
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Depravity
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By
 
   Ian Woodhead
 
   


 
  

 
 
   Also by Ian Woodhead
 
    
 
   Parasite
 
   Shades of Green
 
   The Mirrored Blade
 
   Spores
 
   Third Sight
 
   Woven in Blood
 
   Kingdoms of the Dead
 
   Fungal Tide
 
   The Bone Architect
 
   Brutality
 
   Chemical Flowers (with Suzanne Reeves)
 
    
 
   The Zombie Armageddon Series
 
    
 
   The Unwashed Dead
 
   Walking with Zombies
 
   Infected Bodies
 
   Dead Veil
 
   Dead Reaping
 
   Human Filth
 
   Harvest of the Dead (with Christine Sutton)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Depravity
 
   By Ian Woodhead
 
    
 
   This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
 
    
 
   Copyright revised edition,
 
   September 2015 by Ian Woodhead
 
    
 
    
 
   WARNING – This is an extreme horror story, intended for mature audiences only. Do not read if you are easily shocked or if you have a nervous disposition.
 
    
 
    
 
   Please visit me here:
 
   https://www.facebook.com/Ian.Woodhead.Author
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter one
 
   A momentous mistake
 
   1
 
   Jeremy Dale so loved to talk. In fact, ever since he had checked in, the teen hadn't shut up. Young Jeremy had explained at full length exactly why he had left his parents house, even slamming the outside door just to prove his serious intent. Oh yeah, they'd be sorry, the pair of them were bound to worry themselves sick. What else could he do though? How else did they expect him to react when they treated him like a child all the time. He would be seventeen next, for crying out loud. He was already old enough to have sex.
 
   It so amused the man known to the boy as Kevin Morris to listen as this rather pretty, blonde  blame his parents for every misfortune to happen to him in his short life. Jeremy must have been bottling up all of this shallow vitriol for months. It only took a few carefully placed trigger words for the boy to open up. He hadn't even needed the wine. From what information so far delivered, nobody knew the whereabouts of this well fed boy.
 
   Mr Morris glided his fat tongue across his lips. He suppressed his usual shakes and took a deep breath. He so looked forward to the moment of understanding before he applied the fatal cut. Kevin walked his fingers over his collection of silver instruments, taking in the combined smell of old leather coming from the roll-sack as well a tint of the alcohol that he used to clean the blades. The tip of his forefinger stopped on the handle of his newest acquisition, a seven-inch bone-saw. The piece was over a hundred years old and in immaculate condition. Kevin wasn't too sure what use it would be but he just couldn't resist it, not at that price. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The torrent of verbal rubbish vomiting from the boy's mouth, abruptly stopped ten minutes ago. That was the stage when Kevin decided that enough was enough. He already surmised that there would be nobody coming to his hotel looking for this runaway. To be frank, he started to pity the boy's parents. They were probably glad to get rid of the annoying brat. His grating voice was now beginning to grind. He had pulled his body out of his favourite armchair, picked up the stubby wooden bat, wrapped in sackcloth and struck the babbling boy just below his left ear.
 
   “Come on, Starshine,” he said, smiling, as the boy's eyelids flickered, as out of focus eyes rolled in their socket before stabilising. “There we are, welcome back to planet Earth.”
 
   Kevin sat back down in his armchair and picked up his wineglass. The bat was back where he'd left it, right there, in the middle of the table. Jeremy hadn't even asked him about it, not that he had expected him to. Jeremy had an audience and a story to tell, everything else was irrelevant.
 
   He'd seen the unrolled black leather bag, next to Jeremy's own wine glass. Judging from his startled deer expression, Kevin guessed that the boy had now began to realise that not everything was irrelevant, that perhaps this middle-aged man, with the easy smile, long brown hair, and maroon jacket wasn't such a funny looking person after all.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Mr Morris took a small sip of wine, enjoying the subtle taste, a good vintage complimented the view of his latest find, struggling with his bonds whilst trying to scream through the ball gag. His efforts were, of course, wasted. He had been doing this for years and perfected the art a long time ago. Still, it always amused Kevin to watch them expend all that energy. The ball gag was new though, until the last two finds, Kevin used a good quality gaffa tape. That stopped when a girl, almost ten years older than Jeremy, somehow managed to bite a hole through the material. 
 
   “You're not going to piss yourself, I hope?” He gazed into the boy's eyes. This was another exciting moment. His find had now realised that he was in a lot of trouble. “You see, I need to ask because I'd rather you do it now, rather than when I'm in the middle of my work.” Kevin leaned forward, and placed the now empty glass back on the table. He kept his hand on the surface, watching the boy's eyes as Jeremy reached for the first instrument in the roll-sack, a surgeon's scalpel.
 
   Kevin got to his feet, he crossed the distance between them, watching the flames of his fire, flicker over the blade. He dropped to his knees and placed the scalpel next to his thigh. Thick tears rolled down the boy's cheeks. “I suppose that it's too late to say that your parents weren't to blame for all of your little mishaps, Jeremy? It isn't the end of the world when your mum asks you to wash up after dinner, nor are they beyond evil to ask for board money.” 
 
   He carefully undid the buttons on the boy’s trousers. “I can't promise no pain, young man. Sorry about that. Although, it might bring some comfort to hear that your death will not be wasted.” He grabbed the boy's trousers and jerked them forward. 
 
   His struggles grew more frantic, not that they did him any good. Still, Kevin did give him kudos for trying. Pampered teen he might be, but even soft little boys like this one still had an acute sense of self-preservation locked inside his body. It's just a shame that it took such a long time to make an entrance. Kevin tugged Jeremy's trousers down to his ankles and carefully cut away his boxer shorts, noting that the boy had frozen for this procedure, even so, Kevin still managed to nick him a couple of times.
 
   The material fell away, exposing the boy's large penis. “Oh my, that has to be the largest one that I've ever seen! You know, this makes me so annoyed with you, Jeremy. With equipment like that, young man, you could have ruled whatever social circle you decided to join. There are girls and boys out there who would have been able to take you up to pleasure heaven if they ever saw this.”
 
   Kevin wrapped his hands around the shaft, and for the first time in over ten years, he hesitated on the first cut. Dare he let this one live? Angela would be ecstatic if he delivered a live one, especially when she saw this beast. He looked at the blade, unsure of what to do. Once exposed, the blade needed to bite into meat, it was the rule. Yet, if he did hand him over, without bleeding and jointing him first, Angela might start behaving, she might even stay quiet during the night.
 
   Her wailing hadn't yet disturbed the guests, but the forces of chaos would conspire against him, they always did. 
 
   He absently massaged the flaccid meat, listening to the boy's harsh breathing as his penis swelled. The forces of chaos could turn this event into a disaster, even if he did give him to Angela still breathing. He didn't have another chain for him, so he'd have to make sure that he couldn't escape. Then there was the small problem of sex. His sister had never experienced another male besides him. 
 
   “There are way too many variables, Jeremy.” 
 
   Variables or not, although he so used to enjoy having sex with Angela, her actions had recently become too unpredictable, too violent, she had begun to scare even him. Kevin had been looking for some way of calming her down for weeks.
 
   He released the boy's now rigid shaft and stood up. “You know something, perhaps this really is your lucky moment. The penis is where I always started, well, for boys anyway. Usually they died either from shock or from bleeding out. It only took a minute or two. Look, I know what you must be thinking, that I'm some kind of pervert? Believe me, that is so far from the truth, it's comical.”  He smiled. “I bet you must have thought that having your cock cut off would be the worst way possible to die?”
 
   His penis had already returned to its sleeping state. Not that it mattered. He'd already proven to himself that this boy had the tool to calm down his sister, and even under threat of death, the monster would perform. 
 
   “Jeremy, there are so many more unpleasant ways to die. Whether or not you'll find out is now in the hands, and perhaps teeth, of my sister. Could you be lucky a second time?”
 
   Kevin left the scalpel on the table and rolled up his other instruments, it looked like his new purchase would have to wait until the next time. He picked up the boy's wineglass and drained the contents, it wasn't right that a good wine should go to waste, and it's not like Kevin would be drinking it. All that remained now was to ensure that Angela's new play-toy wouldn't go wandering, also, his scalpel still needed satisfying.
 
    He returned to the kneeling position between the boy’s legs, grabbing the blade on the way down. Kevin removed the boy's trainers and pulled down his socks. “You're not even going to feel this, my friend, well, not until later.” He sliced the blade across both the boy's Achilles tendons and pressed the socks tight against the cuts.
 
   Could he make her pregnant? It seemed unlikely. Kevin had been fucking her ever since she'd started bleeding and he had never managed to give her any babies. Even if her new play-toy did impregnate her, it wasn't a difficult task to make sure that she didn't give birth. His skilled fingers and instruments were more than up to the task of performing a simple abortion.
 
   “The blood's clotting already, Jeremy.” He examined the boy's leg muscles, and wondered if Kevin hadn't told him a few little white lies. These pins belonged to an athlete, not a teenager who spent most of his life in front of a computer screen. Not that it mattered now. This one wasn't going to be able to stand unaided, let alone run. “You're a strong boy. I'll give it another minute or so then I'll wrap them up.”
 
   Having taken this momentous decision, Kevin now had to deal with the pressing problem of feeding Angela. The frozen meat, left from his last kill was almost gone, and he'd already promised her a fresh slab. He looked in sadness at Jeremy's penis. She was so looking forward to munching on her little treat as well. 
 
   None of the other guests were suitable. Too many questions would arise if any of the others vanished. “The girl will just have to make do with what's left in the freezer.” He shook his head sadly. “You see, my new captive, it isn't only you who has family problems. Unlike you though, I don't complain to strangers. I deal with whatever comes up.”
 
   Kevin crossed the living room, and opened the first aid box, situated close to the door that lead out to the reception. He removed two rolls of gauze and made his way back to Jeremy. “You'll be okay, as long as you don't move too much. If you struggle, you'll only open the wounds.” Thanks to his change of mind, Kevin still had a good hour to kill before he started on the evening dinners for the remaining guests. “Do you know what I'm going to do, my friend? I think I'll enjoy the pleasure of my sister's body for the last time before I give you to her. It seems like the logical course of action. After all, once she sees your equipment, it's unlikely that Angela is going to want anyone else.” He checked the bandages, replaced the scalpel and hurried over to the door. “This is what you can call a major turning point in your life, young man. It is, providing she doesn't kill you and consume your flesh. Still, like I said, you might be lucky a second time.”
 
   2
 
   His rise to sole owner of Richmond Point, a prestigious hotel, commanding a spectacular view of the east coast, hadn't exactly been a fairy tale journey for the man named Kevin Morris. After helping his dad to remove the vile woman, known as Mrs Morris, and ensuring nobody would ever discover her gnawed bones, Kevin Morris lived for a total for eight years with the realisation that he'd helped to murder the wrong parent.
 
   Daddy Morris, also known as Fuckbastard, turned him into his unwilling slave, threatening to deny him access to Angela forever if he showed the slightest amount of resistance. Not that Kevin ever did give the huge man an excuse. Kevin had learned long ago to mask his true feelings. In fact, as he approached eighteenth birthday, not so young Morris, began to wonder if he even possessed any genuine emotion for anyone, apart from Angela.
 
   The siblings shared out their father on the eve of his party. Staring down at the dead man, whilst standing in the cellar, watching Angela bite through Fuckbastard's scrotum, Kevin seriously couldn't believe how easy it had been to stop the man from breathing. All it took was for his darling sister to scream out in pretend pain just as the pair of them were ready to partake in Kevin's birthday gift. Daddy Morris had promised to allow his son to fuck the girl, the first time in over three months. Watching dad's face drop when his sister bellowed out had been the second greatest point of the evening. The first greatest had occurred just three seconds later when Kevin had drove his secreted broken pair of scissors deep into the man's eye socket.
 
   Looking back to that event, Kevin now knew that he should have let the man live. Until he'd been truly alone, he had no idea that running a hotel could be so draining. There had been so many new skills to learn, everything from getting to grips with the paperwork to hiring staff to replace him. As the new owner, it didn't seem right that he should be the one to clean up all the time. 
 
   In five years, the man now known as the only Mr Morris, still found it highly irritating that not one of the men and women he had employed had been able to match his own work ethic. The staff never lasted long at Richmond Point. Still, at least they had all been able to leave the hotel in one piece. None of them had ever found their way into his sister's stomach. His parents may have raised him to be a psychopath, with an unhealthy dose of inter-sibling fornication thrown in for good measure, but he certainly wasn't stupid.
 
   3
 
   Keeping a respectful distance from the pair of them, Kevin Morris watched his sister walk the perimeter of her latest gift. To decrease the risk of Angela falling into one of her unstable moods, he had dosed the boy with enough animal tranquilliser to keep him under for a couple of hours. Thankfully, the occasional moan and a muscle twitch every so often, showed her that he had brought her a live specimen. 
 
   What happened next would be entirely up to her. Could the boy's incredible luck really help him overcome the imminent prospect of death? After all, her last fresh meal had been well over three months ago now. The bad winter as well as the economic recession had all but dried up his revenue from hotel guests. None of the few stragglers who had stayed over the winter had been suitable for her. It had been times like this when he had cursed his rare impulse to kill dad straight away, instead of feeding him piece by piece to Angela. The only Morris remaining could have easily made Fuckbastard last at least a year. Certainly not five years but by the time only the head and torso was left, Kevin would have managed to extract every scrap of information required to successfully run this hotel.
 
   Still, there's always a silver lining, having let the last of his staff go two months ago, meant the wheelbarrow journey from his living room, through the communal dining room and into the back of the kitchen was uneventful. It also meant that for the first time since his father's death, the hotel, his hotel gleamed and smelled lemon fresh everywhere, apart from down here, of course.
 
   “Oh my word, will you look at that! Your good luck really does have no bounds.”  After a bit of struggling, his sister had managed to undress the boy. Her eyes almost glowed in the dull light when she discovered what he had been gifted with. “I want you to see this as the best birthday present anyone could give you, Angela. This means, no more wailing in the middle of the night, no more temper tantrums just because I don't bring you exactly the cut of meat you desire. Even if you do get bored of him, at least his meat will last you a good few weeks.”
 
   Judging from her frantic panting and bubbled incoherent speech, Kevin didn't think she heard him. He backed away, only stopping when his heels smacked against the bottom step. A slight smile creased his face, as he watched her straddle the boy's hips and attempt the push that enormous snake inside her with little success. She turned to face him. 
 
   “He's out for the count, honey. Please try to be patient, I'm sure that as soon as the drugs have worn off, I'm sure that monster will be all yours. You'll be able to ride him from now until doomsday.”
 
   The girl responded with the closest thing he'd seen to a smile. He paused and attempted not to allow that tiny bubble of fear, deep in the pit of his stomach to expand. Even after every deed he'd seen and done, that look still chilled him to the bone. It was a hard thing to admit, but his sister scared the life out of him. 
 
   That look took him all the way back to their childhood. He remembered his mother giving them the same look. This was when they both used to live down here, before the First Change. His mother used to say to the pair of them, that the females of their lines were always the dominant gender. He also remembered how his father had repeated that phrase right before he sliced off the top of her head with a garden spade.
 
   Watching his sister idly stroke the boy's cock whilst pointing to her mouth made him mentally repeat mother's phrase himself. He may very well hold the cellar door key, but it was him who still did all the fetching and carrying. Father might well still be alive for all the good it did him. He might not be his father's personal slave but it didn't stop another member of his family jerking on that invisible chain. He sighed and turned around, and made his way up the steps, wondering how on earth he was going to find enough food to feed his sister and her new play-toy. As he shut and locked the cellar door, a large part of him hoped Angela would be too hungry to care about sex, and butcher and eat the boy. He gazed down at his own crotch, seriously wondering why he'd just done that. Never mind about the extra labour, what was he going to do about getting sex now? There wasn't a chance that he'd be able to satisfy the girl now. Kevin wanted to weep.
 
   4
 
    As he ran back into the kitchen to get the guest's meals ready, Kevin decided to call this episode his Fourth Change. It wasn't quite what he had expected, especially since this was the first one directly initiated by himself. He threw the frozen meals into the six microwaves and set about organising the food masks, his special preparations that convinced his guests that they were not about to sit down to ready meals, as opposed to genuine home-cooked food, so proudly displayed on his website and brochures, available from his perspex display stand by the communal door.
 
   The mundane routine helped him organise his thoughts into a more respectable order. For a start, Kevin discarded the wishful thought that he could just not go down there for a couple of days, in the hope that she would get too hungry to care about having sex.
 
   He laid out the flowery extras, smiling to himself, his wishful thought refused to leave him, instead it mutated into something altogether most pleasant. Whilst taking the hot food out of the microwaves, Kevin imagined his sister bouncing up and down on that monster, whilst simultaneously chewing on Jeremy's toes.
 
    “Brush it away, young man,” he muttered. “Focus on the straight line.”
 
   The locals were obviously out of bounds. He lived on the edge of a small close-knit town, even with just a couple of thousand inhabitants, a missing local would inevitably bring fire and brimstone upon his head. Thanks to the disgruntled employees that he'd sent away when the money ran out, he imagined that his name was already mud. That tainted reputation would take some time to rectify. A situation that he had hoped to sort out next week. Right now, the possibility of finding enough spare funds to employ extra staff now looked decidedly slim. 
 
   Taking somebody from the town just couldn't happen, and that was the final say. He wouldn't be able to cope if he just happened to look out of the window and saw a crowd of angry locals, marching towards his hotel, waving pitchforks and holding blazing torches.
 
   “Focus on the straight line.”
 
   Kevin had a high intelligence quota, one jewel that he had inherited from his dear departed mother. In fact, he believed that he now surpassed the woman in that department. He loaded up the food trolley and wheeled it out of the kitchen, wearing his best genteel smile, as the first of the guests took their place at their allotted tables.
 
   For the next hour or so, his problems could wait. Right now, the only Morris that mattered had guests to entertain and pamper. While they ate his bread and butter, he would conspire to find ways to empty their bulging purses and wallets. After all, what better way to replace the bread and butter with more bread and butter?
 
   Kevin let a bunch of meaningless compliments slip from his smiling mouth as he approached Mr and Mrs Steadford, travelling all the way from the other side of the country. They were on  their way to visit the most splendid cave systems on the far end of the town. They had friends living on the outskirts but certainly didn't want to impose. Mr Morris had already counted them out, as soon as the irritating couple had spewed out this sugary bullshit on their first night's stay, two days ago.
 
   Why should he focus on the straight line? Perhaps this situation needed something a little different, maybe some lateral thinking was needed instead. He smiled at the two Steadfords, complimented the young man on his most excellent dress-wear and moved to the next table. The couple was bound to be coming back this way, all he needed was to invent some pretext to make them stop back into the hotel on their way home.
 
   His smile deepened into a genuine emotion as he reached the next table. Yes, that could work. His captives would wait a couple more days before he fed them. He guessed that Angela would have more on her mind than to eat. He'd feed Mr Steadford to the pair of them piece by piece and keep the female for himself.
 
   A very happy Kevin Morris distributed two more meals to Mr Johnson and Mr Martin. The two handsome young men were obviously in love. They stared into each other's eyes and held hands, much to the discomfort of his fellow guests. Kevin thought it was rather sweet. He thanked the couple and hurried over to his last three guests, a holidaying family. The woman was around his age and she was very pretty. Her partner had cold eyes. Kevin watched how he reacted whenever any other male stared at his female companion. He knew a potential troublemaker when he saw one. The sooner they were gone the better. He placed the remaining dishes on their table and kept his eyes on the family’s little boy, he guessed he was about twelve. He reached into his pocket, placed a chocolate bar on the table and winked at the boy. The child winked back. It was the little things in life that brought such joy. There was so much innocence in this tiny frame, something that he'd never remembered possessing. Kevin was about that boy's age when he entered the First Change.
 
   5
 
   The shape of that boy's face followed Kevin as he completed his routine dinner rituals. 
Even when the family retired to their rooms, after the man with the cold eyes had a quiet word with Mr Johnson and Mr Martin, The man known as Kevin Morris, just couldn't shake away that boy's face. The moment when he winked back at Kevin stuck to him like a piece of living Velcro.
 
   Mr and Mrs Steadford had left the hotel, explaining that they were going to try out the local pubs. This minor annoyance meant that he dare not check on the ones in the cellar. Caution came naturally to Mr Morris.
 
   He emptied the dirty plates into the dishwasher then pulled his head back, not that shocked to see the boy looking back at him. His tiny arms and legs were pushed against the sides of the strip lighting. 
 
   The boy winked. Mr Morris winked back, rather amused at this rather bizarre hallucination. The delight only changed to unease when the boy's face melted like warm butter. It dripped down in long trails, until it reached his counters.  He jumped back, inadvertently brushing against a stacked pile of white side plates. He let out a single low moan as the pile toppled over and the top five plates smashed across the kitchen tiles.
 
   Kevin dropped to his knees, still aware that the melting boy was still dripping over his back as well as the surfaces, but none of that mattered. The vision would go away, they always did. What upset him more than anything was that he now had to find even more money to replace the damaged plates. 
 
   The melted flesh faded like smoke, leaving just the shattered ceramic scattered across the floor. He inched forward, slowly picking up every piece, wishing that he had the power to turn back time, and tell his earlier self not to pause and to saw off the boy's very large penis. That's when all the trouble started. That's when it all began to unravel. 
 
   “You'll turn back time and only go back three hours?”
 
   The broken pieces fell through his numb fingers. Kevin slowly lifted his head, groaning softly at the sight of another boy of around twelve sticking to his ceiling like a human fly. This one was very familiar. It was him, right after his parents had freed him from the cellar. The ripped and torn rags of his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles t-shirt hung down, exposing his filthy stomach. The ingrained dirt covered up most of his scars.
 
   “Isn't it time that you allowed your real memory to surface? Your thread unravelled a long time ago, when those two monsters snatched you away from your true parents and locked you in that cellar. Your name isn't Kevin. You were named Andrew, after your grandfather. You don't have a sister. That girl still locked down there was a stranger, another kidnapped child.”
 
   Kevin snatched his gaze away, praying that this hallucination would fuck off and leave him alone. He hated these ones more than anything else. “You are not real,” he said through gritted teeth. “Stop telling your rotten lies and leave me alone!” Kevin laid on the floor, wrapped his arms around his knees and screwed his eyes shut, and waited for sleep to claim him, dreading the inevitable dream.
 
   6
 
   He wanted to know why the girl didn't want to touch him again. Of all the games they played, that had to be his most favourite. She sat on the opposite end of the cellar, facing the wall. He had no idea why she was doing that. The girl hadn't moved from there for ages and ages. She didn't move, didn't talk, or cry. She just stared at the wet wall.
 
   He ran the tip of his finger over the cuts that she had made across his belly. The girl had used a very sharp stone to do that. It hadn't hurt that much, it really just tickled compared to the beatings that he received from his dad. She told him that the markings were letters and they spelled out his real name. The girl also told him that his real parents were dead.
 
   Pretending that Mum and Dad wasn't his real Mum and Dad was a fun game but he still enjoyed the other game better.
 
   Kevin didn't know what to do. He wanted to go over to her and ask her what was wrong. He daren't though. His sister scared him. She scared him more than Mum and Dad. Most of the time, they were okay, he especially enjoyed it when they fed them hot meat, but that wasn't often. Mum and Dad's moods might be hard to judge but at least he knew what to expect from them. 
 
   They never sat on top of him when he was sleeping, and pinched his face. They never slapped him for no reason at all. They never whispered nasty stuff in his ear when he was trying to be nice to them.
 
   He heard the bolt on the door at the top of the stairs sliding back. The dazzling light would be next. He hoped it was food time. The girl finally moved her head. He heard a gurgled whimper come from her. It was such an odd noise. It sounded like she was drinking a glass of water. He stood up and slowly walked towards the foot of the stairs, listening to his stomach rumble. He thought they were going to feed them the last time, but instead Dad dragged the girl away then returned her a bit later.
 
   She reached out and grabbed his ankles as he reached the foot of the stairs. Big fat tears streamed down her cheeks. He didn't like this game. He pulled his legs away, watching Mum and Dad both come down the steps. He couldn't remember the last time when they both came down here. The girl then opened her mouth and he saw exactly why it sounded like she was drinking a glass of water. The girl no longer had a tongue.
 
   7
 
   Mr Morris's eyelids had flipped opened at the sound of the hotel door slamming shut. Several incidents soon followed that noise. The shattered plates were still on the floor but the imaginary two boys had thankfully left him alone. He shivered, due to lying on the floor, he also saw that the light outside had gone. He blinked away the blur and slowly lifted his head, his eyes searching for the kitchen clock. The shut door signalled that the married couple had left his hotel. At least, that's what he hoped. If they had returned, then Kevin was in big trouble.
 
   He dug his fingers into the back of his neck, trying to massage away the stiffness before he slowly got to his feet. “Dammit,” he muttered, when he saw the time. Kevin had been lying on his kitchen floor for over five hours. This really was trouble with a capital T. 
 
   Once more the forces of chaos had conspired to find a way to ruin his routines. He'd missed a whole host of important tasks, thanks to his impromptu decision to go to sleep. The linen needed changing in three of the spare rooms, ready for the next guests, due in the morning.  Next day's menu needed organising, he had also missed out on half of his cleaning schedule. Kevin staggered over to the door, pausing to look back at the mess on the floor. 
 
   No matter how hard he tried to remember, he had absolutely no idea as to what triggered this seizure. He might remember snatches of the dreams as he worked, then again, he might not. There was far too much to do to let this worry him. He had enough worry piled on his head already. 
 
   Kevin turned and softly closed the kitchen door, deciding to leave the smashed plates until he had the linen in the machines. He could hear Mrs Steadford's muffled laughter, followed by her husband telling to her be quiet. Judging from the following giggles, it wasn't an order that the woman would take seriously.
 
   Perhaps matters weren't as bad as he made out, after all. As soon as he found a convincing reason to lure those two drunken idiots back to his hotel, his worry about finding enough meat to feed his sister and her new play-toy would be over for a couple of months. By that time, his hotel will be packed out with holiday makers, tourists, walkers and business people.
 
   He felt a stirring in his loins. As well as the fresh meat, Kevin would have a play-toy all of his own. He couldn't wait to give Mrs Steadford her first test drive.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Madeleine Courtney connects
 
   1
 
   The heavy rain battering the living room windows reminded Michael Sandhurst that yet again, he had failed to act upon his wife's dire prediction. She, little miss organised, had already seen the weather forecast and was now in the process of ringing the first of their friends, when he suggested that perhaps she was being a little rash? Since when did the fools at the Met Office get the weather right? Besides, had she forgotten that the Sanderson's were already on their way here? Their other friends might be cool with changing the house warming party to tomorrow but their best friends might take exception to the sudden change.
 
