but to the little boy cowering behind me.
 
    
 
   The creature suddenly roared - a roar so loud that the windows shook all around the lodge and my internal organs vibrated within my body once more; an unpleasant feeling. I tried my best to tuck Tom against my back to try and protect him without even thinking about it and I closed my eyes. If Death was coming, I didn’t want to see his face. I just hoped he’d be quick.
 
    
 
   There was a loud bang which caused my ears to ring and my heart to skip yet another beat. I opened my eyes and watched - in both horror and gratitude - as the creature closest to me dropped to its knees. Another bang and my face was splattered with the insides of its cranium.  The creature slumped forward. Faster than my eyes could cope with - the other two creatures disappeared - one through the window of the lounge, sending shards of glass flying into the campsite beyond, and towards the trees and the other up through the roof of the lodge as though it were nothing but paper. 
 
    
 
   A man was standing in the street with a large gun in his hand; some kind of shotgun which he was reloading as quickly as he possibly could. He was in his sixties and dressed in nothing more than a dressing gown.
 
    
 
   “It’s probably best you don’t wait in there,” he said casually. “They’re going to be pretty pissed when they realise what’s happened!” He locked the barrel of the gun shut, ready for action. I looked down at the body of what he had put a hole in - no more was there a monster in front of me. Instead it was nothing more than a man. Naked one at that.
 
    
 
   “What the hell’s going on?” I stuttered.
 
    
 
   “Come with me,” he said as though we hadn’t got the urgency of his first sentence, “they’ll be back soon enough...Come on.” I didn’t need telling three times. I picked Tom up as though he were an infant, and carried him out of what was left of the lady’s lodge. “I always said they shouldn’t have put these lodges this close to the woods,” he said as he walked down the road towards another lodge which had the door wide open. A bright light, within, welcoming us. “They said it would be okay because it’d be for staff only and staff knew to stay away but...I knew one day they’d rent it to someone who didn’t understand and then something like this would happen. But why listen to me? I’ve only worked here for the best part of forty years. Clearly I’m not experienced enough to have a say in these things. Personally I still believe we should have gone over the fence, in force, when we knew who they were and dealt with them there and then before it became a problem. And then none of this would have happened!” He walked into his lodge and held the door open for Tom and I before closing it. He double locked it. “God knows how many of them are over there now even if we did go over. We’d never know if we truly got them all and then we’d be starting a war we couldn’t win. The whole god damn situation is a mess.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for coming out,” I said.
 
    
 
   “You’re lucky. Needed to borrow some sugar and heard it all kicking off. Come on through to the bedroom - no windows in there. There used to be but I took ‘em out. Felt safer that way. Don’t like windows in the room where I’m sleeping - not whilst I’m on the ground floor anyway. Never know who’s looking in whilst you’re fast asleep. Creeps me out thinking about it.” The man was taking all of this relatively calmly considering he had just blown the head off a seven foot dog who’s corpse than happened to turn into the body of a normal man. “Take a seat,” he pointed towards the bed as he led us into the back room. I put Tom on the bed. “What’s your name, little man?” he asked. Tom didn’t say anything. For the first time since all of this kicked off, I took a proper look at him and realised he wasn’t looking too well. Extremely pale.
 
    
 
   “Tom, you okay?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “He doesn’t look too well,” said the old man.
 
    
 
   “Look - I’m sorry but we’ve just been attacked by God knows what...We’ve just watched a woman get split in half and her head ripped from her fucking shoulders. Then we watch whatever it was get its head blown off in front of our eyes too...Not to mention one of the things...One of them jumped up through the fucking roof of a lodge as though there were no roof there in the first place! You’re then harping on about not knowing how many more there are, whilst loading your gun like you’re Dirty fucking Harry... And you reckon he should look well?! Can you get a glass of water, or something?”
 
    
 
   “Probably needs sugar,” the old man said as though he had heard nothing of what I had said. “Could be going into shock. I don’t have any sugar though.”
 
    
 
   “Water?! A glass of fucking water! Please!” I shouted. The old man shot me a look, as though offended by my outburst, and walked from the room closing the door behind him. I turned back to Tom, “Everything will be okay, buddy. I promise.” It had been a long time since I had made a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep but, this time, I didn’t mind.
 