   His calm reasoning had done the trick, and thanks to him, the only people who had managed to arrive at the party were the Sanderson's, and that's only because they got here before the heavy rains turned the dirt track leading up to the farmhouse into a boggy marsh.
 
   Despite the poor turn out, his darling wife still insisted on ensuring her party went according to plan. Her plan, that is. Right now, she was in the kitchen with Maddie Courtney, their babysitter, organising the first wave of party food. Michael pulled the tab and took a sizeable mouthful of cold beer, still watching the rain batter the windows. Privately he wanted to keep most of the buffet wrapped up and chill it. This shitty weather wouldn't last all night. There was nothing to stop them from having another party tomorrow night. In the morning, he and Trevor Sanderson could always lay a few boards across the worst affected parts of the track.
 
   On this occasion, Michael kept his calm reason inside a barred cage. His lovely wife would have no doubt imploded if he had dared to suggest another solution. She had never been that great at coping with sudden plan changes, especially after it had been his idea in the first place to go ahead with the party, even after the weather warning.
 
   “You've picked up a right bargain here, Mickey.” His ex-business partner took a swig from his own can. “Seriously impressed.”
 
   “For crying out loud, you two!” hissed Fern Sanderson. “Jodie left the glasses on the table for a good reason.” she glanced towards the kitchen doorway before picking up the glasses and forcing them into the men's empty hands. “Come on, for her sake, stop acting like a pair of slobs and pour the beers into the glasses.”
 
   “I love it when you take command, Fern,” chuckled Michael. 
 
   “Wanna swap?”
 
   Michael shook his head. He carefully poured the beer into the glass. “Trevor, you really do enjoy living on the knife edge, my man. Just look at that sour look you're receiving from your dazzling wife. If I got one of those looks, I'd be tempted to buy a codpiece.”
 
   Fern took the two empty beer cans and dropped them in Jodie's party bag, located in the hallway. His wife had even taped a sheet of A4 onto the side of the bag, just to make it all official. They had expected almost thirty guests tonight, with only five people here, Michael got the distinct feeling that this night was going to drag.
 
   2
 
   Even with the recent problems with Jodie, he still never regretted taking his family away from the capital. Oh sure, it had cost him a fortune to bring the doctors up to the farmhouse but it's not as if he couldn't afford it. As far as he was concerned, the single most reason for the beginning of Jodie's anxiety was having to live in that damp flat with those two vile men for most of her life.
 
   She'd get better. He knew he was right on this one. Her other family were off the radar, out of sight and out of mind. His lovely young wife wouldn't have to any of those lowlife scum-bags attempting to ruin her life ever again.
 
   Michael took a sip of his drink and made his way over to where Trevor had made himself comfortable, directly in front of the huge TV that dominated the pale wall, next to the window. It wasn't on, nor would it be, until the party was finished. Jodie had made that fact very plain.
 
   He sat on the other end of the black leather sofa, watching Trevor run his fingers across the TV remote. It must be killing him, not to be able to switch it on, especially with the match just about to start.
 
   His best friend would behave though, his wife would make sure of that, although, Michael guessed that Trevor would be visiting the toilet more often than he should. There might even be the occasional cheering erupting from the little boy's room as well.
 
   “You really are one lucky bastard, Mickey. This place is awesome.” He reluctantly removed his hand from the TV remote. The only thing I can't get used to is the lack of noise.”
 
   “You're about as subtle as a boot in the face, Trevor,” said Fern. She turned to Michael. “You won't mind if my childish husband checks the score?”
 
   “Of course I don't mind, Fern.”
 
   These two were his rock, his support. Without Fern and Trevor, he didn't believe that he would have been able to make it this far without ending up in prison. Five years ago, he had fallen in love. Both his mother and his father were overjoyed with the news, especially his mother. She had been trying to marry off her eldest son for almost ten years now, with no success. The joy quickly turned to tears when Michael told the pair of them that his love was a lowly cleaner who worked on his father's vast estate.
 
   His two best friends were the only ones in his social group who didn't even raise an eyebrow once the news leaked out. Looking back, he wondered how he could have possibly been so naïve to think that nobody would cause a fuss just because he wanted to marry a girl from outside his class. What shocked him down to the core wasn't his own family, but how Jodie's father and older brother reacted when they found out that their young girl was going to marry a toff.
 
   Narrowly being run over by a twenty-year-old Ford Focus was one moment that he wouldn't forget in a long time. At the insistence of Jodie, he hadn't pressed charges, but Michael had made it perfectly plain to the pair of them that he had friends in high places, and if they so much as looked at him in a queer way, the pair of them would end up in more trouble than they could possibly imagine.
 
   Even now, after leaving that place, he still hadn't been able to prise exactly why his young wife so feared those two. He had his suspicions, and the private investigator whom he'd hire to run a background check on the pair of them had given Michael a very good idea as to why they wanted to keep a tight rein of the very pretty girl.
 
   Michael drained the glass and reached down to get another can. All that was ancient history now. They had lived in a large town, about ten miles from this one for over five years, staying in a couple of rental places, just waiting for that perfect house to come onto the market. Yet despite all the seemingly perfect places, none of them had felt right to Michael. 
 
   A pleasant walk into town to view the houses up for sale was now part of their daily routine. They could have quite easily checked online, but as Jodie always used to tell him. They could end up spending the rest of their lives in their next house. This meant that the first view needed to be special. It had to be something they'd always remember.
 
   She'd been right on that score. Holding her hand whilst simultaneously gasping at the four photographs in the estate agent's front window certainly was one of his cherished memories.
 
   “The future's so bright...”
 
   Trevor looked up from his phone screen. “I gotta wear shades.”
 
   3
 
   “Here we go!” announced Jodie, walking out of the kitchen, holding a silver platter in both hands.
 
   Michael shot out of the chair, hiding a smirk when he saw Trevor desperately trying to push his phone back into his pocket. His stomach rumbled at the sight of over a dozen sandwiches, all cut into triangles, neatly stacked in the middle. Thin slices of cucumber, interlaced with tomato slices surrounded the sandwiches and to complete the display, Michael saw four half domes, wrapped in foil, full of cocktail sticks, with an assortment of nibbles pushed onto the ends.
 
   It truly was a work of art. He knew art collectors who'd pay seriously money for that platter. It almost seemed a shame to ruin it. His stomach disagreed though. Because of the huge amount of food, Michael hadn't had anything to eat in over twenty-four hours.
 
   “I sure hope you guys are hungry!” Jodie gently laid the platter in the centre of the dining table. “There's another two of these to come in here.  There should have been lots more but it seemed a bit silly to lay everything out. Maddie and I chilled the rest of it.”
 
   Right at that moment, Michael fell in love with the beautiful woman all over again.
 
   “That looks fantastic,” said Fern. “Come on, I'll help you get the others. Guys, plant your backsides on the chairs and don't you dare touch anything until we come back.” Trevor's wife chuckled. “No cheating. Just remember, we have the rest of your booze in the kitchen.”
 
   So much for this being a long drawn out night. He had no idea what Maddie had said to his wife but whatever it was, it did the trick. He hadn't seen the woman this relaxed for months. As he pulled back the chair, Michael decided to have a quiet word with their babysitter at a later date. God, that food really did look yummy. He never had never eaten anything like this until meeting Jodie. It reminded him of sneaking into Mum's recreation room as a kid and sitting in her chair, to watch the soap operas on television. It was his first experience on how the common folk used to live.
 
   Michael had plenty of parties but the catering arrangements were always a sitting down affair with cutlery, maids, and regimented courses. His father would have regarded all of this as worthless peasant food, only fit for animals.
 
   “I'll give you twenty pounds if you steal a sandwich,” whispered Trevor. “Go on, I dare you to do it.”
 
   “Don't be ridiculous. We're not nineteen anymore, and this isn't university.”
 
   The setting and age may have change, but you haven't.” Trevor reached across the table, picked off the topmost sandwich and slid it under a napkin. “You were a big cowardly custard now and you still are.”
 
   “That's not very fair.”
 
   Trevor shrugged. “Then prove me wrong. By the way, you now owe me twenty pounds.”
 
   “It doesn't count. We never shook hands.” Michael pressed his hand against his guts, wishing they'd hurry up with the food, if they took any longer, he might have to start eating parts of his own body.
 
   Trevor slid his chair back.
 
   “Are you going to see what's taking them?”
 
   “That and rescuing the beer. I don't want my liquid life support ending up gurgling down the plughole when one of them spots the missing sandwich. I can't exactly blame you for stealing it, Mickey. Even the girls know that you're a cowardly custard.”
 
   He watched him disappear into the kitchen. Did the clown really call him that? Unreal, the guy was tipsy after one can. His alcohol tolerance had certainly altered in these past few years. Back in their uni days, that guy could drink him and the rest of their pals under the table with ease. It wouldn't surprise Michael to see Trevor dance a Turkish jig, wrapped in a curtain, after he'd drained his second can. 
 
   Michael stood up and leaned over the table. He'd show that joker exactly who was boss around here. He picked off a quarter slice and rammed the triangle into his mouth, moaning with joy as the rich taste of tuna mayonnaise detonated in his mouth. Father could keep his eye poppingly expensive caviar and smoked salmon. This stuff was to die for.
 
   He paused in mid chew. Something was seriously wrong here, why hadn't any of them come back to the table? Michael swallowed the last chewed up mouthful. “Guys, are you alright in there?” He received no answer. 
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   It took Michael less than ten seconds to run into the kitchen, his heart hammering against his ribs. What he saw in the middle of the kitchen floor took his breath away. Their babysitter lay on the floor, her body jerking like she'd was holding a live wire. The Sanderson's crouched at either side of the girl. His wife was above her head, holding a rolled up tea towel in her mouth. What made him doubt his own eyes was the fact that their babysitter was totally naked. Her shredded clothing was scattered across the kitchen.
 
   “What the hell is happening?” His own voice sounded alien. Michael gazed at each of them in turn, expecting at least one of them to answer him. Why was any of them speaking, he didn't understand any of this.
 
   Jodie broke the silence by letting out a quiet sob. “Please, Michael, call the doctor!” She looked at the others who both nodded, before she slowly removed the makeshift gag.
 
   Maddie lifted her head with top half of her body following. The movement was so smooth, the girl moved like an oiled machine. Her head swivelled from left to right before stopping in front of Michael. 
 
   “You think your insides are all soft and squidgy like jelly and ice cream.” The woman switched her attention to Michael's wife. “They're not, Jodie. You know what I mean. They crunch. They're hard and brittle. SNAP!” she howled out. 
 
   “Christ, shut her up,” Mickey.”
 
   Fern shot her husband a dirty look before grabbing the sides of Maddie's head. “Come on, girl, snap out of it!” She attempted to lie the girl back on the floor. “She's having a fit. The poor thing has no idea what's she's saying. Jodie, help me get her into the recovery position.”
 
   Maddie opened her mouth and released a harsh sounding noise that sounded like a cross between an old car setting off and nails been dragged down a blackboard. Michael slammed his hands over his ears, it did no good, the inhuman noise still drilled into his brain. This was not fit, no human voice was capable of creating such a terrible sound. He staggered back, desperate to get away from the girl.
 
   Both the women whipped away their hands, each one letting out a shocked gasp. Michael managed to reach the door. As he crawled across the threshold, he risked a look back and saw both Fern and Jodie had let go of their bladders. The pools of urine spread across the pale blue tiles, following the grout lines. 
 
   The inhuman noise erupting from the girl's mouth lowered in volume and tone, until only incoherent whispering penetrated Michael's head. He joined in with the chorus at the sight of a wet patch rapidly spreading out from his crotch. 
 
   The girl slammed her mouth shut. She snatched a sandwich from one of the silver platters and squashed it in her hand, mushed up bread and cheese squeezed out through the gaps in her fingers. “Soft and cold,” she muttered. “Soft and cold.” Her eyes found Michael again. “We're all stuffed full, Michael.”
 
   He backed away until he reached the far wall. Without taking his eyes from the girl, Michael edged along the wall. The girl's gaze continued to follow his movement, until he reached his sobbing wife. Michael dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “Jodie had life inside her. I can hear the echo. Daddy wants to know why you killed it. It shrieks out all the time. It crunched when it came out as well. Crunched it real good!”
 
   “SHUT UP, YOU HORRIBLE BITCH!”
 
   Jodie pushed Michael away, ran up to the girl and slammed a tight fist into her nose. Michael was able to grab Jodie's arms before she was able to inflict any more damage. Maddie fell back, the back of her head cracking on the hard tiles. Michael winced. In the background, he heard Trevor talking to someone on his phone. He guessed it would be the emergency services. He wanted to tell his best mate not to bother, after all, how were they going to get an ambulance up here in this weather?
 
   “You'd better take your Jodie into the other room,” said Fern. She gently pushed the pair of them towards the door. “I'll get the girl sorted out.”
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   Michael bought the tea up to his lips, sipping the lukewarm liquid was an automatic motion, like idly gazing at the television. Trevor had turned it on about an hour ago, with the volume turned low. He said that the background noise would help the girl come around.
 
   It had been two hours since Maddie had her episode in the kitchen. Right now, she lay on the sofa, Jodie's old sleeping bag laid over her still body. The girl had regained her senses a minute before Trevor had finished trying to get in touch with the emergency services. In the end, the heavy rain and the impassable road hadn't mattered, Michael's friend hadn't been able to get a clear signal. Apart from a bruised nose and lump on the back of her head, Maddie seemed okay. She had no memory of the incident but looked genuinely distressed at the upheaval that her fit had caused.
 
   Michael watched Daffy Duck turned his beak the right way around after Elmer Fudd shot him. Trevor had quickly changed the channel from the football to a children's channel when his wife shot him a dirty look. Both the women sat on the edge of the sofa, each one talking in low voices as the girl slept. 
 
   “Remember when Ernest Hamilton had a fit in the canteen?”
 
   Michael did remember that incident all too well. Unlike Maddie though, the boy had yelled out something intelligible before falling off his chair and convulsing on the ground as over a dozen students formed a circle around the boy. Some guy had even filmed it. “Yeah, I remember. The old lecturer from Media Studies, sorted him out.” He shifted his gaze to Trevor. “You think that's what it was?”
 
   “Had to be.” Trevor pulled out his phone. “Oh, now you're working. “What is she, seventeen?”
 
   Michael nodded. “I think so.”
 
   “All those hormones and chemicals and whatnot that's messing about with her body. The chances are that it's probably just a one off, that they've overloaded her head or something. Then again, it really could be the start of epilepsy. Even so, we'd still better get the girl to the hospital, run some tests. You know, just to be sure.”
 
   “The rain's stopped, but there's no way an ambulance will make it up to the house.” Michael stood up and walked over to the window. “We can carry her down to the main road. It'll only take five minutes. Get the ambulance to meet us there, Trevor.”
 
   The idea that their babysitter just had a fit wasn't washing with Michael, and he didn't think any of the others believed it either. There's no way on this planet that some girl having a seizure can somehow make everyone in the vicinity piss themselves. There was also the incident with those words Maddie uttered. The girl had somehow known that Maddie had an abortion. Nobody knew that, apart from him and Jodie's close family. 
 
   He massaged the back of his neck and listened to Trevor make that call. Michael didn't think that any of them would forget their house warming party anytime soon.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Looking Back
 
   1
 
   The sole owner of Richmond Point rolled a fat cigar between his fingers while waiting for the four microwaves to finish their cooking programmes. He hadn't lit the cigar, that would wait until he'd finished his present task. Lighting up a cigar in his kitchen would break over a dozen health and safety regulations. Kevin was a responsible hotelier.
 
   Kevin's upbeat mood had not dipped, despite his rather distressing encounter with his previous younger self. The memory, or vision, had not stayed locked up on this occasion. Again, this didn't affect as much as they used to. Oh, the images shook him up, pretty badly too, he would at least admit to that. The man now known as Mr Morris, did not enjoy looking back at his time, locked up in that cellar, with only his lying sister for company. 
 
   In the first few nights after the First Change, he would lie on the carpet in his new bedroom under the window. Kevin Morris tightened his now clean fingers around his new pale green bed sheets, and stare at the pale fat moon, hanging heavy in the night sky. His parents had promised many things once his body had become used to the new diet and the increased light. They were to actually allow him to leave the house, they were to show him all the new things, as well as introduce him to the many strange people currently sleeping in the other rooms. Most of all, his father promised to show him how to make the girl in the cellar touch his thing.
 
   He saw her face in the moon, the boy now called Kevin remembered closing his eyes, his mind drifting off. Before sleep took him, the face in the moon changed to show him a beautiful woman in her mid-thirties. She was always crying and calling out the name of Andrew.
 
   The first microwave pinged, announcing that it had done his bidding. Kevin shook himself out of his muse and pulled open the door, releasing the tantalising vapours of meat cooked to perfection. 
 
   He carefully lifted out a small white plate and placed it on the counter. The dozen thin slices of thigh reminded him of  pages from the books that his mother used to let him play with during his education.
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   This dish, as well as the other three still cooking, were the last thawed pieces of his last kill, a lovely young thing who had announced herself as Rebecca James. The chances of that  being her real name were pretty slim. In his experience, the young runaways believed that a name change was the first step in creating a new life, that telling a complete stranger a new name was the first step in creating a new identity. The man once born Andrew Collins so wanted to tell the poor deluded souls that no amount of name changing would stop their life-train pulling in at the Richmond Point Terminus. 
 
   Two more microwaves pinged. 
 
   Oh yes, that girl really had come to the end of the line when she'd walked through his door. He had been on the desk when that pretty blonde thing had walked right up to his desk, acting like she did this kind of thing all the time. Kevin Morris, who had an uncanny skill in reading people, knew for a fact that this girl would not see another sunrise.
 
   He gave her his most disarming smile, whilst breathing a sigh of relief. There wasn't much left of dad now. Although looking back, there hadn't been much decent meat on the old bastard to start with. Most of his soft bits needed stewing for at least a couple of days, not the best idea whilst trying to run a hotel. 
 
   A number of guests had commented upon the meaty aroma clinging to the furniture like wet glue. Kevin had told the most inquisitive that he'd been preparing a dish for his Eastern European grandmother who was due to visit next week. It was her ninetieth birthday, you see and – (He'd confided in their ears) the old bird wasn't expected to last the winter. Cancer, you see. Kevin could quite easily think on his feet. One of the guests had even put a collection together.
 
   This young thing wouldn't need stewing at all. Mr Morris mentally jointed her as she gave her name and signed the register. It took significant effort to calm himself down and to lose his rather prominent erection. He got over that hurdle by reminding himself that he still hadn't perfected the art of using the wood chipper. Kevin had almost lost his own arm when he fed his dad's de-fleshed bones into the very scary machine. Still, looking at this delicate frame, he could probably crush her bones with one of his dad's mallets.
 
   The remaining microwaves finished their cooking cycle. He removed the plates one by one and stacked them onto a tray, ready for transport. He knew that using up all the store would be a big risk, but Mr Morris believed it would be worth it. The scheming girl might have got one up on her brother (He still wasn't sure how that had happened) but this meal would be a timely reminder that she still needed him to continue living.
 
   He had to admit, Rebecca James had been an absolute delight. Well, she had once Kevin had ended her life. 
 
   Just like Jeremy Dale, and the countless others before him, Kevin had sat the girl down in the 'killing chair' offered her some wine (Rebecca James wasn't one to refuse wine) In fact, she had three glasses. With precision gained from plenty of practise, Kevin struck her below the ear. Looking back, it might have been a mistake to have allowed her so much wine. Cleaning up her bright red vomit had not been a fun chore. Also, despite knowing she was out cold, Rebecca James still managed to utter a few random words as he loaded her body onto his trolley, ready for transport.
 
   He had no idea why her malfunctioning brain should blurt out that it was soft and wet and was going to be crunched up, but it sure did freak him out, he almost slid his scalpel blade across her throat right there, in the corridor.
 
   Kevin was glad that he hadn't allowed his irrationality to rule his otherwise calm exterior though. Unlike the males, he wanted to try something different. He wheeled the trolley into his inherited 'preparation room' and rolled the girl's body off the trolley and onto the large stone slab that dominated the room.
 
   This place had changed significantly since his dad was last lying where this girl was. The man known as Mr Morris thought of himself as a neat person, a systematic man who possessed a methodical way of working. Gone were the Victorian tiles, coated in countless layers of dried blood. He had ripped out all the old lighting and replaced it with a modern equivalent. He had even replaced the floor tiles with lino. 
 
   It made for an altogether, more hygienic environment. Dad should have been ashamed of himself for allowing the place to be in such a vile state. To Kevin's mind, this was still a food preparation area. It surprised him that neither of them ever managed to live past their tenth birthday without dying from severe food poisoning.
 
   Kevin wrapped a steel hooped rope over the girl's ankles and hoisted her up into the air. He was looking so forward to the next procedure. A couple of nights before, He had searched through the older works in his library, and studied the illustrations. Those ancient artists had created the techniques in exquisite detail. Kevin didn't need to read the old text, he just needed to follow the photo-realistic diagrams as they showed exactly how they killed and butchered their human victims.
 
   Once the girl's head was level with his chest, Kevin placed a thick plastic clear bag over her head and made sure it wouldn't come off by tying a length of cord tight around her neck, not enough to choke her. The illustrations clearly showed her exact method of execution. Obviously those ancient people didn't have any plastic bags, they used a glass box. Kevin just improvised, guessing that the end result would be the same. He then made a tiny hole in the plastic with a thin metal skewer. This was the exciting part. Kevin gripped the handle tight and pressed the point against the side of the girl's neck, watching his improvised instrument create a perfectly round pink crater. 
 
   Rebecca James released a tiny moan and one eye fluttered open. Fine mist formed on the inside of the bag. Kevin always felt like God at the moment of ending a life, but his prior experience paled in comparison to the multitude of synapses firing in his brain. The skin broke, allowing a single droplet of bright red blood trickle down the length of the skewer.
 
   Both her eyes now opened wide, her self-preservation had finally kicked in. that soon stopped when Kevin pushed the skewer all the way through. The illustrations showed him exactly what would happen next. Kevin couldn't remember a time since he was so excited. He pulled out the skewer and clamped his thumb and forefinger over the hole he'd made. Hot blood burst from the hole, splashing hard against the plastic before streaming down to the bottom. He'd never seen anything like. It was like a tiny scarlet fire hose. It was very exciting.
 
   The bag quickly filled up, covering lovely Rebecca's face, until the fluid reached her mouth. In the books, the ancient killers had used a tiny stopper to plug the hole in the glass. Kevin used a small square of thick tape. Kevin left the body to drain and set about scrubbing the slab, in readiness for the cutting. He decided there and then to read through the rest of the books to see what else he could pick up.
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   He had been right about her body. Kevin had cut off an enormous amount of usable food, more than the amount he had sliced from dad, a worry considering she'd been half his mass. His only concern had been how long she had lasted. Kevin gazed at the platters, still feeling a little guilty at using enough food for four meals. His sister had adored the meat, telling him (using hand signals and wall marks) that it was the best she had ever tasted.
 
   Would she share this with her new play-toy, now that was a good question. Angela never enjoyed sharing anything.
 
   4
 
   The girl calling herself Rebecca James had been the first female to taste any of his instruments. His sister had tasted girl flesh before, many times in fact. Whilst growing up, Kevin had noticed the more adventurous spirit had seemed to reside in the opposite gender. 
 
   He had never killed a girl until now because his father never allowed it. The old bastard wouldn't even allow him to participate in any of the butchery. Kevin was taught his trade with male only cadavers.
 
   Back as a precocious teenager, the boy then convinced he was called Kevin Morris had no idea why his father wouldn't allow him access to dead female meat. He certainly didn't buy the crappy lie about cutting into a naked female corpse would taint his experience with the sexual pleasure he received from the girl in the cellar.
 
   Kevin was no idiot. The simple truth was that the only other permanent male member in Richmond Point didn't want to share. Dad's sexual appetite outmatched the man's love for food and fucking two women just wasn't enough for him. 
 
   Kevin Morris reached the cellar door. He set the tray down on the metal shelf that ran parallel along the wall and fished in his pockets for the key. The family had an enormous collection of specialist books in their private library. Most of them dealt with the art of eating human flesh. Depending on which parent he asked, the books had been collected by their descendants for the past five hundred years or the dusty things had always been here, and who gives a fuck about a pile of mumbo jumbo. 
 
   His father had supplied the last one, and somewhere deep inside the boy called Kevin, his dad's answer sounded more believable. Neither parents restricted his access to the volumes. Believing that whilst he was in the library, the boy wouldn't be under their feet as they ran the hotel.
 
    It took him an age to search through the hundreds of dusty books to actually find any written in English. He had no idea why anybody would collect books written in a language you couldn't understand, although, Kevin did find some of the illustrations in them rather interesting. Of all the books he investigated, only five were readable. Kevin digested a great deal of information from those five books over the years. He believed they helped him to become a master at his trade, his father only knew what his father had taught him. The man only followed the template, never changing, never experimenting.
 
   He slowly turned the key, keeping his ears open, wondering how his new arrival was adjusting to his new life. It had been several hours now, Kevin guessed the pair of them would be rutting like sex-starved rhinos by now.
 
   His dad should have read those books. Their depictions and opinions on jointing the kill differed but they all agreed on how important it was not to cause the live specimen any stress prior to the kill. The modern volumes explained that extreme fear released a torrents of chemicals into the bloodstream, these in turn could taint the meat, ruining the taste. The older books described a similar caution but used words like spirit of the body and humors. It all amounted to the same practice of ensuring the kill is clean.
 
    No wonder his sister couldn't get enough of this meat. “Count your lucky blessings, Rebecca,” he whispered, turning the door handle. By the time his father had finished with his females, Kevin was surprised that the meat was even edible. He didn't just torture the girls, he violated them, both alive and dead.
 
   “I cater for a more refined palette.”
 
   Looking back, he did wonder if maybe his father was fully aware of the stresses he caused on the end result but just didn't care. That made sense. Fuckbastard was not known for his subtlety. There was one more reason that Kevin hadn't considered until now. He might have done it on purpose. That made even more sense. After all, bad tasting meat would last longer due to the girl in the cellar not eating so much. 
 
   He gazed at the stack of food as he descended and quietly sighed. Did this mean that he had missed out on an excellent opportunity to explore a woman other than his sister? He could never be as brutal as his dad. That man was an animal once his blood was up and his own chemicals ran riot through his body (Was this why Dad's flesh took an age to cook?)  The act of using the girl alive or dead as a sex doll hadn't even occurred to him, he'd just gone ahead with the dismembering.
 
   The man snatched from the arms of his real mother looked down at the sleeping pair and smiled. They looked so sweet, all curled up together and holding hands. The boy didn't look like anyone's sex-toy. It looked like his sister had found her own cuddly teddy bear. Kevin followed the line of the girl's other arm and discovered her hand on the boy's penis, her tiny fingers gripping his thick shaft. Kevin choked back a chuckle. So much for that idea. Had the boy worn her out, or had she exhausted him? He felt a pang of jealousy, wishing he could be in the new arrival's place.
 
   He quietly set the tray on the floor and crept back towards the stairs, then again, maybe not. His sexual prowess had never been that high. As soon as he had orgasmed the once, Kevin just wanted to go to sleep. It usually took him at least another two more days until the urges came back.  
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   Kevin sat back down in his favourite armchair, noting two glasses were still on the table. He could have seriously pinched himself for leaving signs that he had earlier company on display. It didn't matter that this room was off limits to guests. He had kids staying in the hotel and Mr Morris had been in the business long enough to understand that areas supposedly off limits attracted little fingers like jam drew wasps.
 
   Still, it was late, the kid should be sleeping by now, and sleep was one task that Kevin believed he was owed. It had been a difficult day. Most days were hard nowadays, especially with no staff to help him out. Kevin fought the urge to shut his eyes and took his guest's glass back over to the cabinet, he gave it a quick wipe and hung it upside down, before returning to his chair. With that task complete, Kevin sat back down and poured himself a celebratory glass of wine. The day had been a difficult one but at least he could relax knowing tomorrow would be easier. He only needed to convince the Sanderson's to call back into the hotel on their way home. He didn't think that task would present a problem. 
 
   “The future's so bright, I gotta wear shades.”
 
   Mary Collins's son frowned, wondering why he had just said that. He'd heard that before, was it a line from an old song? He swallowed a mouthful of wine, he was tired, that's all.  Kevin felt his eyelids dropping down, he didn't fight the action.
 
   As Kevin dozed, he allowed his mind to ponder over the only hurdle in his otherwise most excellent plan. Where would he keep the living female Sanderson until he was ready to end her existence? The cellar was obviously off limits. He dreaded to think what would happen if another woman joined his two guests. His only other option would be to keep her in the old section of the hotel, where his parents once lived. Kevin had blocked off that part of the building once his dad was dead. 
 
   It wasn't an ideal option but it was workable. He would need to fetch the spare chain from the garage, the one that was once around his ankles. Kevin did not want to damage the woman. He wanted her whole. Kevin brought back the memory of her easy smile at the dinner table earlier, imagining just how fantastic it would be to wake up to that every morning. Her husband was such a lucky man. Kevin decided to make him suffer first, just out of spite. So it would spoil the meat, so what? It just meant that the kids in the cellar would gobble up their food so quickly, meaning he'd have more time to play with the woman.
 
   Could she grow to love him? He'd like that. Waking up to her lovely smile every morning, before the pretty lady glided her naked body over him and did rude things to him. That sounded like perfection. Kevin knew the reality of the situation though. He'd wake up alone, just like every other morning. If he wanted to do rude things to her, he'd have to cross the hallway and enter his parent's old quarters. Still a more preferable option to his present situation. Waking up with the urge meant having to get dressed, before travelling throughout half the hotel's corridors and rooms in order to get to the cellar. On most mornings, by the time he reached the door, his urge had left him. 
 
   Thanks to his rash decision, even that option was now off the table. 
 
   The tantalising thought that the woman might grow to love him grew like a soap bubble, but soap bubbles never last long before they pop. Another mind, buried deep in Kevin's dozing brain made sure that this idea didn't anchor itself. The boy had already committed a huge mistake by allowing a meal to live already.
 
   The other mind gently steered Kevin's sleeping thoughts to something far more pleasurable, the memory of his first ever kill.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
   More trouble for Michael
 
   1
 
   At just past seven o'clock on the following morning, while five miles away, on the edge of town, a hotel owner was still dreaming of his first unsupervised kill and dismemberment, Michael Sandhurst snapped open his eyes.
 
   He too had dreamed but unlike the hotel owner, his dreams hadn't been of fond nostalgic memories. Michael's sleeping mind took him to a grimy two bedroomed apartment, close to the border of Scotland. He had never seen the inside of the tenement block where his wife was born, but as he walked across the threadbare brown carpet, stained with old dog shit, spilled beer and the occasional damp patch, (he knew that this could have been either human or dog piss) he knew that this was exactly how Jodie remembered the life she fled from.
 
   He counted three doors, two in front of him and one on his left. Michael wanted to take the left door, knowing that would lead him down a narrow corridor, one side piled with tied up bundles of old newspapers, the other side empty, apart from a Victorian dresser, its glass front broken and lost, the insides full of darts and pool trophy cups. The corridor ended at the pale blue door that led out onto a balcony, overseeing a concrete communal square. Getting out of this evil place was his only thought.
 
   Jodie wasn't here, neither were any of her vile family. Something else now wanted to enter this place, something far more rancid than Jodie's thuggish father, who had an unhealthy attraction to his only daughter. 
 
   Michael moaned in frustration when he found that his feet had ceased to function. He fearfully tipped his head down. His eyes gliding past crushed lager cans and half eaten takeaway boxes, their cold contents congealing on the floor. “No way!” he uttered. “This can't be happening.”
 
   The carpet fibres had grown up and over his black boots, stopping him from moving. The fibres hadn't stopped expanding. They twisted and wound around his ankles, reaching up and past his knees. The smell of old tobacco and mould accompanied the advance. He slammed his hand over his mouth, instinctively knowing their destination, as the detritus scattered across the carpet now included human bones and scraps of shredded clothing.
 
   His eyes bulged in their sockets as he saw narrow cracks expand from the corner of the walls, each one spreading along the top edges of the ceilings. They opened up and syrupy dark red fluid bubbled out from the cracks and flowed in long narrow streams down the stained pastel wallpaper. The jellied substance also ran along the ceiling, heading towards the two doors in front of him. As he moaned, the sounds muffled by his fingers, Michael saw the one of the doors creak inwards. 
 
   Before the interior presented itself, Michael's waking mind had stepped in and dragged him back to reality. While he ran his hand over two-day stubble, Michael decided to treat his consciousness to a well-deserved steak dinner. He didn't know what was waiting for him behind that door but he guessed that it would have been a far worse fate than finding that living carpet growing into his mouth.
 
   “Come on, Jodie.” He murmured, gently rocking the sleeping body beside him. “Time to wake up, beautiful. The sun is shining, and the sky is empty of clouds.”
 
   Michael sat up, feeling surprisingly good, considering he slept downstairs  on the floor. Their two guests were stirring as well. Both Fern and Trevor and managed to get comfortable on the sofa, a task that Michael hadn't believed possible. He'd only fallen asleep on that a couple of times and on both occasions, he'd woken up feeling like somebody had attempted to fold him into a small suitcase.
 
   They had declined the offer of the spare bedroom, stating that if their hosts were going to rough it, then they were too. Jodie had suggested they sleep in the living room, a few minutes after Trevor and Michael had returned. Both Trevor and himself had made a beeline for the beer and were already halfway through their first cans. Not actually moving from the beer mountain had definite appeal.
 
   2
 
   Between their new house and the main road that led into the small town, lay half a mile of rough dirt track. It was only ten minutes on foot to walk the distance, and hardly any time by car. Both Michael and Jodie had done the walk. Jodie's idea of course, stating that it was another one of those first moment experiences.
 
   Their last pleasant stroll, hand in hand with his beautiful wife had passed through his mind as he struggled to keep his balance on the water-logged wet mud path whilst carrying the sleeping girl tight against his chest.
 
   Three hours had passed since Maddie's unexplained episode (He didn't buy Fern's explanation that she'd only had a fit) and two hours since the rains had stopped. From the living room window they had watched the terrible weather turn that dirt path into a raging mud stream. Nobody would be going anywhere until some of that water had subsided.
 
   The burden hadn't been his alone to carry, Trevor had taken the girl off him about halfway down, a task he'd been silently grateful for. The girl wasn't that heavy, and although the route was difficult, if hadn't been much of a challenge. The appreciation came from having such an attractive girl in his arms. Her close proximity had played havoc with his distracted mind. 
 
   Having her so close to him had awoken Michael's intense hormones and they'd hadn't wanted to slip away without whispering a few lewd suggestions. Her soft lips were just inches from his head and the faint scent of lemon had been tickling his nose ever since he had picked her up. It hadn't been too much of a jump to imagine her in the shower, slowly rubbing gel up and down those young, firm legs, her slender fingers caressing her inner thighs, letting out a quiet moan when the tips of those fingers reached a little higher. He then saw himself opening the shower cubicle, her mouth opening to allow that tongue to run over her wet lips, as her hungry eyes roved across his firm body, just before she gripped his buttocks and dropped to her knees...
 
   Jesus! Michael's own body had shaken and he'd almost dropped the girl. Thankfully his mate hadn't noticed the change, he was too busy staring at the sky, remarking at the rapid change in the weather. The black clouds had gone, showing the pair of them the brilliant star-filled sky, unfettered by town and city light.
 
   Seeing those blue flashing lights, waiting for them had been such a relief. After explaining to the paramedics and watching the ambulance whisk the girl off to hospital, they had begun their journey back to the house. Their conversations ranged from the folly of not investing in a four-wheel drive vehicle before moving to the country, to getting this ground drained and tarmacked. Not once had the topic turned to Maddie's collapse and Michael had certainly not broached the subject of how it felt to having a gorgeous, half naked teenager's arm wrapped around his neck.
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   The more he had drank, the worse his paranoia became. It was obvious that Maddie knew about Jodie's abortion, and  that her own vile father had been the one who'd raped her. There was no way that the girl could have known. Until a few weeks ago, neither of them knew Maddie from Adam. The only available option was that this girl, during that episode had connected to his wife on another level, that she'd been able to snatch Jodie's thoughts straight out of her head.
 
   A sober Michael wouldn't have even tolerated such nonsense. Shit like that belonged in third rate horror movies. After a crate of consumed beer, sober was one condition that had left his system a while ago. He popped the tab on his next beer and tried to construct a workable solution to ensuring the girl didn't play this trick again. Both Trevor and Fern were given hints about his beautiful wife's dark past, but nothing specific. He intended to keep it that way. Secrets needed to stay buried. 
 
   If she had been able to pluck those thoughts out of Jodie, what was stopping her from doing that to him? His secrets couldn't come out under any circumstances. How would Jodie cope if she ever discovered that the whole reason as to why he was so confident that her brother and father wouldn't track her down was that he had murdered them?
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   In Jodie's eyes, her older brother, Malcolm, was just as much a victim as she was. She confided in Michael that he had once told her that he was so glad that he hadn't been born a girl as well. It would have been double the fun for dad. Even so, being born male hadn't stopped dad from brutalising the boy. Malcolm had suffered numerous falls down the stairs as he grew up.
 
   Michael understood the psychological implications of his father's savagery and how it had tainted the boy's attitude as he emerged from boy to teen and finally into a man. This didn't stop Michael from following through with his plans.
 
   No matter which way he approached this problem, Michael just couldn't accept that Malcolm's father was the boy's only influence in his life. It's not as if the monster kept the pair of them locked in cages during their childhood years, meaning Malcolm should have learned the concept of right and wrong. The man wasn't a complete moron. It wouldn't have taken long to see what daddy did to his sister was very wrong. Michael might have allowed the man to live if he'd only stayed silent regarding the family's deep secret. What sealed his fate was that as soon as Daddy allowed it, the dirty little bastard joined with the vile abuse of Jodie.
 
   Michael's own sense of morality couldn't allow this man to continue living.
 
   Thanks to his intervention, he'd denied that vile family their sex-toy, but just because little sister had unexpectedly disappeared, didn't mean that either of them would have ceased their craving. They could have already have  another poor girl  lined up. 
 
   He could have gone to the police, but because of his family's standing the whole trial would have turned into a media circus. The heir to the family fortune falls for some working class girl, who's been raped by both her father and brother. They wouldn't have been out of the newspapers for weeks. Michael had no doubt that by the time it had finished, those two would be locked up. That would have been great, how long would those two evil cunts have lasted inside? He would have given it a week before another prisoner would have found a way to sprinkle rat poison in their meals.
 
   It all sounded like the only sensible choice until you attempted to see the experience through Jodie's eyes. The very thought of being asked to re-live those traumatic experiences would have killed the poor girl, literally. Jodie was one of the strongest people he knew but even she wouldn't have survived that. No, his way was the best.
 
   Finding the two men was a piece of cake. It didn't really matter that they had moved out of their home town and started new lives after Michael had taken Jodie away. The dumb fuckers hadn't even bothered to change their names.
 
   Jodie's brother had found employment in a bookmakers. He cleaned the counters, swept up, as well as acting as an unofficial security guard. From Michael's observations, he seemed to spend most of his time chatting to the regulars and drinking soft drinks from the vending machine.
 
   Malcolm Hamilton's existence came to an abrupt end on the 8th of October at two in the morning when he had choked on his vomit. The coroner's report stated that his death was accidental.
 
   5
 
   Michael hadn't taken any pleasure in watching the pissed up thug choke to death. For almost one hour, he sat above Malcolm, waiting for the inevitable to happen. Putting away so much alcohol followed by a dodgy takeaway (even dodgier as Michael had spiked his foil container with dog hair) the fool's stomach was bound to want to reject the churned up contents. 
 
   He'd almost missed the finale by dozing off. Michael had all but given up on trying to keep up to Malcolm's drinking speed, even so, he had supped far more than he was used to. The man's brown eyes had snapped open, and a slurred speech about not feeling too great had slipped out of his mouth. Michael had to be quick to make sure nothing else slipped out of that hole. He leaned forward and placed his gloved hands over the man's ears and held him still, watching liquid lumps of regurgitated lamb keema and beer shoot out of his nostrils and spill across the rim of the man's mouth. 
 
   The man's struggles had lasted less than a minute. Michael counted himself a lucky individual, although he did believe his plan would be successful, he still wasn't too sure that everything would stay on track. Michael did have back up. He had secreted a razor sharp knife in his inside pocket (A memento from his army officer training) thankfully, that stayed hidden, using that would have caused complications.
 
   Taking Malcolm Hamilton out of society wasn't that much different as destroying a dangerous dog. It had to be done so it wouldn't hurt anyone else. It wasn't revenge or retribution, just a necessity. 
 
   Revenge came later. He had taken a great deal of pleasure in eliminating his wife's father. Thanks to his son's drunken rambling, Michael now knew exactly where to find the man. At least he thought he did. As the unpleasant night wore on, Malcolm's speech became more and more incoherent. He'd never known an individual who was able to hold his drink as much as Malcolm. Getting that bastard totally pissed up had proven to be an expensive exercise.
 
   Albert Hamilton wouldn't have the pleasure of going to his grave drunk. Michael made very sure that the monster paid for his crimes against his beautiful daughter. He needed to suffer the torment that he'd put Jodie through for all those years.
 
   It didn't shock Michael to find Malcolm didn't live that far from daddy. A quick search through the grimy flat before he left, confirmed that the drunken thug had been telling the truth about the whereabouts of good old Albert. He'd dug out two recent letters addressed to daddy as well as photographs showing the old man with his arms around a pretty girl in her twenties. 
 
   Just gazing into the girls haunted eyes, made Michael's cold reasoning fall away. Had this evil cunt found a replacement already? Allowing his mind to follow this line of thinking would only cause him to make mistakes, which meant getting caught. Besides, Malcolm hadn't said anything about his dad having a new woman in his life and he was sure he would have mentioned that. By the end of the night, he and Malcolm were the best of buddies.
 
   Albert lived about a mile from his son, sharing a two bedroomed terraced house with somebody else. Malcolm told him that dad had a job in some factory that made boxes, and the lucky bastard now shared a place with one of the night shift guys. What had made Malcolm's blood boil was that he lived there rent free, it just wasn't fucking fair. The deal was that they would find some place together and share the cost, just like they did in the old days. Paying the rent for this shitty place was killing him.
 
   Michael picked up Albert on his way from work. He already knew that, thanks to Malcolm's spiteful dialogue, the man walked to and from work, due to the place being in the middle of an industrial estate. He waited until the heavens had opened first, before trying out this idea. People who had a dark secret to hide didn't sail through life without suspecting everyone and anyone. Still, he only needed to get the bastard into the car.
 
   Swallowing his urge to shove his knife into the bastard's eye as soon as Albert leaned into the car, Michael gave the man his best innocent smile, tinged with shared irritation at the crappy weather. A quick explanation that he was one of the new senior managers at his box factory, as well as name dropping a few supervisors, melted the man's initial suspicion. He carried on the dialogue of helping his fellow workers while watching Albert heave his bulk into the passenger seat. The man was fucking huge! 
 
   All those layers of fat covering his considerable muscle became Michael's to do as he pleased once the ape had fastened his seatbelt. Michael brought up a cattle prod and slammed the device into Albert's stomach. He kept it there, watching the man buck and jolt, and extracting a great deal of satisfaction at seeing this monster getting a dose of his own medicine. This was only the beginning though. Michael had much more planned for this one. He gave it another few seconds before finally tuning off the current. Michael had a long drive ahead and certainly didn't want this angry bear waking up before he reached their destination.
 
   6
 
   Sixty miles and four hours later, his guest began to stir. Michael imagined slow confusion, followed with slurred questions, dripping from Albert's dry mouth, possibly starting with why was he naked and trussed up like an oven ready chicken.
 
   The sudden violence in his movements took him by complete surprise. The sly bastard must have been awake for a while before he attempted escape. It took considerable effort for Michael to put himself into Albert's predicament. His subconscious mind must have given Albert prior warning before he became fully awake. Even so, how anybody could wake up, finding their naked body folded over the back of a chair with their wrists and ankles tied to the floor without moving a muscle?
 
   The man's harsh gasps, screaming and bellows fell on deaf ears. The lock-up garage that Michael had bought specifically for this task was located miles from anywhere. To ensure no passing stranger would hear any noise, he'd taken the trouble to soundproof the interior. Michael believed in taking no chances. 
 
   Albert's noise soon lowered when Michael showed him one of his two purchases, a bright pink dildo. Michael heard the man's whispered pleading as he ran the tip of the sex toy along the large man's spine, heading towards his cheeks. Yet, in his mind, Michael heard Jodie panting out the same beseeching words while her own father climbed onto the girl. He buried the full length inside Albert, before stumbling back. Like Malcolm two nights before, Michael's guts ejected its contents. That was one event that he hadn't planned for. He honestly believed he would be able to complete his revenge without the encumbrance of his body turning on him.
 
   Perhaps it was better to kill him and get it over with. That thought soon vanished when he heard the man laughing, telling Michael that once he freed himself, he'd show his tormentor the true meaning of abuse. Albert then stopped in mid-sentence, a slow smile spreading across his face when comprehension dawned. The man's tone grew darker, telling him that if he returned his property, then he might not press charges. The man's audacity shocked him to the core.
 
   He walked up to Albert, clenching his fist. The man just glared at him, repeating the same demands. Michael gripped the dildo's base and pulled it out, whipping his arm back before the geyser of liquid shit splashed on his skin. Albert seemed to find this hysterical. The man's tune soon changed when Michael informed him that his son was dead and it had been him who'd done the deed. He then showed the monster his other purchase, a beer bottle, ironically, taken from his son's flat. This wasn't any normal beer bottle, Michael had coated the surface in super-glue gel then rolled the bottle in ground glass.
 
   Albert's struggles and noisy pleading really did fall on death ears as Michael pushed the top of the bottle into Albert's rectum. He slid it as deep as he could before pulling it out, twisting the bottle for maximum effect. Michael repeated the same action over a dozen times, until the back of the man's arse resembled the surface of a meat feast pizza.
 
   It looked like Albert had lost consciousness, but Michael took no chances. He zapped him again before unchaining the heavy bastard and pushing his mass off the back of the chair. He collapsed onto a sheet of tarpaulin. Michael intended to use this to transport Albert to his final resting place. Before tying him up, Michael pressed the heal of his boot a couple of inches over Albert's jaw. After reminding himself (yet again) what this monster had done, Michael stamped down hard, judging from the bloom of blood seeping through the material, his blow had inflicted quite a lot of damage. He just hoped that it wasn't life threatening. Michael didn't want this fucker to choke to death, like his son had. He hadn't finished with him just yet.
 
   The man's final resting place was to be a hole that he'd already prepared, deep in the middle of the moors, where only sheep roamed. Nobody would ever discover the grave of this monster. Getting the wrapped up man back into his car had been a challenge but after a full hour of effort, he'd finally managed the task. The final reward though had to be at the end, when he rolled the tarpaulin into the large hole. By now, Albert had woken up. Thankfully, the man had landed on his back, meaning that he'd be able watch Michael shovel the dirt back into the grave. Michael had cut two eyeholes into the material whilst the man had slept. (God is in the detail) Of course, he'd started the filling in at the feet, just to prolong the torture.
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   In the two months since he had driven away from that unmarked grave, Michael had never once felt a pang of regret for putting down those two stains on society. Right now, whilst sipping hot coffee and listening to Fern and Jodie chat about designs for the front garden, he knew that his actions had been just. 
 
   Until now, Michael hadn't given his distasteful adventure in the north of England that much thought. As far as he was concerned, he'd closed the book on that section of his life. Standing on those two maggots had removed the boiling rage that had spread through his body like a malignant tumour. The very thought that those two had managed to slip back into the woodwork, that they'd escaped justice used to tear him up every day.
 
   All of his anger vanished moments after he put the last of them into that hole. Watching those two terrified eyes, and hearing that last muffled scream just before he dropped that shovelful of dirt over Albert's head was the best tonic anyone could hope for. 
 
   He could now focus on building a fantastic future for him and his beautiful Jodie, to give her what those two evil monsters had denied her, he would give her a life. 
 
   Michael had a long journey ahead of him. Her recovery would take time. He could wait, he'd wait forever if need be. He closed his eyes, leaned back and idly ran his finger around the rim of the cup. Until last night's events, he honestly believed that the road to recovery was clear of obstacles. Only last week, she had told him for the first time that she wanted to start a family. He saw that as one more hurdle successfully navigated.  She had even shared this with her new friend Maddie, calling her their future babysitter.
 
   He quickly placed the cup on the coffee table, to stop himself from breaking it. How could everything go to shit so quickly? Michael leaned back again and closed his eyes. This time, he projected himself back to the events last night, going over every word that Maddie had spoken.
 
   It seemed ridiculous to even contemplate the notion that this girl had suddenly developed the power to read minds. It was just a torrent of random words caused by her brain misfiring, it was as simple as that. Just nonsense sentences. 
 
   It was a chance in a million that one of those sentences just happened to sound a bit like Maddie had managed to pull out a snippet from Jodie's dark past. Hell, they say that a million monkeys would be able to recreate a Shakespeare play if they had a million years to work at it. He really shouldn't allow something like this to get to him, and he was an idiot to let it.
 
   He opened his eyes and watched the two women sit by the kitchen table. They were both munching their way through one of the plates of leftover sandwiches, and still deep in discussion over what to do with the front garden.
 
   The pair of them were oblivious to his discreet observations. How much had that girl changed since he first bumped into her all those months ago. The girl literally did shine now, in fact, the speed of her recovery knocked him for six. Then again, should he really be all that surprised. Her own father wasn't exactly a weak willed individual. Unlike that evil fucker, she used her strength for good.
 
   “Oh, hello there, sleepyhead,” said Jodie. If you want something to eat, you'd better get your arse off that sofa, cos I ain't bringing them over.”
 
   He chuckled. His Jodie must be in a relaxed mood. It wasn't often she slipped back into her native accent, especially in the company of guests. “I'm fine for the moment, honey.”
 
   “Well, I'm not,” piped in Trevor. “Not too sure about tuna for breakfast though.” He turned to Michael. “Fancy a walk into town? I believe that we should check out that cafe you told me about last night. Girls, do you want me to bring anything back?”
 
   Jodie shook her head. “I think we'll be fine. Besides, we'll be gone by the time you get back. Lots to do, and so little time.” She stood up and stretched her legs. “Will you guys be okay alone?”
 
   Michael nodded. “Sure, I promised to give Trevor the full tour of the property.”
 
   “Is that before or after you guys slob in front of the TV?” Fern giggled. “And don't pull the innocent face on me, Trevor. We both know your team is playing this afternoon.”
 
   Michael got up and walked over to the living room window, still listening to the banter coming from the three of them. He rested his hands on the window sill and pressed his nose against the cold glass. Beyond the farmhouse, lay over seven acres of land. His property stopped where the local woodland started. Aside from the land, he was also the proud owner of two huge barns as well as a few scattered outbuildings on the other side of the farmhouse.
 
   He found himself smiling again. Their kids will love this place. Right now though, that was for the future. This afternoon belonged to two grown up kids. He was rather looking forward to giving Trevor the tour. There were quite a few peculiar pieces in the larger of the two barns, and he couldn't wait to ask his friend for an opinion.
 
   “Michael, don't forget to show him that plaque you found.”
 
   Trevor gave him a quizzical look. “A plaque?”
 
   Yeah,” Michael nodded. “Did you guys remember passing a huge white stone house just before you hit the town?”
 
   “I pointed that out to you, Trevor,” said Fern. “Richmond Point, it was called.”
 
   “Right. Well, apparently, this farmhouse was once called Richmond farm. I guess this was a couple of hundred years ago.” Michael still remembered running his fingers across the deep scratched in the wooden sign. It looked as though someone had taken an axe to it.”
 
   “Do you think there's a connection?”
 
   “I think so, Fern. The styling in the letters are almost identical. I might even pop up to the place later on, see if the owner knows the history.”
 
   “Good idea, Michael, first, don't you think we ought to make our way to that cafe?” Trevor gave Fern a quick peck on the cheek. “Sooner than later, buddy. Before my stomach thinks my throat has been cut.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Opening old wounds
 
   1
 
   He had tried, he really had, but no matter how many times, the man now called Kevin Morris pushed in the key, he just could not bring himself to turn it. The door that led to his parent's bedroom stayed locked.
 
   It wasn't his decision to keep that section of the hotel barred. Another part of the man's mind dare not allow him access to those rooms, there were far too many objects left in there that could potentially trigger any kind of memory relapse. Still lying on the bare floorboards, by the side of his adopted mother's bed, lay a dried up, brown oval of old flesh. Now it looked more like half a giant prune, only the scraps of light brown hair on the top and two eye holes gave clue as to what it could be.
 
   The woman who called herself Kevin's mother, wore that as a mask, all those years ago to help the young boy adapt to his new environment. The mask was his real mother's face. The woman's husband had used a sharp knife to cut around her head before gripping his fingers into the bloodied incision and peeling it away from her skull.
 
   The man once known as Andrew Collins had already shown evidence of instability by allowing the girl's last meal to live. Another episode could ruin everything. Their host needed focus, he needed stimulation, more than anything, the fucker had to stop dwelling on the past, before he ruined everything. 
 