    
 
   “I know why you made the story up about my mum and dad being in an accident,” he said. “I pulled the mask off and saw your face. You had to make something up to stop me from being even more scared.”
 
    
 
   I hesitated. There was no sense lying anymore. “That’s right.” I felt as though I should apologise but I couldn’t go through with it. I doubted he’d believe me anyway considering I was the one who snatched him from his parents anyway. “Why did you pretend to go along with it?” I asked him. I wasn’t sure I really wanted the answer. I was just curious.
 
    
 
   “Because I didn’t want you to hurt me.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not stupid,” he said again. “At the water,” he said. I didn’t want him to finish the sentence. “You were going to hurt me, weren’t you?” 
 
    
 
   I hesitated. “Yes. But...I’m not going to. I promise. I really promise. I’m not that sort of person. I want you to go home to your mum and dad. I want you to forget any of this ever happened and live a long and happy life. If I could turn back the clock...If I could change everything that happened...I would. I really would and I mean that. I just wish you would believe it.”
 
    
 
   “But we can’t go home, can we?”
 
    
 
   Even if I survived this night, I knew I couldn’t. Not if I wanted him to live his life. I knew I’d be back inside within hours of him going home to his parents. I was okay with that, though. I knew it was the right thing to do and I was happy with that. The way I instinctively tried to protect him, this evening, made it all too clear that I wasn’t the monster I worried I was. I’m just an idiot. A greedy idiot and I deserve everything that comes my way.
 
    
 
   “I wish you were my uncle, though,” he said out of the blue.
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say.
 
    
 
   The door opened and the old man came in, gun tucked under his arm and a glass of water in his hand. “Everything seems quiet out there,” he said. “I’m not sure if that’s a good sign or not...”
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   Tom was in the bedroom. I had shut him in there in the hope he’d get some sleep even though I knew the chances of that were slim to none. The old man and I were sitting in the lounge, looking out of the window from what we considered to be a safe distance. I’m not sure how long we had been sitting there, in silence, but it felt as though it had been hours. The only reason I knew it hadn’t been was because the moon had barely moved in the night sky.
 
    
 
   “So what are they then?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Of all the questions you must have - you want to start with one which you already know the answer to?” he said. He shot me a look and fired me a wink. “You know what they are. You just don’t want to admit it. You don’t want to believe the horror stories are real...I was the same when I first heard about them. Didn’t even believe the people who told me until I saw one for my own eyes. I’ll never forget that night. Didn’t sleep for weeks...Maybe even months. Made my blood run cold it did.”
 
    
 
   “Yet you stayed.”
 
    
 
   “They had my scent. No where to run once they have that. They always know where you are. And we were told - by the owner of the land - if any of us dared speak a word about them to the outside world...Well...Let’s just say it wouldn’t have a happy ending for us, the people we told and any of our family. Not sure how exactly but we all just managed to get along. We don’t go to their territory, they respect our territory. That’s what it’s all about...Respect. Oh, and the fact that, occasionally, we send someone over the fence for them to play with for a night or two but it’s a small price to pay to keep the camp going.”
 
    
 
   “Has everyone lost their mind? What the fuck...Human sacrifice?”
 
    
 
   The old man snapped, “You’ve seen them. You know what they are. You’ve seen what they’re capable of - without even trying - and you expect anything different? We run and we’re as good as dead. We tell anyone...We’re dead. All we can do is do as they say and live by the rules they set out. In the great scheme - considering how far up the food chain they are - it’s pretty fair, don’t you think? Besides,” he continued, “everything was going okay until you showed up and ruined it.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe they’ve gone,” I said, “maybe you scared them away?”
 
    
 
   “Do you believe that?” he asked. I didn’t say anything as I didn’t believe it. “They’re out there,” he continued, “watching, waiting...”
 
    
 
   “Before tonight - you said you had seen one before...” I said to try and change the conversation a little.
 