   Before he broke over two thousand years of exquisite brutality.
 
   2
 
   The man known as Kevin Morris dragged a gloved finger down the bare brickwork. The many layers of dried human fluid made the surface feel a little like frosted glass. It made him very uneasy to be standing in here. To him this felt like hallowed ground. This is where his father first brought the young Kevin in order to learn the family business.
 
   This was another area of the hotel that he'd blocked up once becoming sole owner, he believed it would stay like that too. After all, his father's techniques were at the opposite end of the spectrum to how he worked. Kevin had almost forgotten about the west wing of the hotel, it wasn't until his annoying failure at gaining entry to his parent's domain when the memory of this section magically seemed to reappear. 
 
   “This will be no good,” he muttered. His voice echoed around the dark room. Kevin guessed that these stained bricks weren't used to people expressing their dissatisfaction at the general state of the place. 
 
   The bricks, mortar, and concrete must have felt more than a little upset when he wandered in here without some other shackled human, already moaning due to the incessant beating. Dad used to love beating them. He always had a variety of thick wooden poles, secreted about his person, when he brought the people in here. Oh yeah, this place used to ring with heart-rending screams, shrieking and cries of mercy. Then, once Dad's fury was all but drained. The rooms echoed with hours of pitiful moans, until dad returned to ready the bodies for the initial cutting and dismemberment.
 
   It's only after Kevin hit puberty when Dad's urges altered. He grew tired of the age old family tradition of using the room designed solely for the extraction of pain and just butchered and tortured the bodies in the dismembering room. 
 
   He wandered over to the middle of the room, the sound of his feet hitting the stone floor ringing in his ears. Unlike the walls, at least these were relatively clean. He sighed loudly, not that it mattered, no matter how hard he scrubbed those damn walls, he'd never make this room look habitable for occupation. He only had a couple of days, three at the most. Given time, he could have turned the room into a veritable palace for his future woman. 
 
   He had three days to turn this old place of screams into a room fit for a lady. No matter how many ways he approached the problem, Kevin could not see any viable solution. It would take a full day just to jet-wash all that accumulated gunk from every wall. Painting would take a good few hours, not to mention the drying times. Then there were the chains bolted to the stone. They would be an absolute bugger to remove.
 
   His other option, was to build a wooden frame around the walls and cover them with MDF boards. The idea had appeal, if only he knew how to do that. Kevin's DIY skills extended to changing a light bulb and unblocking a sink.
 
   The sound of those heavy chains dragging along stone ripped him out of his muse. He spun around, his heart hammering in his chest, and fearfully cast his gaze across the wall. Kevin was no longer alone.
 
   Two of those shackles now held the scrawny arms of a young boy. The edges of those rusted metal binding had already cut into the boy's flesh, allowing fresh blood to paint stripes of red over the metal. The boy slowly lifted his head off his chest, and fixed Kevin with a steel gaze.
 
   “Just what the fuck are you playing at? Do you think we allowed you back in here so you could have thoughts on turning the family temple into your private boudoir?”
 
   “Go away,” he croaked. “You're not even real.” The man now known as Kevin didn't want this to carry on. His inner voices weren't supposed to manifest themselves. They were supposed to stay inside, locked in his head. What if somebody else saw them?
 
   “Really? Are you having a laugh? You detached yourself from reality a long time ago.”
 
   Kevin screwed up his eyes. Absolute blackness was far more preferable. He hated it when his younger self mocked his actions. His dad used to do that all the time. That nasty man has well and truly gone though, and unless Kevin could go back in time and kill himself back when he was that age, the boy currently hanging three feet up in the air would never leave him.
 
   He let out a quiet moan, like he could murder himself and somehow live to tell the tale. It's not like there really was a little boy, stuck inside his body, just ready to pop out at any time. Now that really was a silly idea.
 
     It so wasn't fair. What right did that kid have to cast down his aspirations? The boy knew nothing. At that age, the little shit was still locked up in the cellar, no doubt shivering in a corner and trying to keep quiet, so that horrid girl wouldn't torment him again.
 
   “This is all your fault, you know.”
 
   Kevin's head jerked up. Another voice had joined the party down here. That came from the wall behind him. He also believed that accusation wasn't directed at him. It was about time somebody stuck up for poor Kevin.
 
   “If you had done your job properly, none of us would be in this mess.”
 
   Kevin opened his eyes and turned around, not surprised to see the chains on the opposite wall contained the little boy, currently staying with his parents in room number eight. He knew it wasn't really the real version. At this time, Kevin guessed the boy would be tucked up in bed, snoring his little head off. Alastair Westwood, yeah that was his name. Such a sweet looking kid, his parents had certainly brought up that chap to respect his elders. It did distress Kevin a little to know that those built in manners probably wouldn't last past puberty. Not with a father like that. His own dad had the same kind of eyes like Alastair's dad. 
 
   “Don't you start throwing around those accusations,” replied his younger self. “We both know it was a group decision. If I recall, you were perfectly happy with telling Kevin's predecessor to partition the two families.”
 
   Alistair's likeness exhaled loudly. “It's just like you to bring everyone into it, to share the blame. Even when it really is all your fault. Of course we couldn't let them go. It was perfect. When was the last time the exact specifications fell into our laps. I'm not talking about the families, and you know it. I mean afterwards. The boy has no backbone. He's a weak willed failure. We should have killed the little shit decades ago and found another to carry the line.”
 
   Kevin didn't like where this was going at all. He honestly thought Alistair liked him. He should have known better to trust him. That settled it, Kevin would show the pair of them who didn't have a backbone. He took a step backwards, still listening to the pair of them bickering. Fine, let them talk their nonsense, and while they were doing that, he was going straight up to number eight. He'd kill the hard eyed man first, that would be a quick one. A savage thrust through one of those nasty eyes should do the trick, then onto the boy.
 
   The woman wouldn't be a problem. Fuck them and their silly temple. This was his hotel now. Once he'd finished torturing the little boy, he was going to fuck hard eyed man's wife, then eat the bitch.
 
   No bastard called him a weak willed failure.
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   The door leading back into the hotel slammed shut. He spun around and raced over and grabbed the handle, straining with all his might to get it open. The harsh sound of laughter echoed around him. It wasn't just his younger self-mocking him now, they were both at it now. Kevin hated everyone.
 
   It so wasn't fair.
 
   “Did you feel all of that vitriol? This is exactly what I mean, he still acts like a spoilt little boy. How he hasn't been caught already defies all logic. Why can't you admit it? This one is unstable, and he's going to get worse. We both know it. It's inevitable.”
 
   Kevin turned around and leaned against the door, wishing this pair of nasty little fuckers really were in those chains.
 
   “Why do you never have faith in anything I do?” replied his younger self. “Has the meat and the souls dried up? No, of course they fucking haven't. In fact, Young Kevin already surpassed his predecessor. For number of kills.”
 
   “You just don't get it!” screamed the other boy. “Stop thinking of the now, for once in your existence. What about the future, ever give that a thought? By now, this worm should already have his successor in training. Can you see any signs of that? No, of course you can't. This idiot still has his faux wife locked up, because he scared of the weird bitch. Admit it, you've fucked up, and if I don't sort this out, we're all going to perish.”
 
   The door still wouldn't open. Kevin began to get very scared, mainly due to how little Alistair was looking at him. He'd seen that expression before. It's how dad used to look right before the bastard beat him.
 
   “You can't do this. If you interfere now, you'll ruin everything. Can't you see that?”
 
   Alistair whipped his head around. “It's way too late, it's been decided. You should have listened to us before you went off on your own. You were warned back then.”
 
   “Yeah I remember. You were wrong then and you're wrong now.”
 
   Alistair sighed heavily. “Why do I even bother in trying to make you see reason? Look, you impetuous fool. We have been engaged in this for over twelve millennia. Do you not think that by now we would have perfected our art?”
 
   His younger self growled. “You're making a big fucking mistake.” As soon as the last word left the boy's mouth, he vanished. Kevin watched the chains slang against the stone. He vaguely wondered if he was losing his mind.
 
   Alistair turned his head and gazed down at Kevin. “There, we're alone at last. Weird. He was the one who wanted you to come down here. He certainly didn't want you to go back into your parent's rooms.” The boy smiled, showing off his glistening white teeth. “You don't often think about the woman who told you that she was your mother. Now, that doesn't surprise me. As I can see exactly how you tick, and believe me, thanks to him, you're one fucked up individual.”
 
   The door still wouldn't open. Kevin considered running past the nasty fucker and taking refuge in the other room, just until he left him alone. He would too, if the contents in that other room didn't scare him more than the boy on the wall.
 
   Dad once showed him what was kept in there. His father, wasn't the most creative of individuals, as far as he was concerned. You disposed of the inedible bits of human, which is why he bought the wood-chipper. Before him though, the owner before him and the ones before used to turn the bones into grotesque creations. They used to give Kevin nightmares.
 
    “You're the clay that needs re-shaping. It won't be easy and it's so going to hurt you. It's something I should have done a long time ago.” The boy opened his mouth and began to howl. The noise increased, just as his jaw stretched, as though his flesh has turned into warm toffee. 
 
   Kevin dropped to his knees and slammed his hands tight against his ear, but it didn't halt the howling vibrate throughout his body. His closed his eyes and rolled over, curling himself into a tight ball. He started to howl himself as the noise became too much to bear.
 
   Just before the screaming man blacked out, a nauseating stench of decomposing meat rolled over his body. Kevin managed to get his mouth closed and catch his breath before the foul smell almost choked him.  
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   Dazzling blue light tortured Kevin's eyelids. The vile stench still lingered but at least the howling had gone away. He rolled over and rested his cheek on the cool stone, before tentatively opening one eye.
 
   Kevin hadn't needed to see to know that he was no longer inside the place of screams. In fact, he wasn't inside anywhere. He opened his other eye and slowly sat up. Kevin arched his back and stretched out his arms. The sun beat down on the pavement where he sat. The scent of fresh cut grass tickled his nostrils. Kevin found himself grinning. He knew where he was. His hotel stood majestic in the background. 
 
   He had no idea how on earth he could have magically moved from a hidden room below the hotel's left wing and into the gardens and right now, seeing how there was no explanation, he cast it to the back of his head.
 
   His smile faltered just a tad when he found himself staring at the dining rooms windows, specifically, the frames around them. Only last month, he had them all replaced, part of his programme to refurbish the entire hotel. He was only able to replace the ground floor window before he ran out of money.  
 
   Right now, all he saw were the old crumbling frames, that have barely held those windows in place for the last few decades. The frown changed to unease when he noticed a very familiar figure float through the back door, a basket in one hand, a pair of snips in the other. Even though the woman's face wasn't visible, the long flowing dress, holding in a huge amount of flesh gave the game away. He felt the blood in his vein chill down a few degrees at the sight of the woman who for so many years attempted to convince him that she was his real mother leaned across the knee high brick wall and snipped off two red roses.
 
   “How can this even be fucking possible?” he gasped. Kevin's mouth felt as dry as the bottom of a bird cage. 
 
   The woman selected another three more roses before heading over to the next raised bed. He remembered watching her perform this routine at least twice a week. The flowers were for the tables in the dining room. She insisted on fresh flowers, if possible, picked from the hotel's own garden. 
 
   “Have you ever wondered why those beds were able to produce such a high yield, season after season?”
 
   Kevin looked up to find that the apparition of Alistair now stood over him, his tiny frame blocking out the sun's rays. He wanted to be sick, Kevin was almost ready to accept that he could have either gone back in time. The appearance of him though just meant that he hadn't gone anywhere. No doubt, his shivering body was still lying on that cold stone floor.
 
   “Cat got your tongue, young man?” The apparition bent his knees. “No matter, it's fine. I can accept that this is your last act of defiance. It's only natural to hate me, after all, you think that I'm about to completely ruin your sad little life, to uproot everything you do.” Alistair grinned. “Nobody likes having their comfortable routines destroyed do they?”
 
   “Why can't you leave me alone?”
 
   “Oh please, stop it with the waterworks. You're breaking my heart.” The apparition giggled. “You really are a sad little bitch, ain't ya! Is that what you want me to do? You want me to leave you here so mummy can give little Kevin a big hug?”
 
   Kevin growled low in his throat, momentarily forgetting the pretend Alastair had full access to his thoughts and memories. Meaning that fucker knew his last barbed comment would sting. Fuck, what had he done to deserve this mistreatment? His mother was blissfully unaware that he or the ghost thing were observing her. He so wished that it wasn't so. She'd soon sort out the ghost thing, and then she could give him a hug, just like she used to.
 
   He remembered those hugs with great fondness. Kevin so looked forward to burrowing under her patterned dress, snuggling against the woman's soft, warm flesh and clamping his mouth on her nipples.
 
   Even years after his father forced him onto his sister, Kevin still preferred to receive hugs from his mum. The evocative combination of Imperial Leather soap and stale sweat never failed to pull him out of the bad places. 
 
   Every session began with him saying the words – the shared joy that they'd both receive and the promise not to breathe a word to Dad. That was one promise he found very easy to keep, considering it was usually him who put Kevin into the bad place. Their secret never got out. Tell dad about the hugs? He used to shudder at the thought of him ever finding out. The shudders never lasted long though, thanks to mum. 
 
   Let that animal abuse the girl in the cellar and let him fuck the female victims. If he was pouring out all of his pent up rage and perversions on them, he left the pair of them alone, giving them more time to cuddle.
 
   “I notice that you still haven't answered my question, Kevin. Come on, an inquisitive boy like you must have wondered about the flowers.”
 
   His mother had almost filled her basket. He noticed that today's preference leaned towards orange and yellow. The colours matched the dress. 
 
   That wasn't his favourite dress, due to the material being a little tight across her waist. Even so, he still lost count on the amount of times he had crawled underneath it. The woman was too far away for him to see clearly, but he knew the left side would have a line of similar coloured stitching running from her thigh to her midriff. That had been a hastily undertaken repair job after little Kevin had become too excited. Thinking back, he hadn't been all that little at the time.
 
   Now he knew that this day was either a Wednesday or a Saturday. He'd inherited his love of a strict routine from her. Her love for routine was legendary. She always used to preach that a clear mind and with a selection of pre-planned tasks ahead of you, the whole world was at your feet. Kevin was never sure what any of that meant but she seemed to believe her words so that was good enough for him.
 
   How the good memories had come flooding back. For that brief moment in his life, Kevin was actually almost content. He'd accepted his new name, Dad left him be, mostly, and he and his mum shared something special. Of course, the contentment couldn't last, his father had made sure of that.
 
   Kevin spun around and glared at the boy. He'd enjoy the nostalgia better if that little shit wasn't looking over his shoulder all the time. The ghost boy, promised that he was going to hurt him. Did that mean he was going to make him relive the events that preceded his mother ending up in all of their stomachs? Fuck no, Kevin didn't want to go through that again.
 
   “Look, why can't you just fuck off and leave me alone? Go on, piss off. Go play with a chainsaw, or, even better, a bottle of acid.”
 
   Surprisingly, the boy grinned back at him. “Talk about a breath of fresh air. I can't tell you how much it pleases me to find that you do have an 'angry voice' you almost sent a chill down my spine just then.”
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “It makes it easier now that I know you do have some spunk inside you, although, I still suspect that the spunk is just left over from when the bad man re-bored your arsehole.”
 
   Kevin kept his glare fixed on the little shit while his fingers fumbled through the grass and over the path, looking for anything large to throw.
 
   “In fact,” he continued, “the only reason why you are acting like the man of the house right now is because Mummy is over there. You're showing off. Believe me, my friend. If that fat bitch could actually see you, do you think she'd know who you were? As far as she's concerned, her little depraved sex toy is sleeping in her bed. You're a stranger to her.” He chuckled. “Strangers don't last long at Richmond Point. Your pretend Mum and Dad never had your caution. Those two fuckers killed whoever they wanted, and you would so fit that bill. I tell you, if your form did magically appear in front of her, she'd take one look at your shivering body and dive at you. Before you could shout out for mummy, those snips would be already buried deep in your eye socket.”
 
   “Don't be ridiculous!” This wasn't going to work. He knew what the ghost thing was playing at. The little shit was trying to drive a wedge between them. Well, it wouldn't work. He knew Mum better than anyone. “You're talking shit. She had always been a good woman. My mum wouldn't even hurt a fly.”
 
   “Unbelievable. You really are one fucked up individual. Do you seriously believe your own bullshit? Oh wait, scratch that, of course you do. I mean if you didn't, we wouldn't have been in this mess in the first place.”
 
   Kevin forced himself to calm down. Let this fool spout his nonsense. This was just a dream. In a few minutes, he'd wake up in his bed and everything would be back to normal. “I'm bored of you now. Will you fuck off, if I ask you nicely?”
 
   “Your mum's real name is Monica Crosslee. When she first came to Richmond Point, with her parents, that little nine-year-old girl had already started down the path that led her to her final state. Both her parents thought they had brought up the perfect little girl, so polite, never in trouble, an angelic face and everybody thought she was just adorable. Those poor fools didn't have a clue that they'd spawned a monster. A week before they went on holiday, that angelic nine-year-old killed the cat that lived across the street.”
 
   Kevin slammed his hands against his ears. “I'm not listening to anymore of this, you're making it all up.”
 
   “That little girl broke into the house. She knew full well that Mr and Mrs Stone had gone on a camping holiday. Of course she did. That old couple loved her. Little Monica took a pizza out of their freezer and casually popped in the oven. While she waited, their cat decided to jump through the open window and glide its furry body through her legs. Monica hated cats, she hated most animals but cats were right at the top of her list. That little girl took the largest knife out of the wooden block, held it by the handle then let it go. The blade missed the cat, so, in a bout of screaming, your kind mummy jumped on the cat's tail then stamped on its head.”
 
   “I don't believe you.” Kevin jumped to his feet and backed away from the apparition. His mother had disliked cats, that much was true but she wouldn't do that, she just wouldn't.
 
   The ghost chuckled to himself. “Oh God, you're priceless, do you know that? Like she walked around the hotel acting like mum of the year, patting babies on the heads and baking cake? Kevin, the psycho bitch was as bad as the man, if not worse.”
 
   “But she hated violence, she wouldn't even eat meat.”
 
   The apparition sighed loudly whilst walking across the grass. “Wrong on only one count. She didn't eat what she killed, that much is true. Instead, she buried them.” He smiled and pointed at the raised beds. “I'll give you a bag of jelly babies if you can guess where she put the corpses once she's finished mutilating them.”
 
   Kevin felt the built up barriers in his mind collapsing one by one. He watched the woman head towards the open door, pausing to wave a greeting at one of the guests who'd come outside to enjoy the sunshine. His attention switched to those beds, remembering that they did get higher over the years.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked, sensing that the answer should have been obvious.
 
   “I'm the one who has to clear up this mess, to try and fix this catastrophe.” The boy's eyes grew larger. “We ensure that you are protected and in turn, we feast on the tortured souls that you were supposed to deliver on a regular basis.”
 
   Kevin shrunk back, “but that's what I've been doing!”
 
   “What, you call one body a month, if you feel like it, good enough?”
 
   No matter what he attempted, Kevin could not tear his gaze away from the boy's eyes, yet it wasn't fear that held him there, it was the pieces of the jigsaw all slotting into place. This thing, this soul collector was effectively offering him immunity. Kevin would be able to do whatever the hell he liked, kill whomever he chose, torture all the guests. He paused. It meant all the hundreds of lovely women who signed his register were potential sex toys.
 
   “Fine,” he replied, nodding. I can do far better now. I promise you.” Kevin started to feel a lot better about the whole situation. It looked as though everything was going to be alright, he even began to actually like this annoying ghost kid thing.
 
   Kevin's sudden affection for the apparition didn't stick around for long, judging from the furious look on its face, Kevin's last reassuring sentence didn't do the trick. “What's wrong with you now? Didn't you hear me saying that I will fix my ways, isn't that what all this is about?”
 
   “You fucking idiot. Don't you get it yet? The line is broken. There's nobody to take your place. When you die, there won't be anyone left to feed us, and we're not going to allow that to happen.”
 
   The boy's hand now brushed against Kevin's thigh. He let out a quiet gasp. Just a moment ago, the apparition was on the other side of the path. 
 
   He looked up into Kevin's wide eyes. “Don't look so scared. It's time for you to man up, to grow a pair, to be just like the man who pretended to be your daddy. You're going to get that girl out of the cellar and put her where she belongs, by your side.” The boy squeezed his hand. “It's time for you to face up to your responsibilities.”
 
   Kevin paled. His previous euphoria now seemed like a distant memory. There's no way that he dare let her out of the cellar. She was a fucking animal. He'd be dead in a week, besides, she already had her husband now, she certainty wouldn't want him anymore. “You ask the impossible,” he murmured. 
 
   “Such a predictable response. Nevertheless, it's what's going to happen.” The ghost jumped out of the way as the two guests walked past the pair of them. “You're concerned about your darling pretend sister in the cellar. Look, she'll be no trouble once the woman has the boy to look after.” he grinned. “I think you need a little more incentive.” 
 
   The boy's pressure on his hand increased. Kevin tried to pull his hand out of the solid grip with no success, he heard and felt his bones crack. Kevin opened his mouth to scream but instead of words, thick red mist left his mouth, enveloping the pair of them. He did hear screams but they weren't coming from his mouth.
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   Three feet of grime encrusted stone separated his dangling legs from the floor. Kevin let out a single long moan at the sight of his naked body hanging in the same shackles previously occupied by his younger self.
 
   He felt no pain, for that small mercy, Kevin thanked whoever had placed him here he turned his head to the left and wept. That gratitude changed to a vicious curse. These chains weren't used to holding a person of his girth, and his captor hadn't been too observant when they clamped the shackles shut. 
 
   “None of this is real.” Kevin repeated the same words over and over. He took solace in the chant, knowing that at any second he'd wake up in his bed. No doubt, the bed sheets would need changing. After a nightmare of this magnitude, he'd have to wring out his sweat, right after he'd peeled his sodden Batman Pyjamas on his wet body.
 
   “None of this is real.”
 
   Kevin slammed his eyes shut, doing his best to envisage his pale green pillows, caressing the back of his head.
 
   “Open your eyes, you fat cunt.”
 
   “None of this is real.”
 
   “I swear down that if you don't do as you're told and open your eyes, your scream will be bouncing off these walls. The decibel level will easily match the others that have gone before you.”
 
   Kevin's heart sped up but he kept his eyes shut tight. It wasn't fair that his tormentor, that horrid little ghost thing, fucking, kiddie bastard should be here as well. Well, this time, he wasn't going to let him pull his strings. His eyes were staying shut. The ghost thing's voice, just like the rest of this fantasy would fade away, he just had to keep his nerve.
 
   “You just have to keep your nerve?” enquired the voice.
 
   The scent of minty toothpaste wafted in his face. Kevin didn't have to open his eyes to know that the boy's face was millimetres from his. “None of this is real.”
 
   “I'm not too sure how spouting off a redundant mantra is going to help anybody, least of you, Kevin. We both know that none of this is real, you ridiculous dickbiscuit. This is a slice of the past. An instruction on how, by now, you and your cellar wife ought to be behaving. Now, no more warnings. You'll do as you're told, and open your eyes. Real or not, believe me, any more defiance, and the agony you'll feel will be more real than you can ever fucking imagine.”
 
   His eyes ignored his screaming brain and shot open. He'd inflicted enough torture in his life to understand just how much pain his body must be experiencing right now. His companion had shifted from in front of his face to against the wall beside him. Unlike Kevin though, he was sat in Kevin's favourite armchair, wearing Kevin's favourite dressing gown and he was pretty damn sure that the cigar that the little twat had in his hand was from his own stash as well. He ignored the gravity defying fact that there was nothing between the bottom of his chair and the stone floor apart from thin air.
 
   “Nice of you to join me,” he said.
 
   The apparition didn't even bother to suppress the sarcasm. Kevin would have shrugged if he could. He was getting used to this creature's traits now. He turned to the front, curious to discover the reason for this rather elaborate pantomime, only to see nothing had changed. The wall in front of him was still empty. He leaned forward, aware that he was tearing his own flesh but as this was all an illusion, he guessed that it didn't really matter. The last layer of slime coating that wall looked wetter than it should, but that could be just damp. It didn't really look that different to as it did now. “You've done all of this to show me a wall?”
 
   “The human soul is a remarkable piece of metaphysical engineering, Kevin. I dare say that the chances of another species evolving after your kind dies possessing such an exquisite device is most unlikely.  The three self-aware species that preceded your lot provided us with the means to exist and multiply but until the humans turned up, we were nothing more than mindless grubs.”
 
   The apparition stretched out and examined his fingernails. Kevin briefly wondered if this nasty little boy, with his tendency to steal his belonging would lose his balance and fall out of his chair. Kevin hoped so. Watching him crack the back of his head on the hard stone floor would make Kevin's day.
 
   “It's like comparing having to exist on raw sewage and then suddenly tasting tender steak, washed down with a fine wine.” The boy lit the cigar. “Of course, it's not like your souls were easy to get inside. Believe me, they were built tough. Even when you fuckers die, you don't let go of your precious soul. It just lingers there, out of our reach, floating over where you die, forever. I can't tell you how frustrating it is to have all of that potential food source just out of reach.”
 
   “Look, is this going anywhere? It's just that I really do need to pee.”
 
   “I thought you said this wasn't real?” laughed the boy. “Either imagine that you're wrong or piss on the floor.” He looked hard at Kevin. “We'll be having company any moment, so just let me finish.” He licked his lips. “We require are souls damaged. It's like seasoning and flavour for the steak. It isn't necessary but come on, once you're used to the fine stuff, you'd do anything to ensure your palette is constantly satisfied.”
 
   Kevin's barbed reply dried up when he found himself staring at the naked body of his own mother standing right in front of him. His father stood beside her, he too wore no clothes. The wall was no longer empty either. A teen boy hung in chains, directly opposite him. Judging from the wasted appearance, he'd be in that position for a number of days. He tried to place the face but it was almost impossible. Kevin wasn't sure if he'd be able to recognise the lad, even if the flesh on the left side of his face wasn't hanging down in ragged strips.
 
   “He was before your time,” said the apparition. “Back then, these two knew how to make their prize to us last longer than a couple of weeks.  This really is an exquisite piece of art.”
 
   His father had just unfastened a green leather and laid it out on a tall metal table, right in front of the boy. Unlike the one Kevin had, this one had no large instruments. Not even a scalpel. All he could see were a dozen bright silver needles of differing sizes, and what looked like a load of cotton buds. Kevin shot the apparition a curious look.
 
    “See how the boy's eyes follow your father's progress as he runs his fingers along the pieces?”
 
   The man's finger stopped on top of a needle, about the length of the man's index finger. He slid it out and held it up to the light. Kevin now saw that the point had been shaped to form a tiny hook. Their victim shook and howled out as his father grabbed the teen's left foot and pushed the needle under the nail of his big toe. 
 
   His dad wrapped his thick fingers around the teen's ankle then rolled the needle between his thumb and forefinger before pulling it out. Kevin had seen and participated in a huge amount of torture but listening to the teen's frantic screaming, coupled with the ribbons of bloodied shredded flesh, the hook was pulling out made him want to vomit. After a couple more insertions, his toenail slid away. His dad stuck the nail on the tip of the teen's nose. He seemed to find this hilarious.
 
   His mother hadn't been idle during the torture. She'd lifted his penis up and had been patiently pulling out the hairs underneath the teen's scrotum. When her husband stuck the nail on his nose, she stopped her own form of torture, sunk her fingernails deep into his side then dragged them towards his hipbone, creating four deep furrows that pissed thick blood across the back of her hand. The woman then proceeded to wipe his blood over her large breasts.
 
   “They were true artists, you know. This was a golden age in our symbiotic relationship, Kevin. The souls that the pair of them delivered were the sweetest we had ever had the pleasure of consuming. Each one damaged, scarred and mutilated. Each one unique and divine.” The apparition turned to Kevin. “The killing is just the end result. Do you not see that?”
 
   Kevin blinked, he had to look away from the couple below him when they began to copulate. He felt a little nauseous watching his father's fat tongue slobber all over his mother's nipples. As well as  totally jealous. As far as he was concerned, those deep red buds belonged to him.
 
   “That woman in the cellar needs this, Kevin. We brought her here because she fitted the profile, just like you did. She needs stimulation. Physical, visual and mental. Kevin, you need this too. You can't carry on living like you are.”
 
   His mother now knelt in front of the teen, her left hand wrapped around his flaccid penis, while the large man mounted her. She'd sunk her teeth into his inner thigh. With each thrust, she let out a muffled scream, closely followed by snapping her jaw shut. It dawned on Kevin that she was actually eating him.
 
   “I won't lie to you, Kevin. We all dined very well on the boy's soul. Definitely one to remember.”
 
   “What happened to the body?”
 
   The apparition grinned.
 
   “Oh right.” Kevin went back to the performance, realising that he must have ended up in the rose beds along with all the others. His mother really was an attractive woman back then. Certainly nothing like the huge thing that took her place. It was almost watching a different couple. He thought back to his earliest memories of his father, trying to associate this rampant bull to the hate-filled, brain-dead cunt who took great pleasure in tormenting him when he was tiny. Oh, it was the same person, that much he was sure about.
 
   The boy gripped his mother's flesh and cried out, pressing his hips tight against hers as he climaxed. With a tenderness he'd never seen before, he gently lifted the woman off her knees and planted a tended kiss upon her lips.
 
   Some spark of what the man would become then suddenly materialised. He lunged at the teen, grabbing his ankles before smashing them against the wall. The cracking of bone echoed around the room.
 
   Kevin didn't understand what must have happened to have changed this exciting pair into the depraved weirdos who almost ruined his future, nor did he care. The apparition was totally right. He did have to change. He also had to get his sister out of that cellar. Kevin giggled, imagining the boy who he'd given her to play with in these chains, while he did that sex act on the girl. Why not? If his mum and dad could, then there's no reason why he couldn't emulate the situation.
 
   “That was utterly fantastic!” he exclaimed, grinning at his new best friend. “You really have opened my eyes.” He tugged his arm, frowning at the sight of the flesh trapped in the clamps tearing. “So, when do we start?”
 
   The apparition dropped the cigar, he stood on the arm of the chair and rested his face against Kevin's nose. “You've had a taste of the good life. This was the carrot. Now you're gonna get the stick, you lucky, lucky bastard.”
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   Kevin howled out in utter agony, his one remaining eye, bulging at the sight of his mother slowly pulling the modified potato peeler down the underside of his arm. The razor edge peeling away glistening curls of both skin and flesh.
 
   “Please, please no more!” he begged. Finding the energy to breathe when the woman paused to unclog the shredded meat from her implement. The words were wasted. She didn't stop yesterday, nor would she stop today. Her actions were locked. Predetermined, deviation from the fixed course was impossible.
 
   His mother carefully un-threaded the stripped flesh from between the blades, gave the peeler a quick shake, she then flashed Kevin a sly smile before gripping the dangling  coil of flesh and giving it a vicious tug.
 
   As every other horror that she'd inflicted upon him today, Kevin had the foreknowledge and had prepared himself, as best he could, for the onrush of agony. Yet as the skin ripped away from under his armpit, he inadvertently bit through the tip of his tongue when he slammed his jaw shut.
 
   Kevin squealed out, still jumping at the touch of her warm fingers tracing patterns through the hairs in his chest. He choked out a blood-bubbled sob, knowing that his session was about to get much worse.
 
   Through tear blurred vision, he watched the woman make her way to the door, and just like the last time, she whistled the chorus to an obscure 60's pop song. Just like the last time, he found his perverted mind trying to find the title and singer to that tune. His mother opened the door, turned around, blew him a kiss, before slamming the door shut.
 
   He had about five minutes to compose himself and prepare for the next ordeal. It would be the man’s turn to have a bit of fun and frolics with Kevin’s already tenderised flesh. He wasn’t sure how he’d react when that fucker strode through that door, with a manic grin plastered across his face whilst proudly holding a blowtorch in his left hand.
 
   Kevin tried to convince himself that the torment wouldn’t be as bad as he imagined this time around. Yesterday’s session didn’t cause him that much pain. When the man made that flame dance across Kevin’s fingertips, it felt no more severe than thrusting his hand into a patch of nettles. If anything, it was the stench of his cooking meat that brought upon the floods of salty tears.
 
   No, this time around, Kevin would be feeling those nerve endings shrivel up. It was how this fucking game worked.
 
   Alistair had already gone into great detail of what to expect, of just how much suffering that Kevin would undergo before all of this was all over. He closed his remaining eye and pressed the back of his head against the wall, wondering, for the countless time, if there was any way to escape this misery. 
 
   Once the parents had left the room, the room around them dissolved into oily yellow smoke. Kevin opened his eyes and found he was back in his study. He had a lit cigar in his left hand, a glass of red wine in the other and an astonished expression on his face.
 
   Alistair sat opposite him. Apart from the apparition looking rather stupid buried  inside a smoking jacket three sizes too big, the situation was rather pleasant. He kinda wished that Alistair would have provided these comforts in the last illusion.
 
   The boy leaned forward, he placed his own cigar on the table then he suddenly slapped the palms of his hands on Kevin’s knees, letting out a quiet chuckle. He then preceded to explain to Kevin that to torture an individual, you had to know exactly how far to take it, to emphasise with their victim, to feel their pain.
 
   If the truth was to be told, Kevin had only been listening with half an ear. His mind was back in that room. only this time, he was the one slamming his hips hard against the young woman, gripping her back tight while his length pushed deep inside her wet sleeve. The only alteration to the plan was he was fucking his pretend mother, not the girl in the cellar. Why he’d chosen her didn’t matter. Kevin was having a whale of a time, far better than listening to the kid bang on about the intimate connection between victim and subjugater.
 
   His internal radar only kicked in when the surroundings around him melted away and he found himself back in that room. Alistair appeared in front of him still wearing that smoking jacket. The little shit then dropped the bombshell. Kevin was about to experience first-hand what it would feel like for the shoe to be on the other foot.
 
   God damn his naivety. Even at the start of this madness, the consequences didn’t sink in. Alistair explained that he was to undergo a single ordeal. In reality, he’d only be at the mercy of his torturers for twenty minutes at the most. It might become a little uncomfortable at the end but right at the start of the fun and games, you won't feel a thing.
 
   It didn't even bother Kevin when the woman slammed the plastic Biro shell into his left eye. His mother had accused him of averting his gaze as she practised her art. Kevin had done nothing of the sort. In fact he hadn't been able to keep his eyes off her slender fingers, watching fascinated while his mother fixed several strips of duct tape horizontally across his chest and stomach. At first, Kevin assumed she was going to use the tape to rip out the hairs on his front, like giving him a crude wax. 
 
   He soon realised that it wasn't only the hairs she'd by ripping away when she used a scalpel to section the tape into a further four strips each. After the woman's unexpected outburst that resulted in Kevin losing fifty percent of his vision, she went back to cutting through the tape and the flesh beneath the silver adhesive material.
 
   The fucking little ghost boy shithead had purposely mislead him. He really had thought the pain would increase throughout the entire torture session. He certainly hadn't expected to wake up and go through it one more time. On the second run through, Kevin actually felt the sensation as she ripped the narrow pieces of tape off his front. He looked down in utter horror at the sight of the  pile of red and silver lengths growing below his feet.
 
   Thinking back, those sessions really were baby taps compared to what that bitch had just put him through. He would have long left now before that door would open again. Any minute now, that hateful bastard would push open that door and for the fourth time he'd be using that blowtorch to mutilate his extremities.
 
   Tears streamed down the cheek of his right eye, wishing, hoping that this would be the last ordeal. After the man turned his fingers black then applied the flame across the souls of his feet, that would be the end of it. He'd wake up back in his nice warm bed, totally healthy and eager to start the hurting. “Instead of being hurt myself!” he wailed.
 
   Kevin's bowls emptied their contents when the door slowly swung inwards, flooding the dark room with sick yellow light. Kevin blinked rapidly, sensing that there'd been a change in the schedule. He frowned as the open door showed him a limited view of the next room. Where was the man?
 
   “How are you holding up, Kevin? I hope you've been taking notes.”
 
   He spun his head to the side and gaped at the boy. Kevin didn't think he'd seen more beautiful sight in his life. He'd done it, he'd made it to the end. Obviously Alistair was here to release him now.
 
   “You're almost halfway through, my friend. You're doing great.”
 
   “What, you're not here to release me?”
 
   “Of course not. You've got to see this through to the end. I'm afraid. It's how this works.” Alistair lightly ruffled the man's hair. “Chin up. It'll be all over before you know it!” The apparition nodded towards the open door.
 
   Kevin moaned and gibbered at the sight of the man framed in the light, his hands clasping that blowtorch.
 
   “Looks like that's my cue to depart,” he said. “I'll see you on the other side, Kevin.”
 
   “Please don't leave me!” he shrieked.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
   More meat for the pot
 
   1
 
   Michael popped the food menu back into its wooden holder. He ensured that the double sided laminated sheet containing a wondrous assortment of delicious looking treats totally obscured the drinks menu.  The last thing he needed right now was another drink. His head felt a though a brass band had taken up residence, and it appeared that the little bastards were immune to the painkillers that he'd dry shallowed on their way into town. Perhaps he should grab a beer to go with his food, hair of the dog and all that.
 
   He mentally slapped his hand away. No, right now, his stomach needed that yummy looking bacon roll that Trevor was struggling to bring over on that tray. It took effort not to chuckle at the sight of the man attempting to cross the distance from the counter to their table, whilst balancing a tray containing two sandwiches, a pot of coffee and a glass of milk.
 
   “You'll never make a waitress, Trevor,” he said,  lifting one of the rolls from the tray. The smell from that bacon was killing him. He knew right there and then that Trevor would have the opportunity to charm the socks off that pretty teen who served him.
 
   “I still think we should have gone to McDonalds, Mickey.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Michael asked. He emptied two sugar sachets into his coffee and gave it a brisk stir. “I promised you a tour of this fantastic little town, showing you her hidden wonders, giving you a taste of proper country living.” He dropped the plastic spoon and pointed to his friend's roll. “Speaking of taste, put that into your mouth before it gets cold. Believe me, Trevor. This place is one of this town's hidden wonders.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   What had gotten into him? Christ, it was Trevor's idea to come here in the first place. Michael mentally shook his head, not wanting to do it for real, just in case that brass band took that as a cue to play even louder. He wetted his mouth with the coffee before ripping off a sizeable chunk of food. If Trevor didn't want his roll, it wouldn't go to waste, that much he did know. God, this was nice. Michael paused in mid chew, watching his friend survey the other customers. Trevor hadn't touched his food and drink.  His complexion looked almost as pale as the contents of Trevor's glass. He hastily shallowed his food. “You okay, pal? You look a bit off.”
 
   Trevor turned back to him, picked up the glass and drunk the milk in one go. “I didn't feel too bad until I came in here. Now I have the headache from hell and...” He sighed heavily. “Doesn't matter.”
 
   He put the remains of the sandwich back on the plate, wiped the tips of his fingers with a paper napkin before leaning closer to his mate. “What's that supposed to mean?” Michael enquired. “You see, when you say it doesn't matter, I think you mean that it does?”
 
   “Bloody hell. Okay, look. I just happened to mention that hotel  to the girl. You see her? She's rearranging the cakes in the glass display.”
 
   Michael nodded. A pretty little thing. He guessed she was early to mid twenties, short cropped brown hair, and large brown eyes. Oh those eyes were really quite lovely, so big, like a human Manga girl.
 
   “If you've finished drooling? For crying out loud, man.”
 
   “Sorry,” he grinned. “Okay, so what about her?”
 
   “Well, when I asked about the hotel, she went all cold on me, starting to act real strange, and then I got this banging headache.”
 
   Michael ripped his gaze away from the girl and stared at her friend. “What are you saying to me here? That you want to go to the drive-thru because some girl cold-shouldered you and then magically gave you a headache?”
 
   “Jesus. I said it didn't matter.” Trevor picked up his bacon roll and bit into it. “Not bad,” he mumbled.
 
   His headache had just about gone. Michael put that down to that most excellent sandwich that he'd rammed down his neck. He looked past Trevor and watched the girl, going about her tasks. “Won't be a moment,” he said, scraping his chair back. 
 
   Michael wandered over to the counter. “Hi. Is there any chance of another one of those bacon rolls?”
 
   The girl flashed him a quick smile. “Sure. It won't be a moment.” She hurried into the back, giving Michael the opportunity to cast an appreciative glance over her shapely legs. He loved black stockings. He turned his head away, feeling a little guilty. What was wrong with him, did they spike his coffee with Viagra or something?
 
   They almost had the place to themselves now. Apart from him and Trevor, there were only another three customers in the care. An old fella, wearing a dark green overcoat, sitting in the corner, by the window, and a middle-aged couple, sitting on the other side. Considering it was close to lunch time, Michael thought the place would have been a lot busier, unless there was another cafe hidden in town somewhere. He doubted that the folk around here would venture past the town limits to sample the 'delights' of mass produced fast food. It didn't feel like that kind of town.
 
   Come to think of it, apart from the single fish and chip shop on the edge of town, this place didn't even have a takeaway. No Chinese, no Indian, not even a pizza house. Michael looked again at the few customers, wondering if the locals actually had stomachs.
 
   “Here you go, Mr Sandhurst,” said the waitress.
 
   “You know me?”
 
   She nodded, then stuck her hand over the counter. “Yep. I'm Katie Overton, by the way. Maddie's best friend? I just wanted to thank you for what you did last night. You probably saved her life.”
 
   He shook her hand, feeling a little uncomfortable, sensing six pairs of eyes were now drilling holes in the back of his neck. “As long as she's okay. That's what counts.” Katie held his hand for a moment longer before releasing him. Her skin was so soft. Weird, considering she worked in a cafe. Michael decided that she must use a hell of a lot of hand cream. 
 
   She disappeared into the back, then reappeared, holding another white plate. Here you go, Mr Sandhurst.” She waved her hand when he dipped into his pocket. Oh no, it's okay. I'll pay for this one. It's the least I can do.” Katie looked over Michael's shoulder. “Sorry, I shouldn't have snapped at your buddy.” She sighed. “Thing is, I used to work up at that creepy old place, and your mate just happened to ask about the hotel right at the time I was thinking about it. The man who runs it is...”
 
   She risked a look behind her, staring at the coloured bead curtain separating the serving area to what Michael guessed must be the kitchen. 
 
   “Just stay away from there, Mr Sandhurst. It's not a healthy place.”
 
   Before he could ask her what she meant by that, the girl spun around and disappeared into the back. Michael took his plate over to the table and placed it on the surface, more confused now than he was before he stood up.
 
   “I hope for Jodie's sake that you're weren't making a move on that girl.”
 
   He slowly shook his head, aware that the old man in the corner was openly staring at him. “Don't be daft,” he replied. “She's Maddie's mate. Oh, she also wanted to apologise for snapping at you. Apparently she had a bad experience at that hotel, or something.” 
 
   “I should think so too.”
 
   “I'm going to pay a visit.” Michael walked towards the old man, watching him hurriedly turn away and stare into his cup. “Nosey old bastard,” he murmured. He took a sharp left, passed between two tables and pushed open a lime-green door, labelled with a peeling Gents sticker.
 
   The strong smell of cheap disinfectant hit him as soon as Michael entered the toilets. He frowned, gazing at the four urinals and the two cubicles in the corner. It looked a bit big for the size of the cafe. He had expected a single cubicle. 
 
   It had to be the museum next, he decided. The low lighting, gentle commentary explaining the history of the town would put them both at ease. It would be just what the doctor ordered. He'd leave the visit to the standing stones for another time. Besides, they were only supposed to be popping down here for breakfast before heading back to the farmhouse. He grinned to himself. Michael couldn't wait to show him some of the gear that he'd found in those barns. He hadn't even told Jodie about the stuff he'd uncovered in the barn furthest from the house, she would have seriously freaked. He wasn't entirely sure about showing it to Trevor, thinking about it. Not today anyway. Maybe next time, when the lad wasn't acting so out of it.
 
   He stopped by the urinal in the corner and looked into the bowl, wondering when the last time health and hygiene paid a visit. This place really was gross. This was more like a  nightclub toilet at three in the morning. There were even dried blood stains on the wall, close to his feet.
 
   Maybe he should have a quiet word with the fella who runs this place. No wonder it's empty. One look in here and their customers are hardly likely to return, even if this was the only cafe in town.
 
   He couldn't even bring himself to unzip. The museum could have the contents of his bladder. Michael turned around, then stopped. He cocked his head, sure that he could hear something. It sounded like somebody getting whipped, followed by muffled yelps. He hurried back to where he'd stood and leaned closer to the wall. He could definitely hear something. What the hell was happening in that other room?
 
   Michael reverted back to pretend pissing position when the toilet door opened. Three youths ambled in. Their smirks dropped off their faces when they saw him. He turned to face them, looked the three of them up and down and did his best not to crack out laughing. These guys must be the town bad boys. All dressed in identical leather jackets, pale blue denims, complete with slick back greasy hair. All three of them looked like throwbacks from the movie Grease.
 
   Now this was something Michael could handle. He'd tackle aggressive thugs over weird sounds in walls and mates acting odd any day.
 
   “Can I help you, gentlemen?”
 
   The tallest boy, Michael assumed he must be their leader, rested his thick arms on his mate's shoulders and looked him up and down. “Don't think so, mister. Unless you want to hold my cock while I piss.”
 
   His mates chuckled.
 
   Michael walked over to the three of them, and stopped in front of the leader. “I'd love to, sweetheart. Thing is, there's no soap in the dispenser. How would I clean myself after touching your filthy body?”
 
   It was a joy to watch the colour drain from the boy's face. Michael guessed that the last person to insult this goon was either his domineering father or probably a teacher. 
 
   “You're going to pay for that insult,” growled the boy.
 
   Michael shook his head. “Sorry, don't give money to beggars. Now, are you going to let me pass, or do I start breaking fingers? To illustrate his point, his hand whipped forward, his fingers wrapping around the leader's thick wrist. This boy obviously worked out. His body was packed with young lean muscle. Not that it made any difference to Michael. If the lad didn't know how to use it, then as far as he was concerned it was just dead weight.
 
   He spun the lad around and pushed his arm up his back. “Lads, I bet you that I can have your mate weeping like a big girl before I finished playing This Little Piggy went to Market. Michael took the boy's little finger and gave it a sharp twist. Not enough to break it, just to show that he meant business.
 
   I'm sorry,” cried the boy. “Please let me go. I didn't mean it.”
 
   He grabbed the boy's index finger. “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “I do.” said the boy on the left.
 
   He looked younger than the others. Michael guessed that he was probably just about to leave his teen years behind. There were blond roots showing through the black hair dye, just behind his ear. “Oh? Then surprise me.”
 
   “You have the farmhouse. My dad told me.”
 
   “Correct. That means I'm sticking around.” He let the boy go. “I'll be watching you three. “ Michael grabbed the door handle. “Appearances can be deceptive. You need to remember that.” He turned around and pulled open the door, quickly hiding the smile.
 
   He walked over to the empty counter and leaned across the top, trying to see into the next room. What had he heard in that toilet? The mental image of some guy beating the crap out of that waitress became stuck in his head and wouldn't shift no matter what he tried. “Excuse me?” he shouted.
 
   The girl pushed through the curtains. He watched her face closely, looking for any signs of distress. All he saw there were signs of a faint smile as well as a tinge of confusion. 
 
   “You okay, Mr Sandhurst?”
 
   He nodded. “I just want to pay up.”
 
   She smiled at him. “It's fine. Your friend's already paid.”
 
   Michael turned around and saw Trevor waving at him with one hand while his other hand held a large chocolate éclair.
 
   “It's a freebie,” he said, when Michael sat opposite him. “Oh, well that wasn't very nice. Three lads just left the bogs and gave you the finger.” 
 
   2
 
   Greg James stared into his coffee when the two young men left the cafe. His dark reflection reminded him that his beard was getting a little out of condition. Nothing that a trim wouldn't solve.  After all, Greg needed to look his best for the town meeting tomorrow night. The real hotel owners were coming out of retirement. This meant big things for his town. He couldn't wait! It was about time too. This town had been slowly dying ever since the boy took over the running of the place.
 
   That scary man sure did have a pretty car. The kind of vehicle that he'd sure like to own. Greg felt himself getting hard again. Perhaps, that particular dream wasn't all that unlikely?
 
   He watched the car manoeuvre out of the parking spot, he didn't need to turn around to know that the rest of the folk in here were watching that car. Even big Dave would be there, leaning across his counter, no doubt thinking if he would be seeing them again. 
 
   The man didn't give a hoot for their well-being, he just wanted their money. “And I want that pretty car,” murmured Greg. 
 
   The conversion coming from the other table picked up again, leaving him free to risk a peak at Katie Overton. That car wasn't the only thing he wanted. He'd have both if he could, they were both very pretty. He sighed, not that he'd be able to have both. According to rumours, over plans had already being finalised for that particular Overton. Greg believed that what she'd just spouted out today would be the final straw.
 
   He inwardly cringed when the silly girl opened her fat gob and spewed out all the hateful bile about the town's bread and butter. Then again, what else would you expect from an Overton? That family had been a thorn in this town's side ever since the Godless fuckstains settled here over two hundred years ago.
 
   They've always been eager to accept the perks but not so happy to follow the rules. They're basically just a bunch of free-loading parasites. It beggared belief why the lot of them hadn't already been buried up at the hotel already. 
 
   His cup was empty, Greg waited a moment before asking for a refill. He was too busy watching the girl clean the stranger's table whilst quietly sobbing. She'd wouldn't get any sympathy from anyone in here, that's for damn sure. He wasn't the only ones enjoying the girl's tears. On the other side of the cafe, sat Mr and Mrs Belmont, enjoying their morning jam scone and tea. Greg winked at them. Joyce Belmont flushed red. The poor dear. She was obviously still thinking about his little spontaneous treat he'd performed when that scary man had gone into the toilet.
 
   They owned the antique shop on Dell Bottom, next to the fish and chip shop. They always closed for a couple of hours at lunch time, waiting for the queue outside the town's only takeaway to dissipate. No, they wouldn't be giving that girl a hug. The Belmonts and the Overtons had history that went back to the last century.
 
   Katie must have noticed she'd attracted an audience. She glared at all of them before retreating behind the counter. Greg wondered what Jack had done to her. It must have been quick, and quiet. Jack couldn't afford to cause a scene. Both the men looked like they'd be able to handle themselves. If he wasn't sure about the scary-eyed man before, then he was once the Bakersfield boys left the toilet. He'd not seen young Terry Bakersfield look so shaken ever since Old farmer Jones had given him a bloody good hiding for killing that cow.
 
   He was willing to bet a last wage that the guy was ex-army. Their car had stopped beside the town's war memorial and Greg couldn't help but to grin. Talk about synchronicity. Scary-eyed man was probably paying his respects to the brave men who lost their lives for their country. Not that was hilarious, considering nobody from the town had ever had to go fight any war for centuries. Yet another one of the perks of being protected by the real hotel owners.
 
   He stood up, picked up his trilby and nodded to Jack, smirking at the sight of the child's frightened face poking through the bead curtains. Greg guessed the big man hadn't quite finished punishing her just yet.
 
   Jack nodded back and turned his head, snapping off a short burst of insults. The girl skittered out of the kitchen, picked up her cloth and headed over to Greg. He waited for the young Overton to bend over to clean the table. Greg looked up at the cafe owner who smiled back.
 
   Excellent, he'd being given permission. He leaned over her and pressed his hips hard against her firm bottom, pushing her into the table. She carried on cleaning the surface as he pushed his calloused fingers under her skirt and up her back.
 
   Katie released a quiet yelp when her smooth skin revealed a very recent ridge. So, Jack really had whipped her.  He reached around and roughly grabbed her firm breasts and gave them a savage squeeze, feeling his erection push hard into her soft parts. 
 
   “You're nothing but a dirty little slag,” he whispered into her ear.
 
   Jack tapped on the counter top and he reluctantly let her go. Greg tipped his hat to the Belmonts and opened the door, deciding to have a cup of tea at home instead. 
 
   He wandered down Dell Bottom, heading towards the fish and chip shop. Having his ritual grope really did make him hungry. Thing is, what was he going to do about that girl? Greg knew that he should be reporting her comment about the hotel to the relevant authorities. Jack wouldn't do it. That much he did know. What, and get rid of his unpaid worker? Greg knew for a fact that  it wasn't just cleaning up that the cafe owner was getting from that pretty little girl. What a dilemma! He stopped in front of the newsagent, took off his cap to mop his brow. Things in town were about to go through the biggest change that they'd experienced for over two decades. The real hotel owners had already promised that the flow of luxuries from the guests would be greater than ever. Not just money, jewellery, clothes and watches, but smartphones and tablets. Greg had to be shown what they were. 
 
   Apparently the world outside the town had moved on a lot faster than they'd anticipated. They'd all knew that of course they did. That much was obvious from the smattering of tourists coming into the town. Seeing and experiencing were two different things though. 
 
   That brought him back to the new residents in the old farmhouse. He so wished he knew what that was all about. Since when did they allow new people to move into town? There was more to this than they were letting on. He sighed again, still unsure of what to do. One thing was clear in his head though, Greg James would be getting his hands on the scary-eyed man's car.
 