    
 
   “Was in the woods once, with my dog, just going for a walk. I knew of the stories but didn’t know whether to believe them or not. Regardless, I kept away from the fence though. It’s like walking under a ladder, isn’t it? Some people think it’s unlucky and avoid it. Other people...Well....They don’t think it’s unlucky as they don’t believe in any of that superstitious bullshit but...They avoid the ladder anyway. Not because they’re scared. They just don’t want to invite trouble. That’s what I was like. I didn’t necessarily think they actually existed but, at the same time, I didn’t go out of my way trying to prove it either way. Didn’t need to. Anyway, my dog slipped the lead and made a run for it - not sure what it was running after but I chased. We went off the path and ended up by the fence and that’s when I saw the creature for the first time...”
 
    
 
   “Yet you survived. It let you live...”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t cross the boundary. I didn’t go into its territory. I just stood there for a moment. I was scared. I didn’t know what I was looking at. I wanted to scream but the sounds didn’t come out. Eventually it disappeared into the thicket...” the old man paused. He was looking out of the window as though something had caught his attention.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
    
 
   He didn’t answer straight away. After a slight delay he shook his head, “Thought I saw something,” he said. “Anyway...Damned thing...Ate my dog.” We both fell back into a silence. “A strange feeling though, isn’t it?” he suddenly piped up.
 
    
 
   “What is?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Realising that these monsters actually exist. Makes you think - if these things are real...What else from our childhood nightmares are real too? Ghosts? Poltergeists? Vampires? Could all be real for all we know.” I didn’t say anything. I hadn’t actually given it much though, if I was going to be honest. “Flip-side of the coin? It means there’s a chance Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny actually exist too. Silver lining, hey...” He smiled at me - as though his little quip was supposed to make me feel any better about the situation we were in. It didn’t. I guess part of me was hoping for it was all some kind of elaborate prank, organised by the park. Some kind of late Fright Night type of experience - the likes of which you’d normally find in an amusement park come Halloween whereby the people running it try and scare the crap out of you. Wishful thinking.
 
    
 
   “What do you think they’re doing out there?” I asked. “Why don’t they just come and get us? Are they really that scared of an old man with a gun - even if you did manage to kill one of them?”
 
    
 
   The old man laughed, “They’re not scared of us. They’re not scared of the gun. They’re just toying with us. They like the idea of you sitting in here, panicking about when the attack is going to come. To them - this is all a game. You might as well make yourself comfortable because it’s going to be a long night.”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Frank looked back at me. I was sitting in the back of the van checking my watch for what must have been the hundredth time. And for the hundredth time Frank asked me what it said, “Time?”
 
    
 
   “They should be coming out any minute now,” I told him. I took hold of the werewolf mask which was on the floor next to where I was readying myself and put it over my face.
 
    
 
   “A vast improvement,” Frank sniped. I shot him a look, not that he noticed behind the latex of the mask. “Don’t forget...Anything out of the normal routine and we stop everything. We just drive away.”
 
    
 
   “I know the plan,” I hissed - the stress of the situation slowly getting to me. “I’m the one who brought you in, remember?”
 
    
 
   We had been watching the school for a while now. Not from this van I hasten to add. This was the first time the van would potentially be seen waiting outside. There was always one child who was the last to be picked up. A boy. He looked young but, if anything, that worked out better for us as it would make him easier to snatch and the parents even more desperate to get them back again. From experience of my own family - when you’re young they seem to care more about where you are. The older you get, the less they seem to bother asking questions. One afternoon we followed the boy, after he was picked up. He was taken back to one of the biggest homes I had ever seen. It was huge but then we knew it would have been. This school was for the privileged children only; the one where the parents’ would be able to afford the extortionate bills. More importantly - the one where the parents’ had the potential to afford a high ransom note. Today’s plan was simple. We had discussed it over and over, whilst we were serving out the last of our days. We’d wait until most of the children had been collected. The boy, if the routine stays the same as other days, will be left there until there were hardly any other people floating around. We’d drive up, I’d open the back door, lean out and snatch the boy into the van before closing the door. Simple.
 
    
 
   Another twenty minutes went by in what seemed to be a flash and just like the other days it was the boy who was one of the last children standing. I adjusted the mask with the strap at the back. Fucking thing is hot. I turned back to Frank and gave him a nod. He responded by firing up the van’s tired engine.
 
    
 
   “Make it quick!” he said.
 