   3
 
   What was wrong with the lad? Trevor hadn't said a word since leaving the cafe. He just stared out of the car window, not moving. He was in two minds whether to just say fuck it and head back home. He had enough beer left to last him for the next few hours. If Trevor wanted to stew in his own self-pity, or whatever the fuck it was then fine. He could do that.
 
   He slowed down as the car passed the fish shop. Bloody hell, that was one long queue! It kinda reminded him of his youth, when his father used to drive him into the nearest town solely to buy him fish and chips, wrapped in newspaper. It was one of their secrets. They both knew just how much mother frowned upon them eating takeaway food, pronouncing it only fit for the common people. 
 
   This whole place was like nostalgia central, like it had been ripped from the past.
 
   “We're nearly there, dude,” he said. “You’re so going to love this museum. I don't think it gets that many visitors though, well not folk out of town anyway.”
 
   “I'm not bloody surprised.”
 
   He started at the sound of Trevor's voice. “He'd honestly thought his friend had gone to sleep.
 
   “I still can't work out why you and Jodie want to move out here, in the middle of sodding nowhere.”
 
   “Are you serious? Just look at the place. It's beautiful. Clean air, plenty of green, peaceful. It's just what the pair of us need.
 
   Trevor sighed. He turned to look at Michael. “I know, dude. You're right, I'm sure you are.”
 
   This wasn't like Trevor at all. He normally looked on the bright side of everything.” How's the headache?”
 
   He shrugged. “About the same, I guess. Here, did you spot that old guy sitting by the window in that cafe?”
 
   “Yeah, looked a bit odd.”
 
   “You don't know the half of it, mate. When you nipped into the gents, that freaky bastard started beating off.”
 
   Michael blinked. “Did I hear that correctly?”
 
   Trevor nodded. “Yep, there he was, his hand going ten to the dozen under that table, while leaning over and drooling into his cup.”
 
   “Okay, dude. Way too much description.”
 
   “I'll tell you what's even weirder. The woman on the other table was watching, her eyes were wide open. At first, I thought the woman had been shocked into silence, you know? Then she stared to smile.”
 
   “Come on, man. This has got to be a wind up.” Michael reversed the car into a spot in front of the building. “Normal people don't act like that.”
 
   “That's what I've been trying to tell you. Nobody in this town is normal. Look, man. Come back to the city, find a place on the outskirts. This place is just too freaky. Don't look at me like that, I'm serious. These are the type of people who roll cheese down hills for fun or pray to Pagan Gods while sacrificing babies at midnight.” Trevor grabbed the door handle. “Or they have public masturbation contests in cafes.” He stepped out of the car. “You can sense the open hostility. Well, I can anyway. They probably tolerate you. It's there though, they'll make your life and Jodie's life a living hell. God help any of your future kids, buddy.”
 
   Michael kept his mouth shut tight. He knew they'd end up scrapping if he did respond. To keep his hands busy, he reached into the glove-box, retrieved a bottle of water and drunk half the contents, whilst watching Trevor stare at the museum entrance. The fella slouched like one of those teenagers he encountered in the toilets. He even had his hands thrust in his pockets.
 
   [bookmark: Last]Michael wasn't totally blind to the curious gazes and the sly winks. This was a small, insular town, and judging from what he'd witnessed in the few short weeks he'd been here, this wasn't exactly a place known for its exciting nightlife.
 
   Were all the locals as black as Trevor painted them? Of course they weren't. The girl behind the counter in that cafe seemed pleasant enough. There were always a minority of those who lived against the grain. That was just how it is. It didn't matter if you lived in a village or a city, it's just human nature.
 
   He left the car, locked the doors and wandered over to Trevor, doing his best not to emulate his friend's posture. Trevor had used the time to evacuate a shallow depression in the chalky, white stones. “You do know that Fern will have your gut for garters?” He pointed to the thin layer of dust now staining Trevor's trainers. “She'll probably have a go at me too for not keeping an eye on you.”
 
   “Good point, Mickey. The last thing I'd want is for you to get into trouble. Perhaps I should have taken a bit more care with them,” he replied. “Considering it's unlikely that she'll be buying me anything ever again.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Trevor kept his eyes on the museum doors. “We're getting a divorce,” he whispered. “That's why.”
 
   Michael felt as though the Earth had just tilted on its axis. That he'd just been whacked with a sledgehammer. He just didn't know how to respond to that.
 
   “Fern promised me not to say anything to you, Mickey. I mean, the last thing you want to hear on a house-warming party is that your best mate's leaving his wife.”
 
   “But,” he took a deep breath. “I don't understand. I thought you guys were kinda made for each other. What the fuck happened, Trevor?” Michael held up his hand. “Shit. Wait, no. Scratch that. It's none of my business.”
 
   “It's okay, buddy. It's not like either of us had an affair or anything really major. We just fell out of love with each other.” Trevor shrugged. “Shit happens, I guess. Sorry, all that stuff I said earlier about you guys moving into the Village of the Damned. I didn't mean any of it. Just take it as the ramblings of a sad, pathetic guy who's just insanely jealous of his mate's incredible good luck.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Give over, man. Don't give me the false modesty routine. It doesn't suit you. Jodie's made for you, man. Kind, smart, pretty. Someone to keep you on the straight and narrow. She's a strong one, you can see that.”
 
   “You can?”
 
   “Yeah, it's those eyes. Like she's already lived a couple of lives before this one. Jodie's not had the best of starts, has she?”
 
   “What do you mean?” he said slowly. Michael's heart began to beat a little faster. He was sure that nobody he knew had any idea about Jodie's secret history.
 
   “We once had a rescue dog when I was a kid. Tiny, we called him. Dead smart he was.  Thing is, if anyone in the house raised their voice, he'd flinch, then piss himself then dart under the table.”
 
   “Wait, are you comparing Jodie to a dog?” he growled.
 
   “Shit, no. Of course not. We had this guy in the office. He used to boast about knocking the crap out of his wife all the time. He thought it was hilarious, can you believe that? Anyway, I met his wife at a Christmas party. Her eyes were like your Jodie's She used to flinch too. Not as obvious as the dog but it was there.” He paused. “If you were looking, that is.”
 
   “What did you do about it?”
 
   “I'm not with you.”
 
   “I mean about her man beating her half to death.”
 
   Trevor frowned. “What can you do? I mean, what other folk get up to in the privacy of their own home has nothing to do with anyone else. For all I know, she might like it. He might have been talking out of his arse, or at least exaggerating some of it.”
 
   “So basically you're telling me that you don't know anything about what Jodie might or might not have been through?”
 
   “Christ, Michael. I don't know. Okay, I'll admit it. I know fuck all about women. If I did understand them, I might have been able to save my own fucking marriage. Can we talk about something else? All of a sudden, I feel very uncomfortable.”
 
   “Sorry, buddy. I didn't mean to push.”
 
   “S'ok.”
 
   “Look, let's go back to the farmhouse, Trevor. We still have that crate of beer that so needs drinking. There's also those other buildings that I haven't had the chance to explore yet.”
 
   Trevor shook his head. “We're here now. Besides, that museum owner's probably watching us as we speak.” he turned to face Michael. “He'll be praying to his cheese-rolling pagan Gods that we go inside and pay his admission fee. We're probably the first visitors that he's had all summer.”
 
   “Fair enough, buddy. After all, we don't want the poor fella to starve to death.”
 
   Michael followed his friend into the building, thinking if he should push Trevor for more information over what's happened between him and Fern. He still couldn't wrap his head around that bombshell. Something told him that it wasn't as simple as falling out of love. It never was.
 
   He stared at the back of Trevor's neck, his mind going over all that weird stuff about the dog and that violent work colleague. What was all that about? Was that Trevor's subtle way of begging him not to pursue this any further? No, it couldn't be. Trevor didn't do subtlety. He decided to let the matter lie, at least until Michael had thrown enough beer down Trevor's neck, then he'd ask a few more questions.
 
   If that failed to produce any results, then there was always the option of grilling Jodie. Fern was bound to have told her everything. Women did stuff like that.
 
   Michael handed over a five pound note and told the grizzled looking gents, sitting in an ancient plastic chair to keep the change.  The man smiled and let him through the turnstile. He caught up with Trevor, who's found a couple of fossils behind a glass display to study.
 
   He'd known Trevor a long time, he considered the man a valued and trusted friend. Michael was damned if he was just going to sit back and allow his best mate to self-destruct, not a chance. Not on his watch.
 
   “It's pretty cool in here.”
 
   “They're just stone shells, Trevor. It's not that interesting.”
 
   “No, I mean it’s cool, I like the dim lighting too. I find it quite relaxing.”
 
   Michael moved to the side to allow a young couple to pass them. He turned and watched them chat to the older man. Should he have been surprised to see other people in here too? He remembered the last time he visited, this place was quieter than a morgue. 
 
   Judging from how the doorman is reacting to their questions, the couple must be local. Michael averting his gaze when all three of them stopped talking at stared at him. Trevor had found the prehistoric diorama, where two muscle-bound men, dressed in fur were butchering a deer carcass.
 
   “That's a bit gruesome.”
 
   The three locals, by the open door was taking up most of his attention. He could see them in the glass reflection, they were still staring at him and Trevor. The temptation to spin around and ask  them if they had a problem was so hard to suppress. Having a go at some teens in the privacy of the toilets was one thing, but open aggression to complete strangers was another.
 
   Then again, what did he expect? The pair of them were obviously more interesting than the exhibits in here. Those poor buggers must have been inside here hundreds of times. They probably knew this museum like the back of their hands. He slowly grinned. Now he knew why they were staring. Those two must know a few little secret spots in here where they can kiss and cuddle, away from prying eyes. No wonder they look pissed at him and Trevor.
 
   “I really fancy an ice-cream, you know.”
 
   “That's what you get for only having one bacon roll. Wait, you had that éclair!”
 
   “What, I'm a growing lad. Hang on here. I'm going to go ask the weirdo on that chair if he has any.”
 
   Michael leaned against the glass display. He tipped an imaginary cap to one of the cavemen whilst staring at the black ceiling. He felt almost at peace. Such a peculiar sensation, considering the news Trevor gave him outside. His friend sounded a lot better as well, maybe sharing the shock had helped to lift him up a bit?
 
   He moved away from the caveman display. Those eyes were a little bit too realistic for his liking. It felt as though they followed him around the room. Trevor could always catch up once he’d finished stuffing his face.
 
   Would he be able to find that secret hiding place where those two young lovers had crept out from behind? That made him smile. Michael could not explain where this good mood had come from, not that he was complaining about it. He turned around, wondering where Trevor had gone to, had he gone outside? That sounded about right. After all, he didn’t see any sign of a freezer on his way in. Come to think of it, Michael wasn’t sure where you’d get an ice-cream in town. Shit, now he wanted one too.
 
   Michael paused when he reached the first junction. According to the garish green painted sign, if he took the left corridor, he’d learn all about fashion through the age. Michael took the right direction, he had no interest in staring at the load of mouldy clothes. Besides, he so wanted to have a closer look at this museum’s large collection of vintage cars. 
 
    Jodie had been singularly unimpressed at his reaction the last time they visited. As far as she was concerned, they were just a bunch of old cars, nothing all that spectacular. Even his comment that some of them, in this immaculate condition were rarer than hen’s teeth and were worth an absolute fortune. Her only reply was she hoped the owner was well insured.
 
   He stopped in front of the first car, a 1965 Aston Martin db5. Michael leaned back, ensuring there was nobody looking before he stepped over the red rope barrier. Slowly walking around the car, he couldn’t understand how it could still be in here. Michael stopped in front of the boot and gazed at the metal shutters that he presumed led to a courtyard. The security here was just abysmal. “Unreal,” he muttered. “There must be at least a good few million pounds worth of cars in this museum.”
 
   He ran his fingers over the car’s rear panel, whilst admiring the other cars in the collection. He decided that once he’d got himself settled in at the farmhouse, he’d pay another visit to this little gem and see if he could discover exactly who donated all of these vehicles. As well as perhaps suggesting some modifications to the museum’s security system. Before striding over the red rope barrier, he couldn’t resist peaking inside. Michael wrapped his fingers around the handle, pressed the button and to his utter surprise, the door opened. “You have got to be kidding me,” he muttered, seeing a set of keys in the ignition. Michael wrinkled his nose. It smelled as though, somewhere in this car’s past, a cat had crawled inside and died.
 
   “Where have you gone?”
 
   He straightened his back, just in time to see Trevor running past the car. “Over here. Man, you have got to see this!”
 
   Trevor skidded to a halt and ran back towards him.
 
   “I take it that you couldn’t find an ice-cream then?” His jollity fell away when he saw just how pale the man was. “You ok?”
 
   “Need your help!”
 
   Michael jumped over the barrier and followed Trevor as he raced towards the exit. He saw no sign of the old man or the young couple. His friend ran through the open door. He spun around. “Do something, man!”
 
   He looked past Trevor and saw the old man and the pair stood three abreast in front of an old tree. Michael looked at Trevor, about to ask for an explanation when he heard a muffled yelp. He raced over to the three and saw the three boys from the toilet on the floor. The leader had pinned down some young girl; his knees were resting at either side of the terrified girl’s head as he sat on her chest. The two other boys held a leg and an arm each. What confused him more than anything was that none of them made any sound. 
 
   He blinked several times, the sun’s harsh glare took him completely by surprise. He’d forgotten just how dark it was in there. As the landscape shifted into focus, Michael noticed the three from the museum standing at the other end of the car park, in front of a large tree. It looked like they were all having a piss. “What the frig is this?”
 
   “Michael, don’t just stand there, you need to help her! Those bastards just pushed me away.” He pointed to the others.
 
   He ran across the car park, now spotting other people partly obscured by the stationary figures. Michael leaned  between the two men and gasped at the sight of the three boys from the toilet, pinning down some young, dark haired girl.
 
   “What the fuck are you playing at?” he screamed. The two men attempted to push him away, they both received a sharp crack against their ears for their trouble. The leader had his knees on her arms while he sat on her chest. The other two were holding onto the girl’s legs. Michael gave one of the boy’s a savage backhand then grabbed the leader’s hair and dragged him off the girl. The other one jumped up. Michael was already waiting for him. As he threw a single clumsy punch, Michael ducked under it and gave a boy a hard jab in his solar plexus.
 
   The leader couldn't take the hint. He growled and threw himself at Michael. He neatly sidestepped the boy's charge and punched him hard in the kidneys as he moved passed him. This time, he fell into the white gravel and stayed down.
 
   Satisfied the thugs weren’t likely to attack again, he gently helped the sobbing girl off the floor and put his arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay, honey?”
 
   “What the hell do you think you are doing?” shouted the museum owner. 
 
   Michael rounded on him. “Why don’t you shut your face, before I hit you again! What the hell is wrong with you? These fuckers were attacking this kid and you just stood there watching?” Trevor’s description of the old man beating off in the café, gate-crashed his mind. The other two boys stood a safe distance from Michael. They didn’t seem to be in any hurry to continue their assault. “Trevor, have you rang for the police yet?”
 
   His friend shook his head. “You’re joking? I can’t get any bloody signal.”
 
   He checked his own phone and discovered the same problem. “No matter, we’ll drive there.”
 
   The girl shook her head. “No, it’s alright,” she murmured. “There’s no harm done.” She glanced at the museum owner. “I’ll be okay.”
 
   The old man stepped forward. “Son, I appreciate that you’re trying to help here. Really I am, but you’re not taking her or those kids anywhere.”
 
   “And you’re going to stop me?” he growled. That red mist has already started to veil his sight. Somewhere a million miles away, he could hear some girl crying. Michael couldn’t tell whether it was the girl in his arms, or the boy’s girlfriend. It didn’t matter either way. The old man stumbled back, as if that was going to stop him.
 
   “Please!” shrieked the girl in his arms. “You’re only making it worse.” 
 
   She held onto his arm, stopping Michael from reaching that trembling old man. He so needed to teach that cowardly little cunt a lesson in proper behaviour. The three boys and the young couple fled inside the museum and slammed the door shut. 
 
   “Michael!”
 
   He blinked hard, seeing for the first time he had something in his hand. It was a warrant card. “Are you having a fucking laugh?”
 
   “Do you see me laughing,” he said, through gritted teeth. The man glared at Michael. “If I were you, I’d get back into your fancy car, take your fancy friends and go back to where you came from. We don’t need people like you in our town.” He looked at the girl. “As for you, Pamela Overton, there’s going to be repercussions for this, see if there isn’t.”
 
   “Just who the fuck do you think you are?”
 
   “Michael, come on.” Trevor pulled him away from the old man. “Come on, we need to go.” He looked at the girl. “I think we’d better take you home, miss.”
 
   He allowed Trevor to gently escort him and the girl back towards his car. The rage he felt hadn’t gone anywhere. If he didn’t hit something right now, his head was going to detonate. “Trevor, just take her a moment, will you?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not a chance.” He opened the passenger door, swiped the car keys out of his hand then guided the girl into the back seat. “Get in, Michael. I’ll drive. We have beers to sup, remember?”
 
   He turned around to watch the old man enter the museum.
 
   “They’ll calm down in there,” said the girl. We all go in there when the situation gets too much for us.” She sighed. “Thank you for helping me, Mr Sandhurst, but it wasn’t really necessary. The beating wouldn’t have been as bad as it normally is.”
 
   Michael managed to climb into the car without putting his fist through the side window. There was something in that girl’s tone that put a cap on his fury. At first he thought it was despair, but it wasn’t, it was inevitability.”
 
   “Where do you live, honey?”
 
   The girl leaned between the seats. “Mr Sandhurst, if you hadn’t confronted the boys in the café, they would have probably left me alone.” Pamela pointed in the general direction of the town. “Just drop me off on the other side of the town please. I don’t want you to take me home. My family are in enough trouble as it is.”
 
   Michael just gazed at his friend as his friend slowly reversed out of the parking space.
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   “Are you sure that you’ve never done this before?”
 
   Trevor caught the beer, dug the axe into the tree stump and rolled the can across his forehead. “I once saw John Rambo do it in one of his movies, if that counts.”
 
   Michael chuckled quietly, leaned back in the rocker and took a swig of his own beer. His friend's pile of split wood almost equalled the amount Michael had created. “How are you feeling now?”
 
   His friend  pulled the axe out of the wood, laid the instrument in the wheelbarrow and sat on the stump. He shrugged. “Tired, I guess, still confused, but I don't have that urge to hit something anymore, so that's good news. What about you, man? I'll tell you a secret now. You proper scared me back in that car park.” He took a swig of his beer. “Come to think of it, that unease only got worse when I watched you chop up that wood. Have you any idea how psycho you looked?”
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, sorry about that. I did kinda lose it back then.” Even now, Michael had no idea how he'd managed to lose control. If Trevor hadn't been there to calm him down, he didn't know what would have happened, only that there would have been a lot of blood and no doubt him ending up in a jail cell. He paused. Then again, maybe not. Knowing what he did now, he believed he'd have woken up inside the boot of someone's car.
 
   “You can't fault the view, buddy. I'll give it that.”
 
   Michael had never felt so helpless. The hate he sensed from that girl continued to haunt him. At first, he still thought he'd done the right thing in giving those thugs a bit of a slapping. Thing is, the longer she stayed in the back of the car, the more he believed that he was the only one who clung on to this train of thought. Trevor obviously only wanted Michael to pull them off, maybe give them a bit of a bollocking.
 
   How are you supposed to help someone who doesn't want your help? He stared at their growing pile of empty beer cans. The pleasant alcohol buzz was a long time coming today. Judging from Trevor's performance chopping that wood, he doubted he'd be able to get him in any inebriated state for Michael to start probing.
 
   “What are you thinking about?”
 
   “About what you said. You know, staying here,” he replied. Lying. 
 
   “This place is in a time warp, man. Seriously. Come on, you saw how those yokels acted in that car park. Since when was that normal behaviour? Dude, I'm worried about the pair of you. I mean, how long will it take for some of those freaks to build up enough courage to march up here, holding their pitchforks and put you and Jodie inside a giant straw man and set it on fire?” 
 
   “Tell me about why you and Fern are separating.”
 
   “What? No, don't do this to me. Don't change the subject.” He stood up, put the can on the stump and headed towards the farmhouse. “Need to go piss.”
 
   Michael stayed in the rocker, not willing to move for anyone. He sure as hell wasn't going to follow him into the farmhouse to apologise for a lack of subtlety. “What is wrong with me?” he shut his eyes, imagining another Michael racing after Trevor, begging him to forgive him, that Michael and Fern's marriage break up had nothing to do with him. He then saw Michael turn around, only it wasn't Michael anymore, it was that little girl, still wearing the same hateful expression she had when they let her out of the car.
 
   He couldn't explain to Michael his reasons for wanting to stay here, any more than his violent reaction towards those people wanting to hurt that little girl. Trevor was right there though, he did lose control. No, he and Jodie were staying here, it was that simple. He'd never really explained his reasons for wanting this farmhouse. Not that she was going to put up an argument. He suspected that Jodie was just glad of a place where she could truly call her own.
 
   As soon as he saw those photos, he knew that this was the place for them. Not just the farmhouse either. That feeling just increased when they drove through the town. They'd never been here before, despite living in the next town. Not that it mattered. He really did feel that he belonged here. He was like a moth attracted to a flame.
 
   “Flames burn moth’s wings, Mickey,” he muttered under his breath.
 
   Where the hell had that thought just sprung from? It hadn't come out of his mind, that's for damn sure. No bastard was going to burn his wings. Not the kids, not that part-time copper, nobody. 
 
   “Come on, man. Calm the fuck down.” Michael took a deep breath. Glad that Trevor had buggered off to the toilets. What would he have thought of him muttering and mumbling under his breath like some crazy drunken vagrant?
 
   He snapped his eyes open. It just hit him that it wasn't only the little girl who wore that sullen, resentful face. They all had the same expression etched on their ugly mugs.
 
   “How can you help someone who doesn't want your help?”
 
   He slammed his hand over his mouth. This was so weird. Why the fuck was he repeating that sentence? Michael looked at his beer can, perched on the edge of the rocker and carefully peeled away his fingers. If anything was going to stop his erratic mouth from vomiting out crap then it would be the contents of that can. He decided there and then that he just needed to get as drunk as he could. Getting smashed out of his head followed by a full night's sleep sounded like the best tonic in the world about now.
 
   He picked up the beer, feeling his blood pressure rising, when he discovered that he must have already drained it. To make the moment complete, there were no more full cans by his feet. That had to be wrong, they could not have  ploughed their way through every single can already. Unless that sneaky little bastard sneaked the remainder into the toilets with him, preferring to drink alone rather than him badgering the man about Trevor's failed marriage? No, he discounted the idea straight away. Trevor was a lot of things but a sneak? No. Besides, Michael would have noticed. He pulled his aching frame out of the rocker, vaguely wondering if he had over did the muscles with the wood chopping.
 
   He knew there were a few bottles of strong beer still in the fridge, left over from last night's house warming party. Good brands as well. He picked up the empty can and threw it onto the pile. Miles better than this watered down donkey piss that Trevor had bought.
 
   A single spot of water bounced off the edge of his nose. What, so now it was going to rain on him as well? He thrust his head back, groaning at the sight of those dark grey clouds directly above his head. So much for the weather forecasters promising a beautiful day. This was unreal, he couldn't trust anybody's advice. He levered his new axe out of the tree stump and tramped along the dirt track, heading back to the farmhouse. He didn't want to leave that out in the pissing rain. Knowing the luck that he was having lately, he'd come back to find the handle rotting off and the head rustier that an abandoned tractor.
 
   Speaking of being abandoned, where was that friend of his? It shouldn't take this long to empty his bowels. Trevor hadn't had that many beers. He pushed open the front door and stepped over the threshold. “Trevor?” he shouted. You done yet? Don't make me come up those stairs! He grinned whilst looking down at the axe gripped in his right hand. “Here's Michael!” he said, imagining the look of terror on Trevor's face if he did use this to break through the toilet door. The lad certainly would piss himself if that happened. That grin soon dropped from his face when he imagined trying to explain to Jodie what he'd done.
 
   “Come on, man! This is cutting into precious drinking time.” He looked behind, just to make sure that Trevor hadn't used the other door. He sighed at the sight of that cloudless sky, and the sun beating down on his rocker. “Fuck you, weather.” Had he fallen asleep whilst sitting on the toilet? He shrugged to himself. Fine, whatever. He'd just have to drink those bottles of fine beers alone. Michael had no problem with that.
 
   Still carrying the axe, he walked through the living room then paused by the sofa. From where he stood, he could clearly see the edge of the table, and the mountain of food that Jodie had prepared. That wasn't right though, she'd put it all away last night.
 
   “Trevor, are you in there?”
 
   The sound of water rushing through those old pipes just above his head told his exactly where his friend was. He sighed, reminding himself that he still hadn't got around to fixing the flush on that toilet. The notion that Trevor was raiding his fridge was too ridiculous for words anyway. 
 
   He leaned the axe against the wall and peered around the corner. “Okay, so I didn't expect to see that.”
 
   Both of Jodie's new picnic tables as well as the black marble tops were crammed with white paper plates. Each plate overflowed with coin-sized, heart-shaped buns. Michael knew for a fact that Jodie hadn't baked all of these.
 
   Some kind of house warming present from Fern? Seemed a bit extravagant. Still, while he was here, it seemed like such a shame to let all of these to go to waste. He didn't think they'd miss a couple. Besides, it didn't seem right that Trevor should have gotten that free éclair, and all he received for his good deeds today was a bunch a sullen faced stares.
 
   He reached for the largest bun, precariously perched on the top of the nearest plate mountain and snapped his fingers back upon contact. “What the hell?” it felt as though he'd just touched a rotting toadstool. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, feeling the freezing cold slime coating his skin. Michael vigorously rubbed his hand on the front of his shirt.
 
   “Trevor!” he shouted. “Do you know anything about these buns?”
 
   The bun that he'd touched started to fold in on itself, before its structure totally collapsed into a shapeless wet mess. The colour changed from candy pink to a putrid shade of dark green. He stepped back in disgust, imagining what might have happened if he had eaten one of them. The stench of rot slammed into his nostrils, making him jump back even further. He cried out when his back crashed into the plates behind him, sending dozens of the tiny cakes cascading down the front of his pants. 
 
   Every one of them immediately melted when they touched the material, soaking his trousers with the same stinking glutinous mess now contaminating the buns in front of him.
 
   “What the fuck is this shit?” he blurted out, reaching for a tea towel.
 