    
 
   “You worry about what you have to do and let me worry about what I have to do,” I hissed at him. It’s funny how, as the scenario plays out for real, we get more and more stressed at each other as our patience dwindles despite how calm we were when we originally laid out the plan. 
 
    
 
   Frank slammed the gear stick into reverse and sped, backwards, towards where the boy was waiting to be collected. My hand was ready on the door handle. As soon as we were close enough the van screeched to a halt and I opened the door and...
 
    
 
   Quicker than anything I had ever seen before, a large black shape flew into the van. I spun around to try and see what it was. Before I could turn my head all the way, Frank let out an ear-piercing scream - the likes of which I had never heard before. A scream which was cut short as the creature, next to him, twisted his head around with a quick snapping motion. Frank’s lifeless eyes were staring directly at me despite the rest of his body facing the other way. A bone protruded from the side of his neck. The creature turned to me. A large dog-like beast. A cross between bear and canine. Long incisors sticking from its mouth. Drool hanging from them. It growled - a deep growl which seemed to vibrate the van - and then, quick as a lightening, it turned back to Frank and ripped out his throat with an out stretched...Hand? Paw? What is that? It turned back to me with a glint of satisfaction in its yellow, gleaming eyes. I wanted to scream but I couldn’t. I wanted to call for help but the words were absent. The beast growled again and suddenly darted towards me with its mouth wide open.
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   I woke with a start. My heart beating so hard that I felt as though it were going to explode, or just suddenly stop entirely - too tired to continue pumping my blood through my body. I felt sweaty. Jesus. Must have dozed off. How, though, I do not know. What I’ve seen these past few hours, I felt sure I’d never sleep again. My heart skipped a beat when I realised I was alone in the room and - not only that - I could see that the front door was wide open, banging against the wooden wall of the lodge because of the gentle winter breeze blowing in.
 
    
 
   I sat up and checked the time. 
 
    
 
   December 23rd.
 
    
 
   It had just gone midnight. One minute past to be precise. Still dark outside, sadly. Well - as dark as the moon’s illumination will permit. I guess I couldn’t have been asleep for very long. I rubbed my eyes, head groggy from the unscheduled nap, and stood up before walking over to the front door to close it. Outside was eerily quiet. The wind was clearly moving the nearby trees but not so that you could hear it. Everything just looked as though it was nothing more than a vivid picture. Everything still. A quietness I wasn’t used to. I went to push the door shut and stopped suddenly. There, on the floor, a few feet in front of the lodge was the old man’s shotgun. Shit. I glanced, quickly, from side to side. I couldn’t see anything waiting for me nor could I see any sign of the old man himself. I took a few deep breaths and ran from the front of the lodge, over to the gun which I grabbed, and back to the lodge again - closing the door behind me. My heart was racing from the fear of the unknown. I knew they were out there. I knew they were probably watching. I just didn’t know from where. Had I known - I’m not sure that would have made it any easier mind you.
 
    
 
   With my back against the door, I checked the gun still had ammunition in it. Both barrels were full. I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to the old man. Had he ventured outside to investigate something? Had something come in and snatched him away? Either way - whatever happened to him - it must have been fast. So fast that he didn’t even have the time to take a shot? It doesn’t take a second to squeeze a trigger. My heart suddenly skipped another beat as I remembered the boy. With the gun, I hurried through to the bedroom where I had left him. Momentary relief as I realised he was still laying on the bed in what appeared to be a peaceful slumber. I closed the door behind me and walked over to the bed. He stirred as I sat next to him, despite my best intentions not to wake him.
 
    
 
   “Is it morning yet?” he asked. Technically it is but I shook my head.
 
    
 
   “Go back to sleep,” I said. I tried to make my voice sound cool and calm in the hope that his groggy brain would think everything that happened tonight was nothing more than a nightmare - a bad dream which would soon be forgotten. Hopefully, if he is that tired, his brain will accept it for the brief time required for him to doze off again. He hadn’t bothered to open his eyes, which was a good sign. His breathing changed pattern again as sleep took over once more. I felt jealous of the peace he had managed to find, despite the situation we found ourselves in. I wish I could fall asleep so easily - well, I wish I could fall asleep, so easily, and stay asleep without the unnecessary bad dream. I rested my back against the headboard of the bed and placed the shotgun in my lap with the barrel pointing towards the doorway. If the door moves, I’ll pull the trigger and ask questions later. I’d barricade it but I realise there’s little point to that. If they want in, they’ll come in and it won’t matter what I put in front of the door. They’ll just go through it. I looked down at the boy - it’s strange - despite the situation I find myself in at the moment, I don’t regret how I got here. Sure, for his benefit, I wish I hadn’t snatched him away from his family but - on a selfish level - it has been good having him around as he’s made me realise that I’m not actually the bad person I once believed I was; I’m just a regular guy who has made far too many silly mistakes. Well I can change. I’ll get the boy back to his parents - in time for Christmas Day no less, just as he had originally wished - and who knows, maybe he won’t say anything about me. He said he wished he was my uncle so maybe he’ll keep my existence a secret from his mum, dad and the police? Maybe we can all have our happy ending and go on with living our lives? He’ll be with his mum and dad and I’ll be...Well I don’t know. Maybe try and make contact with my parents again? See if they’ve forgiven me? I’ve served my time, surely that’s enough for them to accept me back into their lives? But then...perhaps it is all just wishful thinking and the real happy ending is looking at us from the wrong end of a shotgun barrel? I turned the gun around and stared down the barrel. My hand was gripped firmly on the butt of the gun. My finger was stretched towards the trigger but not actually touching it. How easy would it be? A blast to the kid and a blast to me. Seconds. That’s what it would take. And then there’d be nothing. At least - certainly no more struggling to make ends meet. No more worry about going back inside. No more worry about whatever those things are...Just blackness and eternal sleep. I turned the gun back to the door - scared to leave it facing me any longer due to the temptation of squeezing the ever-beckoning trigger. I can’t do it. Not whilst we still have a chance of getting out of this place.
 
    
 
   A noise distracted me from my own thoughts; the sound of something scraping across the back wall of the lodge. It started on one side of the lodge and ran across the wall, slowly, until it reached the other side. Less than a second later it repeated itself until it, whatever it was, was back to where it had originally started. Instinct made me want to call out to see if anyone was there but I fought against it and remained silent, refusing to take my eyes from the only door to the room. I know their game - they want me to be distracted. They want me to look at the wall and then - and only then - they’ll come in through the door. Well I’m not playing. I raised the gun with both hands and kept it pointed towards the door as best as my shaking hands would permit and I held my breath - both to ensure I remained silent and also to try and ease the shaking a little. The noise stopped just as quickly as it had started. I braced myself for more but nothing came. I exhaled and my hands began to shake again. Come on, you fucks, stop toying with us. Let’s get this over with. But nothing came.
 
    
 
   When I think of the werewolf films I’ve watched, the werewolves are always violent creatures hellbent on destroying anything they come across - whether it’s someone they may love, when they’re in their usual human form, or a complete stranger - these things kill without a thought yet here they were actively toying with us just as a cat would toy with a trapped mouse. If they were coming for us, I think I’d have preferred them to just get it over and done with. Having seen what they did to the old lady in the other lodge, I know what they’re capable of and I know that when the time comes, if the time comes, at least it would be over with quickly. I shifted my weight on the bed. Holding the shotgun, as I was, was starting to hurt my back. Jesus - all this because I crossed a fucking fence? I shook my head...No. All this because I kidnapped an innocent kid. I knew that I wouldn’t be in this situation if I hadn’t gone through with the kidnapping in the first place but I couldn’t help but wonder whether we’d still be here if I hadn’t had to make the lie up about his parents and their non-existent accident. There was a good chance, I guess. After all - the boy seeing my face wouldn’t have changed what happened when Frank went to make contact with the parents.
 
    
 
   I remember the whole sorry incident as though it had happened today. Tom  screamed as I pulled him into the van. That was okay. We knew that he would and, to compensate, Frank revved the engine of the worn-out van a few times to try and drown some of it out. He struggled in my grip, my arm around his body, as I slammed the door shut. I had turned to Frank and shouted at him to, “Drive!” and that’s when Tom had managed to pull the mask off - although I’m still not entirely sure  whether it was something he had planned to do or whether it was an inconvenient accident. Up until now it never really crossed my mind - I just did what I had to do.
 