   Michael blinked half a dozen times, aware that the tea towel had just fallen through his fingers. He couldn't move his legs. It's as if the liquid from the buns had soaked into his muscles and solidified. Michael opened his mouth to scream but only a quiet groan came out. The sensation had already spread up to his neck and down to the tips of his fingers. 
 
   He attempted to move his eyes when the sound of the living room door reached his ears. It felt as though the orbs were floating in glue. He couldn't even blink now. Please help me, Trevor!
 
   The figure that shambled through that kitchen door, dragging Michael's axe across the tiles, was not his friend. The figure bent down, picked up one of the cakes and rolled it around in their hand. It kept its shape, just leaving a few crumbs and a couple of sugar granules in its wake.
 
   “Hello there, Michael. You look a bit, stiff.”
 
   With a strength pulled out from the depths of his very being, he shifted his eyeballs a fraction to the left, moving his gaze away from the door frame and onto his new guest. A large woman, wearing a brightly patterned, tattered summer dress was gently picking out the untarnished buns with her sausage-thick fingers. Michael guessed she was around fifty, although the woman could have been as young as 30 or twice that age, it was difficult to tell. Her grey hair was scraped back and tied up in a bright pink rubber band at the base of her skull. He had no idea who she could be or  where she had come from.
 
   Was she from the town? Christ, he hoped so, considering the only other option was that this vile looking woman was a remnant from Jodie's past. He so needed to speak, yet despite his earlier success in moving his eyes, no matter what he tried, there was no way he could even part his lips.
 
   “You're sweating, honey!” She leaned a little closer.
 
   Her thick cloying perfume drifted across, settling around his head like a cloud. He couldn't even hold his breath to stop the sickly sweet scent from invading his nose. Oh Christ, the rot was preferable to whatever she was wearing.
 
   “It's best you don't struggle, Michael. You only injure yourself, and believe me, that's the last thing that any of us want here.”
 
    She moved back over to the door frame and continued to separate the good buns from the bad ones. “This is all that's left of me, you know.” The woman uncurled her other hand, showing him the bun, now stuck in one of her creases. A couple of tears, rolled down her cheeks. “Just one fragment of my soul remains. Look at them all, Michael. We're just tattered pieces. There's even less of us now. The ones who sacrificed themselves to bring you here will not be forgotten.” She squinted, I just hope it wasn't in vain. I mean, you don't look that much of a warrior.”
 
   She gently placed the tiny pink bun on top of another pile. “This isn't the real me, by the way. I'm wearing the skin of the vile bitch who tortured then slaughtered me in the depths of her hotel fourteen years ago. The fat bitch cut into me with a butter knife. Can you believe that? Have you any idea how difficult it is to cut anything with a fucking butter knife?”
 
   She picked up the axe and ran her fingers up and down the smooth wooden shaft. “They told me not to do this, you know. The others like me, I mean.” She sighed. “God, how I miss eating buns.” The woman ran the tip of her forefinger along the edge, smiling at the sight of the metal cutting into her flesh. “They told me not to interfere, to let things run their course. After all, you were already here. It would be inevitable that you, your beautiful wife and your friends would end up at the hotel. They said that witnessing them all die would give you the strength to stop them, to finally break this circle of death.” She sighed. “To allow what was left of us to drift away.”
 
   Michael thought he could feel the ends of his toes. His eyes moved a little easier in his sockets as well. He looked past this freakish woman, over at the door, hoping to Christ that Trevor hadn't gone back outside. Fuck, even if he had, how long would it take him to sense something was wrong, a minute? Five minutes? By that time, this big fat bitch could have already chopped him into bite-sized pieces. Knowing Trevor, the dumb bastards' probably fallen asleep.
 
   “See, when they pushed me into the young girl, last night. All I could smell were the delicious aroma of fresh cooked food, and I kinda tripped up over my words.” She moved a little closer. “And then you came into the kitchen, Michael. I saw straight into your soul. I know what you did.” 
 
   The woman raised the axe over her head. He found enough energy and strength to finally open his mouth and to raise his own arm, but nothing he did was able to stop that blade from crashing down upon his head.
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   The scent of fresh cut grass took away both the stench of rot and the aroma of that large woman's overpowering perfume. Michael opened his eyes and wrapped his arms over his head. He turned over and stared at the bright blue sky, watching a few wisps of grey cloud pass overhead. He sat up, staring in utter confusion at the sight of a neatly trimmed hedge that backed onto a road. A grey range rover slowed down and he watched the side window wind down. Michael watched himself look past him, before turning around to speak to his passenger. 
 
   He spun around, stumbling over his own feet. There, just yards from where he stood was the dull grey stone building that caused him to slow down all those weeks ago. Back then, just as he did now, he felt the same oppressive vibe, coming from this place. He'd put that original feeling down to nerves, and promptly forgot about it. Now though, that sensation refused to shift.  It wrapped itself around his body, like a cloak of despair. That terror of not being able to move a muscle was preferable to feeling like this.
 
   Michael switched his gaze back to that car. Watching it speed up, then slow back down once it reached the next junction. The brake lights came on before it turned left, heading towards the town. This was their first visit here. He remembered parking the car by the side of the library before they walked, hand in hand, into the centre, looking for the estate agents.
 
   So how the fuck had he woken up in the grounds of the bloody hotel? Michael didn't understand any of this, was he dreaming? Had he been dreaming and somehow sleepwalked four miles? No, that was too stupid to even contemplate.
 
   What exactly what had happened to him? He sighed, of what was still happening to him continued to torment his mind. It stayed right on the surface, scratching away, burrowing through his fucking brain like a dog trying to dig up a bone. Michael felt like he was slowly losing his mind. He sat on the damp grass and put his hands back over his head. They felt right at home there, covering his hair, stopping that big, fat, horrible woman from slamming his axe into his skull.
 
   He jerked his head up, his eyes catching the sun glinting in one of the top windows. Was that why he felt so vulnerable? After all, if it hadn't been for the feeling that concrete had been pumped into his body, that old bag wouldn't have stood a chance against him. Michael had no qualms about fighting women, especially ones coming at him with a big fucking axe.
 
   Was this real? It certainly felt real enough. Then again, so did the last episode, right up to the point where he died. It came as a bit of a shock to him that right now, it didn't matter whether this was reality or just another product of his fevered imagination, he was going nowhere fast. All sitting here was achieving was a wet arse.
 
   Michael pulled his arms away from his head, took one last look at that road beyond the hedgerow and slowly got to his feet. Both his knees cracked. He had to choke back a hysterical laugh at the sight of his axe lying in the grass. It wasn't there a moment ago. “sure, why not,” he murmured, reaching for the handle. 
 
   As soon as his fingers wrapped around the wooden shaft, he felt the world shifting again. Day became night, before becoming day again. He blinked, his eyes watering at the sky flickering like an old fashioned movie reel.
 
   Michael stumbled, finding himself still on the grass, but the hedge was taller, and thick grey clouds hid any sign of the sun. He walked away from the hotel and leaned over the hedge, noticing the road was no longer tarmacked. The surface now reminded him of the car park in the museum. He stepped back when a light green saloon slowed down, before turning into the hotel's car park.
 
   He'd seen that car before. At least one like it in the museum earlier. Michael watched a young couple leave the car and walk towards the open front door. His heart sped up when he saw that big, fat woman, stood on the doorstep, wearing a fake smile as well as another vile flowered dress.
 
   She greeted the pair before stepping aside and ushering them inside. Michael groaned, just like he knew that the green car really was the same one that he'd seen in that museum, he also knew that those two would never breathe outside air ever again. 
 
   The world shifted again. The transition wasn't as violent this time, although he no longer had the soft grass to cushion his fall, the rough carpet now beneath his hard body gave him nothing but a few bruises.
 
   “Here,” said a familiar voice. “You still might be needing this.”
 
   He turned his head, frowning at the sight of Pamela Overton gingerly holding his axe by the base of the shaft. “Do I want to know what you are doing here? More to the point, where exactly am I?” Michael paused, he scanned the room and believed that he already knew the answer to the last part of his question. They were both standing in the hotel's reception room. The young couple who'd just climbed out of that green car, stood at the front desk. The young man bent over, signing the reception book as the fat woman looked on. The other woman looked around, her eyes scanned straight past him and Pamela as if they weren't there. The only other person in the room was a young boy sitting on an overturned metal bucket, behind the desk. Michael guessed that he was around eleven and judging from his bored expression, he wanted to be somewhere else.
 
   “This is so weird,” she said. “I mean, I remember the torture. I remember everything that woman and her husband did to me, but I don't recall this moment.” Pamela walked over to the desk and peered up at the man. “God, those eyes. He used to say that he hated his eyes, saying they were too grey.” She looked at Michael. “Have you ever heard anything so silly?”
 
   He didn't think it was silly at all. He didn't think that trilby on the man's head suited him, but he wasn't going to say anything.
 
   “Wait, so you're her? That young girl, I mean, not that elephant looking at the man the way a drunk looks at a pizza?” Michael could see the top of the couple's car through the window by the door. What was to stop him from leaving right now? Taking the man's car keys and driving back to that farmhouse.
 
   She nodded. “This happened over twenty years ago, Michael.”
 
   “Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars,” he whispered.
 
   “I was only twenty-three here.” She choked back a sob” Jesus, I was in the prime of my life. We were going to find a nice place to live, have kids and everything.”
 
   Michael sighed. “What's your name, honey?”
 
   Darleen,” she replied. Darleen Summers. My husband, Richard, is, was. three years older than me. We were on our way to visit his mother, up in Newcastle. It should have been an easy journey. It's only about four hours, as long as you stayed on the motorways. Neither of us took that knackered car of his into consideration. It was his pride and joy, you see. A 1962 Ford Consul Capri. He loved that car, almost as much as he loved me. Yeah well, to cut this short, the bloody thing broke down while passing a town close to this hotel. That should have been the end of it, you know? A quick phone call to the garage, and we could be on our way in a proper car while that heap of nuts and bolts stayed where it broke.”
 
   He could see it now, just behind the girl's eyes. That masked annoyance. Michael also noticed how that fat woman's eyes never left that man's crotch. He felt a little sick, not wanting to know what she could be fantasising about. “Okay, so I'm getting it now. I'm here to stop this woman from murdering that couple?”
 
   “Oh God. You can't go back in time, Michael. You're seeing something from fifteen years ago. That fat witch, and the rest of her family dined on me and Richard. You see that kid over there? He killed the woman. He's the one running this place now.” she stormed over to him. “He's the one who's going to do the same to your Jodie!”
 
   The girl turned around and stepped out of the way when the large woman took the couple's bags and led them through the dining room, heading towards a flight of stairs.
 
   “Right, so I kill him.”
 
   The girl rested her hand on Michael's arm. “Won't stop this from continuing, he's just a pawn. Like me, the girl, you see before you, as well as the rest of the people in the town, they're not responsible for any of this. Look over there, in the corner.”
 
   He could already feel something else had already invaded the room. The temperature had already dropped to below freezing. Michael found himself desperate to keep his gaze locked on the girl, daring not to do as she bid. He'd never felt more scared in his life. 
 
   “Oh fuck, no this isn't fair. They're not supposed to see me.” She grabbed his wrist and dragged Michael into the dining room. “Come on. Shit. I knew it wouldn't go as I planned.” The girl left him in the middle of the room and ran back to the door. “We don't have much time left, I wish I...”
 
   She never had a chance to finish her sentence. Before she could close the door, a thickly muscled arm snaked around the edge of the door and grabbed her hair, pulling the girl through the crack before the door slammed shut.
 
   Michael raced up to the door, and wrenched at the door. “Leave her the fuck alone!” he yelled. It didn't matter how hard he pulled on that door, it wouldn't open, it was like it had been nailed shut. He picked up the axe and swung the blade into the top left panel, feeling a bout of triumph at the sound of splintering wood. He worked it out of the door and hit it again. This time the whole panel came off when he pulled out the axe.
 
   “You okay?” he shouted, pressing his face hard against the narrow gap. Michael saw the blood first. A twin trail leading from the just behind the door, all the way over to the wall. “You dirty fuckers,” he moaned. “Oh Jesus, that is just vile.”
 
   The girl's broken body was spread across the entire wall. Who or whatever had grabbed her, pulled everything out from inside the girl and used it to paint the entire face of the wall. Bits of wet gore dripped down the wallpaper like scarlet porridge. They had left what remained of her shattered body hanging over two stag heads.
 
   Michael's mental radar detonated. He pulled his face away from the hole and dropped to the floor. That cloak of terror pulled over his entire body. He pulled himself into a tight ball, feeling as though someone had pushed a clawed hand between his ribs. Those long fingers were right now squeezing around his heart. He wanted to cry out, to beg them to make it stop but he daren't even open his mouth. Those shadows were just inches from his shivering body. Just a couple of inches of wood separating him from death. Even that wouldn't be the end of it. 
 
   Their proximity gave Michael a glimpse of the endless torment and agony he would suffer if any of those foul monsters managed to snag him. He would be a prize, a morsel to be savoured over. There weren't many humans who had fallen into their traps over the millennia who had witnessed and committed acts deemed immoral to society.  
 
   The creatures would take their time over him, making his suffering last months before the death blow. His ripped soul would keep them sustained for a long time. Michael felt like a mouse creeping through the house of vile giants, keeping to the shadows, shivering in the corner, hoping that none of them would notice him.
 
   Then, the unbelievable happened. They slivered away from the door, moving back over to the gore spattered wall. It didn't make any sense, why had they not known he was there? Surely those things couldn't have thought the door damaged itself? He rolled away from the door, thinking that perhaps, questions like that were better left unexplored. Michael scrambled over to the nearest table and dived under it.
 
   His hands and knees never made contact with the carpet. Michael cried out when he felt reality shift one more time. A gently breeze blow past his ears and the sensation of damp grass caressed the palms of his hands. He silently groaned, guessing that he was back outside that hotel again.
 
   “Say one for me, while you're down there, please.”
 
   Michael opened one eye and saw the smirking features of Trevor looking down at him. “God, and there's me thinking that this crappy beer was about as potent as water. It's certainly addled your brains!”
 
   He grinned up at his mate. “bugger off, you daft bugger. I just slipped out of it, that's all.”
 
   “Ha! I bet you say that to all the young girls.”
 
   It took a few moments for his equilibrium to balance out. Michael climbed back into his rocker and picked up a fresh unopened can. The sun was still high in the sky so he couldn't have been gone for that long, a couple of minutes at the most. The axe was still embedded in the tree stump making him wonder if he'd even moved from this position. The more he thought about it, the more unlikely it sounded that he did end up in his kitchen. “I hope you flushed after you'd been, Trevor.”
 
   “Flushed? What are you talking about?”
 
   Michael cracked open the can, thankful to see that he still had a decent amount left. “Nothing. It doesn't matter.”
 
   “Are you sure you didn't crack your head when you hit the floor or something?”
 
   “Give over. You're beginning to sound like Jodie with your girly fussing. Seriously, I'm cool.” He took a careful sip of the cool liquid. Right now, it tasted like the best beer on the planet. “Speaking of the girls, shouldn't they be back by now?”
 
   “Oh yeah, that reminds me. Whilst you were snoring away, I got a text from Fern. She said they'd gone into the next town to do a bit of clothes shopping. Apparently, the stuff they sold here looked like the stuff they wore in the 80's.”
 
   He nodded to himself. Michael now knew where all those clothes had come from. He shivered when he remembered that old weirdo wore a trilby, just like the one balancing on the bonce of Darleen's husband. God, the people in this town were all a bunch of parasites. He dared think just how many people must have entered that hotel of death and never left. How long had it been going on? Hell, why hadn't anybody noticed? It beggared belief. Yeah well, it would soon be time for that hotel to close its gates for good.
 
   “Did she say anything else?”
 
   “Yeah, your missus is going to take her to some fancy Italian restaurant.”
 
   “That'll be the Franko Di Lupo then,” he said, smiling. “They do a beef cannelloni to die for. The food is incredible but it is a bit pricey. That's one of Jodie's finds. Looks like Fern is in for a treat tonight.”
 
   That took a large weight off his shoulders. It would be way past midnight before those two were ready to come back. With any luck, they'd stay over there for the night too. In fact, he should give Jodie a ring and kinda mention that idea to her. Why not? After all, then the pair of them would be able to drink all the wine they wanted.
 
   “How expensive is a bit pricey, Michael?”
 
   “Oh, give over. Jodie won't let your Fern pay for anything.” He felt a bit uncomfortable saying your Fern. Christ, He'd just uncovered the largest case of mass murder in the history of this country, and he was still concerned over his friend's marriage. 
 
   “Who's worried,” he said, looking at his watch. “It's not like Fern has any of my money. “Look, man, all this talk of food is making me a bit hungry myself, and I'm guessing that the nearest Chinese is on the other side of the moon?”
 
   If Jodie hadn't already done her marriage councillor routine of Fern already, He intended to sort the pair of them out once this nasty business was well and truly over. “Who wants sweet and sour when Uncle Michael has a fridge full of best steak?”
 
   “You're kidding, right? I'm hungry now!”
 
   “Unless you fancy climbing aboard your fucking rocket-ship, you'll have to wait. Look, it won't take me that long to set up the barbecue. Besides, it's still early.” The look on Trevor's face told him that the guy's stomach didn't care about the time. “Tell you what, you chill out in the rocker, and get another one of those beers down your neck. I'll go grab the gear. Deal?”
 
   “Sure you don't want a hand?” 
 
   Just like Trevor, as soon as he'd gotten his own way, he'd trip up over his own feet to help out. “No. You can stay where you are and do as you're told. You'll be smelling the meaty aroma of sizzling steaks before you know it.”
 
   The shine on Trevor's face told Michael that he'd just found his sweet spot. He needed to make sure that his mate was out for the count as well. That shouldn't be too difficult, Trevor had one more sweet spot, Michael's single malt.
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   This was such a momentous occasion. Greg James even believed he might even be content, an emotion that he hadn't experienced in over two decades. It was happening. Greg wanted to pinch himself to make sure he wasn't dreaming. He shuffled around in the little wooden chair, then turned his head to watch the people pile back into the sports hall. The smell of tobacco followed them in. He sighed, wishing he still smoked. He'd have so loved to go out there once the real hotel owner had left the stage. God, was it too late to have a sneak smoke? One of them would lend him a cigarette, he was sure of it. Then again, maybe not. He was due back on stage pretty soon.
 
   Greg did admit, he wasn't quite prepared for the real hotel owner to take on the appearance of a young boy. That was a bit of a shock. At first sight, Greg thought the lad was lost, that he was looking for his mum and just gone in the wrong door. That assumption soon altered when the boy calmly walked up to the front of the stage and sent his hard gaze across the waiting audience. Greg thought the new man living in the farmhouse was scary eyes but compared to how that boy at the meeting transfixed the audience, the stranger was just a teddy bear. Greg was so glad when the boy blinked and treated them all to a genial smile. Any longer and he would have voided his bowels.
 
   The real hotel owner talked of loyalty, of rewards, of how grateful they were to the town for having the patience while they went through a transition at the hotel.  He spoke of how humbling it was to see so many faces, of old and new and how together, they would enjoy more prosperity than they could even imagine. His words were vague, but the meanings were perfectly evident. They really were going to go back to how it used to be.
 
    Greg turned to the woman beside him. Not all that shocked to see her drying her eyes with a tissue. The real hotel owner had effected everyone here. They all felt the old connections forming again. He knew his sense of contentment had stemmed from that bonding. He now had purpose. Greg turned in his seat, surveying the people behind him. He knew every single one of them. A couple of seats back, Greg spotted Alistair Graves, their museum owner as well as what passed for a law keeper in their town. He resisted the urge to give him a wave.
 
   One seat behind him sat the town's bad boys. For once they weren't acting up. Greg wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. He then felt that contentment drain right out of him.
 
   “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he growled.
 
   Right at the back of the hall, hiding behind a group of workers from the old mine were a couple of Overtons. Judging from the grey hair, that had to be Mark and his sister, Jane. He tightening his fingers around the edges of the chair. They shouldn't be in here. Everyone knows that the family was excluded from all meetings.
 
   “You okay, Greg?” whispered Joyce Belmont.
 
   He slowly shook his head. “I don't think I am. You won't believe who thinks it's perfectly acceptable to gate-crash our meeting.”
 
   “Oh, that'll be Mark and Jane Overton then?”
 
   “You've seen them?”
 
   “I don't have to see them, Greg. I can smell the dirty fuckers,” she growled.
 
   “Yeah well, it isn't right. We should do something about it.”
 
   Joyce rested her hand on his wrist. “You'll do nothing of the kind, Greg James. I'm the one who invited them.”
 
   He felt as though the woman had just punched him in the guts.
 
   Joyce dug her long nails into his thin skin. “You listen to me,” she hissed. “You don't know what's it's like beyond the boundary of our town. Most of them in here don't. Believe me, Greg. The world has moved on. They have things like Social Media, Satellite Imaging Technology, and Mobile Phones. I don't think the real hotel owners are aware of the new dangers.”
 
   Greg stared intently at the woman, wondering just how close she was to committing blasphemy. He wasn't a fucking primitive. He'd seen the rare town visitor trying to talk into their phones. He wasn't that sure about the other things she said, but it didn't really matter. The real hotel owners could protect them from anything.
 
   “Whether we like to admit it or not, the Overtons are now part of this town. Meaning they need involving in any huge change that's about to happen. If the world beyond is as dangerous as I suspect, then our armour has to have no chinks, no weak links. It's as simple as that, Greg.”
 
   Yeah well, Greg wasn't willing to accept that. The Overtons were a menace, vermin that should be wiped off the face of the earth. Oh, he too shared the vision that their town would indeed become prosperous again, unlike the poor deluded Joyce, Greg knew that it just meant that the Overtons would only become more greedy and difficult, especially now they were to be involved in the running of his precious town.  
 
   He forced himself to relax. Greg even managed a smile for the woman. Greg would just have to deal with the Overtons' himself. He looked past Joyce, who's now fixed her attention on the stage. Did her soft husband agree with this insane idea?
 
   Somehow, he doubted that very much. The man probably only went ahead to stop the woman's constant badgering. Hell, if Joyce wanted the full town here, then why not invite the scary-eyed man as well? God, what a fuck up, and to think that when he arrived he was in a good mood.
 
   He wouldn't put it past one of those Overtons to have already mentally claimed the scary-eyed man's nice car either.
 
   The lights in the hall dimmed and an expectant hush fell over the assembled audience. Greg put his hand around the rim of his trilby in his lap and allowed a slight smile to play over his lips and, with the rest of them, waited for the return of the real hotel owner.
 
   Once this meeting had concluded, Greg fully intended to have a quiet word with that little boy. They so needed to know that this town housed a nest of traitorous weasels. If that Katie Overton was quite happy to mouth off to strangers regarding the hotel, what's to stop the others from following her lead?
 
   The door at the back of the stage swung inward and the boy walked onto the stage. He stopped at the edge. Smiled to himself then sat down. “Okay, my friends. If you have any questions. If you wish to share any grievances, then please stand up.”
 
   This shouldn't take too long, Greg could only remember a couple of people had been brave enough to risk the wrath of the real hotel owners. That was decades ago. He closed his eyes and wondered how long it would be before the possessions began to flood into the town.
 
    “Sir? Yes, erm, over here. I have a question, if that's okay?”
 
   Greg's eyes shot open. He knew that voice. He spun around his seat. Bloody hell! That was the cafe owner, Jack Williams. What was he playing at?
 
   “Why have you allowed total strangers to buy the old farmhouse?”
 
   Another man got to his feet. “They've stolen energy from the cleansing house,” shouted the museum owner and the town's part time police officer. “That's not supposed to happen. The museum's properties aren't supposed to work on outsiders.”
 
   Greg saw his prize of that car get further and further away from him. It worked on the scary-eyed man because the town must have already accepted him as one of them. Oh fuck, could this get any worse?  He watched the town's bad boys stand up, they were complaining that the stranger had tried to get all aggressive with them. Judging from the bruises on Terry Bakersfield's face, he'd done more than get aggressive. 
 
   He turned back, eager to hear what the boy was going to do about it. The real hotel owner had gotten to his feet. He leaned on the mic and glared at the cafe owner. Greg didn't need to turn around to know that Jack was now in agony. “You listen to me, you stupid little fuckstain!” 
 
   His acid gaze ran over the entire crowd. Greg howled when those eyes found him. It felt for a second that the blood in every vein was boiling. He moaned softly when he felt his bladder giving out. Warm urine soaked into his trouser and the base of his precious hat.
 
   “That farmhouse is empty and it shall remain so until we say otherwise. Listen to this. If any of you diseased peasants even contemplate putting one foot over that threshold, you'll all end up in the hotel's death room. Your suffering will last for a fucking millennia.”
 
   The lights came on and Greg found, to his relief,  the boy had gone. He stayed sitting while the room erupted into an explosion of shouting and panic. So much for thinking that it couldn't get any worse. Greg so needed a cigarette.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Family Values
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   It only took the pair of them a couple of minutes to drag the boy's struggling body up the stone steps. The boy didn't really start screaming until his severed tendons bounced off the edge of the first cellar step. Kevin Morris (he'd come to accept his adopted name.) guessed that his former prize to his new wife was too far gone with hunger and dehydration to feel the rough floor scraping away his skin, when he and the girl took an arm each and dragged him towards the light.
 
    Three of the boy's filthy fingers hooked around Kevin's wrist. He glared into the boy's pleading eyes, silently willing him to let go. When that didn't happen, he smashed them into the corner of the door frame. At this rate, there wasn't going to be much left to torture.
 
   He straightened his back and took a deep breath. The girl copied his actions. She would need a lot of training before he could pass her off as his wife. Thick blood dripped down her chin. 
 
   “Wipe yourself,” he muttered. “I don't want you staining my carpets.” 
 
   She rewarded him with a bloodied grin before she pressed the back of her filthy hand across her mouth. A small section of the old person, the one who hadn't undergone the agony ritual, popped up his tiny head and raised all sorts of questions before he stamped that silly voice back down. Kevin knew why the tiny head had made another appearance. Watching the girl growl at the boy when his damaged feet hit the first step had sent a little nostalgic shiver up Kevin's spine. That shiver turned into a full blown fucking shake when she grabbed the bottom of his jaw and yanked it down. At first Kevin thought she was going to kiss him, you know, just for old time's sake. That whimsical thought soon evaporated when blood burst out from between their mouth embrace, and she rose up. Her hands kept the boy's jaws wide open as her teeth bit through his tongue. 
 
   Tiny head could fuck right off. This was post agony ritual Kevin. Nothing could upset his metal balance. She only wanted to please Kevin. That did come as a bit of a shock, that did tilt the metal balance just a bit. Not that it should have surprised him. The ghost-bastard cunt-thing had set out to make Kevin strong enough to oversee the next bout of traumatic changes. He turned Kevin into a gross facsimile of the last pretend owner of Richmond Point.
 