    
 
   “Hey! Hey! It’s me! Wait! It’s okay! Don’t you recognise me?” I had blurted out. He stopped fighting me more or less as soon as I started talking to him. I was thankful for that. I remember Frank looking at me as though he had no idea what I was up to. Rightly so too for I didn’t have a clue. From that moment on I was making it up as I went along. All I can say is - it was a good job his name was written on a book which fell out of his bag when I pulled him in otherwise it would have been game over straight from the start. “Tom...It’s me...Your uncle...” To think, all this time and the kid knew I was lying - just playing along to save me from hurting him. To save himself from me. Given the situation we’re in - that’s quite ironic. I wonder what he’d prefer to be standing in front of - one of them or me.
 
    
 
   I jumped as the sound of claw on wood, along the back wall, started again - sending a shiver down my spine. I raised the gun to the door. Whether they’re toying with me or not...The moon will start to go down soon enough to be replaced by the sun...They won’t be teasing us with the prospect of death for much longer. Soon they’ll have to make their move and, when they do, I’ll be ready.
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   The rest of the night went without incident - other than a few strange noises here and there - and the night turned to day just as it always had done before, much to my relief and surprise. Maybe they just wanted to scare us away? What we saw in the old lady’s lodge and the stories of the old man, not forgetting his disappearance, being enough to ensure we never speak of what we saw? I walked back into the bedroom, where Tom was stirring on the bed.
 
    
 
   “It’s morning,” I told him. I couldn’t help but to smile. Only a few hours ago I was sure that neither of us would be seeing the morning again. A strange look on his face - almost as though he was disappointed. “What’s wrong?” I asked him. “You know what - it doesn’t matter...We’re going home. I’m taking you home, Tom. In time for Christmas just as you originally asked. You excited?” He didn’t say anything again. Maybe it’s the shock of the situation, he just doesn’t know what to make of it all. Everything’s happening pretty fast, to be fair. One minute I...Well....The next minute we’re being hunted by a pack of some make-believe creatures and then it’s all over and we’re headed home. I put the shotgun down and extended my hand to Tom, to help him off the bed. He took it and stood up. “We just need to get the spare keys from the reception area and get out of here before anyone discovers the other lodge.” More specifically - we need to get out of here before the police come and recognise the boy. I guess I’m still hoping there’s some way both of us can go home - free.
 
    
 
   I left the room first, with Tom following closely behind. We didn’t waste any time of getting out of the lodge and stepping into the brisk morning air. Damned cold again. Feels like it should be snowing. A strange scent lingering in the cold, still air. I purposefully stood between Tom and the old lady’s lodge to try and shield him from seeing anything else which might corrupt him further. As we headed down the road a general feeling on unease crept over me. Normally, in places like this, you’d always bump into someone early in the morning - someone out for an early morning stroll, perhaps with a dog and perhaps by themselves with a newspaper of some description under their arm. There was no one around. Stranger still was the lack of noise. Again, at this time of the morning, you’d usually hear birds singing as they nestled in the many nearby trees but they were all silent. A quick scan of the trees revealed them to appear naked. Just the odd dead leaf here and there and empty bird’s nest. Another scan of the sky - nothing flying around either. I looked down at Tom who was staring dead ahead as though there was something bothering him. I didn’t say anything, I just turned my attention back to our surroundings and tried to place my finger on what was wrong. After a few more steps, I noticed... The doors to the lodges which lined this section of the camp, the only lodges I could see from here, were all open. More than that - they were hanging from their broken hinges. I didn’t say anything to Tom - I didn’t need to. Going from the look on his face, he had already seen the damage to the lodges.
 
    
 
   “Where is everyone?” he asked. He looked at me like he was expecting me to have the answers for him but I had none to give. I only had my suspicions - my worst fears - and I didn’t want to share those with him; the horrifying idea that the creatures had gone through the camp during the night - leaving only myself and the boy. He asked me again obviously hellbent on getting an answer, “Did you hear me? Where do you think everyone is?”
 
    
 
   “The breakfast buffets are amazing here,” I said. I don’t know why I said what I did. I regretted the words as soon as they came from my mouth. Tom, rightly so, frowned at me. I sped up a little to try and get away from any further questions.
 
    
 
   “Should we check on the people?” he asked. He hadn’t followed me. He had lingered back - his eyes transfixed on the broken doors of the buildings around us.
 
    
 
   “The lodges are empty,” I told him, “it’s check out day today. Most people have probably left early to beat the traffic.” The moment the lie escaped my lips I couldn’t help but think back to when Tom told me that he knew I was lying when I first told him about his parents’ accident. The way he saw through it - did this mean he was able to see through all of my little lies. I looked back at him again. He was looking directly at me. He nodded as though he went along with my lie. I smiled. He knew it was a lie though. That much was clear. I continued it regardless, “We’ll just get the keys and get out of here,” I said, “get you home in time for Christmas Day with your mum and dad.” I wanted to talk to him to see if he was going to give me up to the authorities but thought it best to approach the subject when we were out of here and in the clear. After all - it would be easier to have a quiet chat without knowing we were only a few feet away from potential death.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   I forgot how big this campsite was; easily over a hundred lodges dotted around the site as well as space for people to pitch their own tents and caravans. It took us forty minutes to walk through to where the check-in building was - forty minutes of passing lodges with their doors off the hinges. I was going to crack a joke about people being in a hurry to get out of here but thought it best to keep it to myself.  I was sure Tom had noticed that all the lodges were broken into but, on the off chance he hadn’t, there was no sense in highlighting it and raising his possible fears.
 
    
 
   Finally we came to the reception. I stopped. A strange sight - the door was on the hinges. Perhaps whatever was breaking the doors, as if I didn’t know, didn’t bother going into this building as it was shut. They knew people weren’t in the building so little point of breaking in? I don’t know. I raised my shaking hand to the handle - a quick twist and the door swung open, hitting a small bell above it which would usually inform the people within that they had a customer. I had a sneaking suspicion that no one would be coming to greet us.
 
    
 
   “Good morning!” said a voice. My heart skipped a beat. A man appeared at the back of the office, via a door. He had blood smeared around his face as though he had recently walked into a wall or feasted upon a bloody steak. “You look tired,” he said as he approached us, “tough night?” I pulled Tom close behind me, not that he needed much encouragement to hide himself away like a shy child. “I wish I could say tonight was going to be easier...”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” I asked. Six foot two. Bulky. Dark hair. Stubble. Dark, dark  brown eyes which could almost be mistaken for black in this light. I didn’t need to know who he was.
 
    
 
   “Me? Well I’m the guy whose property you trespassed on last night and....oh, sorry, I just realised I must look a state...” he wiped his mouth and looked at the gore which was smeared onto his hand, “Yeah, just as I thought...Sorry, boy, don’t mean to scare you,” he said to Tom. “That’s his job.” He looked back at me, “It was a good hit though. I’ll give you that. Got some balls on you.” There was definitely no need to ask who he was. He was the one hiding in the bushes. “Tell me, though, if I hadn’t come along and seen you - how would have last night ended?”
 
    
 
   “It would have ended with us going back to the lodge and going to bed - him on the bed and me on the floor,” I said.
 
    
 
   “You sure about that? From where I was, it looked as though only one of you would have been going home last night. Anyway, only fair to say, we were going to kill you last night. It was going to be messy. No sense lying to you now. The only reason we didn’t is because you have our curiousity...”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “Just wanted to know how the mind of someone like you works I guess.”
 
    
 
   “Someone like me?”
 
    
 
   “A kidnapper. A murderer.”
 
    
 
   “You’re a murderer.”
 
    
 
   “I’m protecting my family besides I haven’t actually killed anyone.”
 
    
 
   “The old lady? The one who had her head torn from her shoulders?”
 
    
 
   “Not me. That was my brother. And, think it’s fair to say, he paid the price. You, though, you’ve yet to pay the price...”
 
    
 
   “The old man...”
 
    
 
   “What old man?”
 
    
 
   “The one who shot the mongrel!”
 
    
 
   “Mongrel?” the stranger shook his head. “The old man isn’t dead. He’s just going through some changes. As are, I hasten to add, the rest of the residents in this camp site. I mean - sure - some of them may not survive the process but those who do - they’ll be part of our extended family...” he stopped himself. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what he was talking about and I didn’t care. I just wanted to get out of there, with Tom. “Look, I’m sorry we trespassed...”
 
    
 
   “You. The boy - he was just doing what you told him to. He’s the innocent one.”
 
    
 
   “Just let us get the spare key and we’ll leave...We won’t tell anyone...”
 
    
 
   “And don’t be sorry,” he interrupted me, “you made me realise that this isn’t going to work - living so close to the camp site. We were silly to even try, really. This new plan - bringing the two places together - we should have done that back at the start...”
 
    
 
   “Just let us go. Let us get the spare key to our lodge and let us go...”
 
    
 
   “Another question,” he said, “you’re here to get the spare key to what...The lodge?” I nodded. “Why didn’t you just break the door? Your lodge must be the only one, other than this fine building, where the door is actually still on the hinges. You could have just broken it down and been on your way.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t answer him. I didn’t know what to say. My mind was in a million different places. Obviously it was hard to think straight, not that I wanted him to know that. I chose to ignore his question, “Look - just give us the key and let us go.”
 
    
 
   “Can’t do that - sorry.”
 
    
 
   “I need to get the boy home,” I said. “I promised to get him home in time for Christmas Day. I said I’d take him back to his parents. Let me keep the promise.”
 
    
 
   Again, the man shook his head, “He’ll have a new family. He’ll have a good life.” The man smiled and his eyes slowly turned a bright yellow colour. “Perks of being old - the moon encourages the change but isn’t a necessity anymore.” He suddenly roared in pain and clutched at his stomach. He dropped to his knees. A strange cracking noise from his joints. I didn’t move straight away. I couldn’t help but  stand there and watch as his body contorted to different, agonising shapes - his skin getting darker and darker as small hairs grew through the skin. A slamming sound, from behind, made me jump and spin around on the spot. Tom was gone. The door to the building was closed. He’d run off. 
 
    
 
   “Tom?!” I called out.
 
    
 
   I threw my weight against the door. It was about now I wished I had been slightly bigger so as to have a little more weight behind my charge. Needless to say - the door didn’t budge. I tried again, and again, but still nothing.
 
    
 
   “Come on!” I shouted out of desperation.
 
    
 
   I threw myself against the door once more but, again, it didn’t budge. Suddenly I heard a knocking sound on the window. I looked across. Tom was standing there with the old man from the previous night. The old man’s eyes were gleaming yellow. A fresh looking claw mark was down the side of his neck - some long hairs sticking out from the congealing gore.  Both he and the boy were smiling at me as though they were happy to see me trapped. The old man held the key up for me to see and then pointed to something behind me.
 
    
 
   I didn’t need to turn around. I knew what he was pointing too. I could hear the growling. I slowly turned around. The man was gone. In his place - a large beast standing on its back legs. Its mouth slightly agape to show the full extent of the fangs waiting, I’m guessing, to pierce my flesh. The beast didn’t move straight away. It just waited there, as though toying with me - making me wait for death. Part of me wanted to beg it to leave me be. Part of me wanted me to end up giving it an upset stomach. I turned back to the window and took a few steps closer. The boy was still smiling, as was the old man. The first smile I had seen on the boy’s face that I actually believed. Did the boy know this was going to happen? Did he and the old man plan it last night? Was he happy to see that I was about to die? I thought the evil was lurking within me, then I thought it was within the woods and now - all this time - was it really lurking within him?
 
    
 
   A bolt of pain shot through me.
 
    
 
   I head-butted the floor. The boy was laughing now. The old man looked away. I turned back and saw my feet. I looked up. My body was standing there, behind me. And behind the body - the wolf...His claws dripping in fresh blood. My fresh blood. My body slumped to the floor with a thud.
 
    
 
   Slowly I closed my eyes. My last thought being one of regret - not that I took the boy but that I couldn’t get him back to his real parents...I’d taken an innocent child and turned him into a monster - leaving him with a new family of monsters. 
 
    
 
   God only knows what happens next.
 
    
 
   ~ FIN
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