   The girl obviously needed a strong father figure in her pathetic life. She probably regretted helping Kevin to murder the last one. “I can finish this off now.” He slapped her hand when she reached to take the moaning boy's wrist. “I said, leave him.” Kevin took her hand, pushing her away when she tried to snake her other hand down the front of his trousers. When she did it again, he took one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger and gave it a savage twist. “Are you going to fucking behave or do you want to spend the rest of your life in that cellar?”
 
   While the girl folded her arms over her breasts and sulked, he picked up the body and dropped it into his wheelbarrow. He'd lost half his bodyweight already. Kevin laid him on his side, just hoping he wouldn't choke on his own blood before Kevin could get him down into the room. “Now, I want you to stay in here, where it's nice and safe. I won't be gone for more than a couple of minutes. If I see that you've tried to climb out, I'll be very upset with you.” He picked up a small teaspoon and held the object in front of his left eye. I'll use this to scoop out that eyeball, young man.”
 
   Kevin pulled her through the kitchen, pausing to retrieve the maroon dressing gown that he'd folded up and placed on a chair earlier. “Here, put this on.” she was resistant at first. She probably thought that waking around naked would tempt him into sex. She soon changed her mind when Kevin's fingers headed towards her other nipple. She hurriedly wrapped herself up and sniffed. “That's better,” he said, stroking her dirty hair. “I don't think any of the guests will be around at this time, but it's better to be safe, you know?”
 
    Was he being perhaps a little too cautious here? Considering that within a few short hours, these guests of his, sleeping their little dreams behind the doors he'd soon be passing, would soon find those dreams turned into living nightmares. Oh what joy it was going to be! He couldn't wait to start the cutting, he already had a few ideas on how to proceed. Of course, he'd have to try them out on the tongueless wonder first. After all, he needed to be professional about this.
 
    No, of course he wasn't being too cautious. Not every part of tiny head had been sliced, burnt and scraped out of the new Kevin, only the weak sections, the bit he no longer needed. His caution was fused into his very being. That was going nowhere.
 
   Kevin led the woman through the ground floor. He had to admit that it did bring joy to watch her facial expressions go through a kaleidoscope of emotions as she saw the exterior of her dark world for the first time in many years. 
 
   He suspected that the owners before them (He'd take their name but never called them his parents) must have undergone the same initiation as he did. What Kevin didn't understand was why the torture was left so late. From the evidence presented, the pair of them were perfectly capable of handing over truckloads of damaged soul for the spirits to munch down on.
 
   Kevin stopped dead, he flailed out his arm, his fingers hooking around the edge of the reception desk.  He saw cakes. His head was filled with pictures of thousands of little pink cakes, each one in the shape of a heart. He shook his head violently, managing to give the girl a grateful smile when she copied his earlier motion and ran her fingers through his hair. 
 
   He counted to five, took a couple of deep breaths and stayed still, and waited for the grotesque images to dissipate. What the fuck was that? Kevin took another deep breath, seriously hoping that this wasn't the start of a mental breakdown. He focussed on the girl's concerned face.
 
   “I'm okay,” he said. “Just went a bit dizzy.” Kevin led her over to the foot of the stairs. “I'm going to make sure that you're sparkly clean, and then we're going to find you some pretty clothes to wear. Do you remember dressing up?”
 
   She nodded and smiled.
 
   “I thought you would. Come on.” Kevin took her up the stairs, still concerned over that picture invasion. It was an invasion, there's no fucking way that image had sprang from his mind. Was this how it started with the ones before them? From what he remembered, putting those two through the torture had done more harm than good.
 
   Both him and the girl were already on their way to becoming the next hotel curators. The woman used to take the girl out of the cellar and dress her in pretty little dresses while the man began Kevin's training. 
 
   He stopped again and stared at the walls and ceilings, paying particular attention to the dark corners and the cracks in the walls. Those spirits must be out there somewhere, it made sense that they were watching the pair of them, there could even be a chance that the ghost-bastard fuckstains could even be reading the doubt and confusion in his mind.
 
   The fact that Alistair blamed all of this on him when in fact it was all their fault for subjecting the other two to that ordeal. The fuckers.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   Kevin almost lost his grip and tumbled down the stairs! “Wait, you mean you.” He licked his lips. “You can really talk?”
 
   She nodded happily. “Kevin, I want you to bathe me.” She shivered. “I would really like that. To touch me, to rub my body clean with hot, soapy water. Then I need you to make delicious love to me.” She pulled him tight against her body. “Then you can find me a pretty dress to wear.”
 
   He felt as though his head had just burst open. Kevin managed to wrestle his body out of her vice-like hold, then raced up the rest of the stairs before leaning against the landing. It took effort not to pinch himself to make sure this wasn't yet another one of their fucking dream games. How the fuck could the girl talk? The other man had cut out her tongue, he'd seen it!
 
   “Come here,” he growled. The girl kept her head lowered as she climbed the stairs. Her pace reminded him of a naughty dog afraid to approach their master. It pleased him to hear her quiet sobs.
 
   “I assume you didn't magically grow your own fucking tongue back.” God, he was absolutely furious. This felt like he'd been the victim of the biggest and nastiest practical joke ever. If he didn't think that the cunt-bucket, fuckbastard spirits would put him back in those manacles, he'd push the bitch down those stairs and go back to his original plan of snaring that other woman.
 
   “I was told to do it, Kevin.” She looked down at her filthy feet. “I'm so sorry.”
 
   “By the other two? The ones who're now dead?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, by the lights.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “I was allowed to speak, just never to you. When I was alone down there, I had Mr Bone, Mr Brick and the spider families. I also talked to the lights I saw when I slept.”
 
   She gently stroked the back of his hand. “The lights are the ones who said to fill my mouth with tomato sauce. To pretend they'd cut out my tongue. They said if I didn't then they'd kill you. I used to be such a bad girl.”
 
   “The lights,” he repeated.
 
   “That all changed today. They told me what would be happening, that I'd be out of that dark place forever, that I'll be your wife and that we're going to look after the two children. I'm so excited.”
 
   Things were happening way too fast. He ground his teeth together, so trying to keep his shit together. Kevin took her wrist and pulled the girl past the guest-room doors, even in his flustered state, his caution still reigned supreme.”
 
   “You're hurting me.”
 
   “Shut your hole,” he hissed.
 
   Fuck, what else did he really expect? Of course the spirits were going to involve her. To leave everything to him alone was obviously dumb, considering just how much respect the fuckers had for him. He forced himself to try to relax. Despite how he currently felt, Kevin still had a job to do.
 
   Kevin felt some of that stress leave his body once they were clear of the guest room doors. He even relaxed his grip on her wrist. He stopped in front of the door that led into the forbidden area, the rooms previously occupied by the two before them. Kevin fished into his pockets to retrieve the key. Strange how he felt absolutely no trepidation into going in here now. Thinking about it, perhaps it was never there in the first place? At least not from him. Like the cake image, he suspected that not everything that he saw or experienced was a product coming from him alone.
 
   “I only did as they told me,” 
 
   “Oh, stop your blabbering. Really, it doesn't matter.” He pushed the key into the lock and turned it. “Come on, let's get you comfortable.” Kevin pushed open the door and pulled the girl into rooms that for the past few years, he'd so tried his utmost to block from his mind.
 
   The torrent of old images, smells and thoughts rammed into his head. He fell to his knees, finding his voice desert him as he tried to scream. Through tear-blurred vision, Kevin saw the girl skip and dance through the dust-filled room, whilst singing an unfamiliar nursery rhyme. 
 
   Judging from her behaviour, either the girl hadn't noticed that he was in utter mental torment or she just didn't care. This time, Kevin really did feel that his head was about to detonate. He tried to cry out one more time, silently sobbing at the sight of the girl vanishing into the bedroom. The memories continued to pour into his head. No matter what he tried, he just couldn't halt the deluge of previously suppressed thoughts.
 
   He stared at the room where the ones before him used to fuck, watching a figure emerge. Only it wasn't the girl, he saw the large woman. She walked up to his shivering frame then stopped. The woman bent down, grabbed the hem of her flowery dress and pulled it up over her shoulders before she slowly lowered herself onto his face.
 
   Kevin found his voice and he shrieked at the sight of that moist hole coming closer. Before contact, black oblivion thankfully claimed him.
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   The teen now known as Kevin Morris clamped his jaw tight, feeling his built up scream whistling through the gaps in his teeth. Thankfully, the roar of the ice water biting into his shoulder blades drowned out the noise.
 
   He was getting better at not allowing that bastard to witness his pain. Kevin assumed that was the plan, to toughen him up, to turn him into a real man, to turn him into his dad. The hosing down was a new one. This was only his second bout. The last time, Kevin had screamed, and for that, the bastard had aimed that hose at Kevin's balls.
 
   Kevin kept the palms flat against the slimy brick wall, so trying not to flinch as the man systematically directed the jet across his naked body. The man had already done his front. He'd cleaned his neck, his shoulder blades, and now moved down his back. It would be all over in a few more minutes. Kevin knew that he'd be able to stay still and quiet. Just another couple more minutes and his dad would allow him to dress, this time, in his own clothes and not one of his mother's old dresses.
 
   “Okay, shitbag. You're clean. Now stop shivering and cover your skinny frame. You still have work to do.”
 
   Kevin caught the overall thrown in his direction, stifling a moan. This was something new. Kevin expected to be taken back into the cellar, and into the waiting arms of Angela. She'd been very clinging of late. Kevin didn't have a clue what was wrong with her, not that he would complain about getting a hug from her, not at this minute.
 
   He clambered into the grey overall, noting that it stunk of cow shit. He just hoped his dad wasn't thinking of hosing him down after whatever punishment, this fat bastard had in store for him. He wasn't sure he'd be able to cope with two hosings in one day.
 
   The man then shocked Kevin senseless by throwing something else at him. Kevin just about managed to catch it before the package smacked him in the forehead. Kevin turned the clear plastic Tupperware dish around in his fingers. All of a sudden the horrible man was being nice to him? He looked up silently questioning the unexpected gift of food, only to discover the man in front of him smiling.
 
   “What's with the gawking, Shitbag? Anybody would think that I never feed you.” He screwed up his face. “I hope you're not thinking that?”
 
   Kevin violently shook his head, not wanting the bastard to take this prize out of his hands.”
 
   “No, of course you're not. Stop pulling a face then. You look like a dead fish. I expect you to eat all of that. Believe me, you're going to need your strength. The man picked up the end of the hose and rolled it up, making his way towards the open shed door.
 
   Kevin continued to turn the box around, watching the contents tumble. Through the frosted plastic, he saw a packet of crisps, a blue packet. That meant salt and vinegar. His favourite. He looked up, watching the man's huge bulk block out the afternoon sun, wondering why he was suddenly being so nice to him. There was an apple in there too, as well as a, what he hoped, were some sandwiches, wrapping up in aluminium foil. He moved away from the soaked stone floor and sat down on his old overturned metal bucket.
 
   Just unclipping the plastic lid brought back so many pleasant, nostalgic memories. Back when he was a lot younger, his mother always used to give him a box, just like this at lunchtime. He was even allowed to eat the contents whilst he sat on her knee. He could still remember the warm feel of her ponderous breasts on the back of his head as he tucked into his apple, or slurped on his fruit juice.
 
   There would be no cushion of warm flesh to comfort him on this occasion. Not that he was all that bothered, just the fact that could actually eat some normal food for change gave him enough contentment. There was only so much human meat he could stomach.
 
   His father had even put in a snack-size packet of biscuits as well! In his excitement, Kevin hadn't noticed them until now. His smile grew wider and he almost forgave his father for the wet punishment he'd just endured when Kevin found the man had packed in his favourite, a single packet of custard creams. The cautious part of him, examined the plastic, just to make sure that they hadn't been tampered with.
 
   He carefully unwrapped the foil to reveal two sandwiches, each one sliced diagonally. The cuts were just perfect. Had his father really taken the time to prepare this? He wasn't exactly the most dainty of men. He kind of imagined his father slicing these in two with a huge axe, still coated with the wet gore from his last victim.
 
   They looked rather splendid. His rumbling stomach agreed and told him to eat them and be quick about it. His crisps and biscuits could wait until later. He knew full well that if he didn't obey his body, there would be no serious thinking, no pondering as to why his father had been so nice to him all of a sudden.
 
   He first poked his forefinger through the tuna mayonnaise, probing for unwanted added ingredients like ground glass or bits of metal.
 
    It took him just seconds to demolish all four sandwich sections. He even licked a few bits of tuna trying to escape out of the foil. This was so strange, since when did his dad become the ultimate sandwich maker? It pained him to admit that the fat man's sandwiches were light years better than what she used to create for him, back before they both went through the change.
 
   Just the right amount of mayonnaise, a pinch of salt and plenty of good quality butter on the whole-wheat bread. The only thorn in this otherwise splendid meal was when Kevin noticed the dried blood under his fingernails. It brought back the annoying reminder that despite this bonus meal, the forlorn hope that his dad had somehow regressed back to before. This food was just a flash in the pan, never to be repeated.
 
   Kevin dug around the detritus on the floor, grinning when he found the broken end of a wooden peg. It didn't take him that long to clean out the remains of Mrs Kirkwood. He didn't want any of her to contaminate the rest of his food. The fact that his dad probably made those sandwiches still dripping with the old woman's juices had occurred to Kevin but as far as he saw it, as he hadn't been present, there was no way of knowing so he didn't let it worry him.
 
   The biscuits stayed in the box while he pulled open the crisp packet. He couldn't help himself, Kevin just had to taste the crisps.
 
   This food gift had to be a temporary peace offering, a carrot before the fat man showed him the stick. Kevin filled his mouth with crisps, not even wishing to contemplate what form the stick could be. Could it be as bad as what his dad had done to that woman?
 
   Mrs Kirkwood had awoken at precisely four this morning. That's when his dad used the master key to enter the room, with Kevin following his dad inside.
 
   She had never been the most compliant of guests. On her first night, the woman had requested a different room, complaining of a strange odour that just wouldn't go away no matter what she tried. Mrs Kirkwood did look most upset and throughout the whole episode, she wouldn't stop apologising to his mum or his dad. 
 
   From his usual position behind the reception desk, he watched everything, he especially enjoyed how both his parents so tried to keep their tempers in check. Did the old woman know just how close she had come to dying right there and then? Nothing could be done though, there were other people present, also, it really wasn't the woman's fault. If there was a bad smell then that would be his parents fault for not cleaning out the room properly. He actually felt sorry for the poor woman.
 
   That pity turned to bemusement and then soon shifted to annoyance the next morning.
 
   His dad had allowed him to leave the cellar a full hour before breakfast. Even before Angela had awoken. This meant he could sit on his usual spot and watch all the fun and games involving the woman who wanted to change her rooms.
 
   Mrs Kirkwood complained about the hard chair in the dining room. She complained that her egg wasn't soft enough, she even accused the Patterson family, sitting at the table next to her, that one of them had put salt in her coffee. To top it all, the woman even found the time to stand up and announce to the rest of the guest doing their best to ignore her that this just had to be the worst hotel she'd stayed in.
 
   Kevin watched the proceedings with great interest. He so enjoyed people watching. Her posture told him that this woman expected to leave this hotel without paying, that the hotel owners would do anything to keep her happy and appeased.  He got the impression that she did this kind of thing often. Kevin placed his elbows on the desk and settled his head between his hands, while mentally projecting the image of what his dad had done to the entire Brown family. They were the ones who stayed in the room last. Apart from the little girl, the rest of them were now hung in the walk in freezer. Both he and Angela had eaten that girl whilst she was still fresh.
 
   No matter how hard he projected that thought, the silly woman refused to pick it up. He silently sighed, knowing he'd done his part in trying to help her out. Was she even aware that she had signed her own death warrant? He didn't even need to watch his dad's left hand clench and unclench to know that she wouldn't live to see another day.
 
   It was the whole irony of the situation that put a smile on Kevin's face. Mrs Kirkwood would have been one of the rare individuals allowed to leave the hotel unharmed. Waking up to discover Kevin wearing a dress five sizes too big for him leaning over her head must have been a bit of a shock for the woman.
 
   Not as much of a shock as having a huge hand clamped over her mouth, followed by a rabbit punch in the guts. Through what must have felt like a nuclear explosion going off in her stomach, she heard no hissing, no snarling or gloating. Both of them worked with speed. Aware of the incredible risk factor in transporting their target out of the designated public areas.
 
   They secured tape over her mouth and bound her wrists and ankles, before slipping a draw string cloth bag over the woman's head. The woman didn't weigh that much but this advantage was offset by her wriggling like she was on fire.
 
   His dad punched her again then slung her now still body over his shoulder while Kevin softly opened her door.
 
   The fat man accused Kevin of being over cautious, telling him that moving the targets into a safe area had never presented any problem. Even if one of the bunnies were light sleepers or suffered from insomnia, and just happened to walk out at the exact moment when they were moving a body, so what?
 
   It just meant more flesh to play with. 
 
   He pushed Kevin out of the way and trampled along the carpet, making no attempt to soften his movements, while Kevin stood there, his hand still gripping that metal handle, terrified that one of them would open their door. His dad reached the last door, turned around and grinned at Kevin before raising his fist and braying on the door. Kevin yelped and raced towards his father, hearing shuffling noises coming from inside the Patterson's room.
 
   His dad just chuckled whilst he carried the woman's body down the stairs.
 
   Kevin heard a door clicking open once they'd both entered his dad's jointing room. The man looked down at Kevin, still grinning as the door clicked shut. There were occasions when he wasn't sure if his dad was trying to prove a point or playing a prank on him.
 
   Mrs Kirkwood managed to stay alive for almost three hours. For the first time since the change, his dad didn't kill her immediately. Perhaps if she hadn't been such a whiny little bitch, the gobby woman might had been given a quick and relatively pain-free execution. Then again, if she had kept her mouth shut, she would have left their hotel and tootled down the road in that fucked up car she'd turned up in. Her mouth running off had put her shivering naked body on dad's stone slab.
 
   Kevin thought his dad tried to make a statement in the woman's final hours. Kevin wasn't too sure as to whom his statement was directed at though, as it's not as though Mrs Kirkwood would be leaving this room in one piece. 
 
   He had stripped her and got the woman's body on the slab before she was even aware of her fate. Perhaps his two punches had done more damage than he intended? Not that it mattered. Once he was satisfied she wasn't going to move, he grabbed his favourite Stanley knife and cut one inch slits into each side of her face. 
 
   In the blink of an eye, he'd really given the daft cow something to complain about. 
 
    Kevin turned the crisp packet inside out and licked off the tiny crisp crumbs and flavour residue. It could be a while before he tasted these again so he intended not to waste even a single speck.
 
   Why didn't his dad fuck the old woman? He pondered on that thought whilst watching the man peel the skin from the top of her thighs. It wasn't because of her age. His dad had never care about that before. The fat man would push that cock of his into any hole. In fact it was pretty much a certainty that once his blood was up, his pants would be around his ankles. Not this time though, and that fact worried Kevin more than it should have done.
 
   Annie Kirkwood was sixty-nine, and was so looking forward to her big seven '0' in August.
 
   The woman had over eleven thousand pounds in her savings account, owned two houses and been married four times. Kevin had discovered all of that and many other interesting facts whilst doing the inventory on her possessions, including that Annie Kirkwood was on her way to visit her younger sister and was due to get there in five days time. She had bookings for another five hotels in her bag. Kevin took pride in knowing that their intervention had saved another five hotel owners a great deal of stress and anxiety. The woman wouldn't be annoying anybody else ever again, dad had hung what was left of the shredded carcass in the freezer. He told Kevin that she was to be the first person to go through his new wood chipper.
 
   Kevin placed the Tupperware box beside him, stood up and slowly made his way over to the shed doorway. Okay, so this was a little strange. He saw no sign of his dad. He had rolled up the hose and just vanished. Kevin wasn't too sure what to do. He placed a hand over his mouth to suppress a yawn before turning back. He still had his custard creams to eat yet. 
 
   Kevin thrust his hands into the pockets of the overalls and discovered they weren't completely empty. He sat back down, his left hand clenched around something long, cold and solid. He placed the Tupperware box back on his lap and pulled out his fist. “What do we have here?” he said uncurling his fingers. 
 
   It was the key to his parent’s private rooms. His heart began to beat a little faster. Kevin hadn't been allowed up there for years. They'd been no explanation as to why his visiting privileges were cut but he did have the suspicious feeling that perhaps Dad might have suspected Kevin and Mum were getting a little too close.
 
   There was no way that this had been left in these pockets by mistake, no way at all. Dad didn't make mistakes. This was the fucking stick! He began to sweat, not daring to move. Kevin looked at that single packet of biscuits and felt the chewed up contents of that box suddenly wanting to jump back in there. Once found, he couldn't ignore it. Kevin had to go. He'd been summoned, this was how things worked.
 
   Why couldn't he have found this damn key after he'd finished off every item in his pleasure box? It so wasn't fair. There's no way he's be able to eat those biscuits now. Kevin dug around the mess on the floor until his foot found the lid. He clipped it on the container and placed the box on top of his bucket before making his way out of the shed. Fucking hell, this felt as though he'd just eaten his last meal before his execution.
 
   Like the stick would turn into him ending up on dad's slab. That thought was too ridiculous for words. With luck, it would be a nice foam covered stick as opposed to one wrapped in barbed wire, with a few nails sticking out of the end. He didn't think his water soaked body could take another beating.
 
   He followed the stone path that ran from dad's shed and up to the locked gate. Once through that, he'd be back inside the hotel's public grounds, and a bit more closer to what his dad had lined up for him.
 
   The hotel's shadow touched him just before he reached that gate and a cold chill ran down the middle of his spine. Deep down, Kevin knew that it was nothing more that the sudden lack of sunlight combined with the fact that the fat cunt now waiting for him jet-washed his body in ice-cold water. Even so, this didn't kill the fear, nor did it allow him to lift his eyes off his bare feet.
 
   His final destination, the room their room, his pretend parents' sacred chamber looked down on this side of the hotel grounds. For all he knew, his dad could be watching him from the window, just waiting for Kevin to look up and give him a hateful, defiant glare.
 
   Kevin slammed back the bolt and pulled the six foot gate towards him. He immediately felt a pair of eyes scrutinising his movements. They didn't belong to his psychotic fake parent from twenty foot above him, these belonged  to someone much closer to Kevin.
 
   Oh God, this was so uncomfortable. Those baby blue eyes tracked his every movement. Watching, staring, probably judging. Just who did she think she was? He pushed his lips between his teeth, reminding himself that he should be used to this by now. The hotel guests, most of them, remembered their manners. They treated the grounds and the staff with a little decency. This never seemed to apply to their kids though. 
 
   He knew exactly why all the private areas were clearly marked and locked at all times. Kevin attempted to calm himself down by giving the Patterson girl a wane smile.
 
   The little shit responded by giving him the single finger and pushing out her tongue. Unreal, the little bitch couldn't be any older than fifteen, just a couple of years younger than himself. Kevin maintained an air of professionalism by not responding to her provocations.  
 
   As he trundled towards the main doors, he created a mental comparison list between him and that Patterson girl. Christ, what was her name? Christina or Charlotte, something like that. In her favour, she was very pretty. Judging from the way she dressed and her interactions with the other males in the hotel, (Except for him of course, the nasty bitch) she already knew how to flirt. Kevin had seen the dirty tart flutter her eyebrows at his dad. This probably meant that she had a boyfriend back home, maybe even two. Christina or was it Cassie had no doubt spread her legs on a few occasions already. Her parents obviously spoilt her rotten and let her get away with absolute murder. Kevin had to suppress a smirk at that thought.
 
   She probably lived in a very pleasant leafy and expensive area. He got that impression from their well-crafted clothes and the top of the range BMW they'd arrived in. She no doubt had lots of friends, and every weekend they all go to the cinema, or bowling, maybe even ice-skating.
 
   All of which he scored a big fat zero against his name. Kevin wasn't even allowed out of the hotel grounds, never mind going to the cinema. He reached the front doors and turned around, watching the spiteful cow hit mum's roses with a thin stick.
 
   She also had very large breasts for her age. They moved in an opposite direction to her when she jumped around, destroying those flowers. He slowly smiled. What she didn't have though was a guarantee that her life would continue past four in the morning.
 
   Kevin hurried inside and climbed the stairs, he even found himself whistling a little tune. Let Dad do whatever he wanted. It wouldn't be any worse to what the mean bastard had done to him in the past. Unlike the Patterson girl, Kevin Morris would at least live to see the sun come up.
 
   He was going to ask the fat man if he could help him with the Patterson family tonight. In fact, he would insist upon it. He was going to fuck her mum then he would fuck her too. Dad wouldn't mind that, he always did admonish Kevin for his lack of sexual stamina. Kevin might have to wait though. His dad liked them young and tender. 
 
   He'd like to see the dirty little bitch stick out her tongue while she lay on the slab, her arms and legs stabbed down while his pushed himself into her. He would even squeeze those breasts as hard as he could. That would teach her for treating him like something she'd just stood in.
 
   The door next to him opened and the girl's mother walked out. She gave him a small smile before making her way down the stairs. He had to turn around to hide his erection. Kevin raced past all the other doors and slammed through the double doors at the end of the corridor. The private sanctum was now within sight. He pulled out the key and held it tight as his feet ate up the last few metres.
 
   Pushing the key into the lock and turning it was one of the most difficult tasks Kevin had ever accomplished. It was such an anti-climax when he tentatively pushed the door inwards and found nothing in there but floating dust and the faint smell of talcum powder. His mind then casually informed him that Kevin might have got it all wrong, that the key really had been left in there by accident, that his dad was right now waiting impatiently for him in the shed, that when he looked out of the window, he'd seeing his dad looking up at him, silently growling whilst holding a packet of custard creams in one hand and the hooked up hose in the other.
 
   The window was right in front of him. It called out, needing Kevin to gaze through that dirty glass. What else could he do? Kevin slowly made his way over to the window, trying to keep his eyes from straying, but he couldn’t help himself. He wasn’t the only member of their dysfunctional family not allowed to enter these rooms. His dad had locked that door and as far as Kevin knew nobody had been in here for almost a decade. Lying beside the skirting board, next to his mum’s old chair, Kevin spotted her favourite hairbrush. It seemed like only yesterday when he used that to unknot her hair, brushing those locks until they shined.
 
   Everything in this room had some nostalgic value. Kevin wished he hadn’t come up here now, it brought back too many pleasant thoughts. It reminded him exactly how shit his life had become.
 
   It so wasn’t fair.
 
   He reached the window and gazed down at the expanse of green, saddened to see that even those two red blocks of colour, his mum’s rose beds had gone. His sadness found comfort in watching the Patterson girl’s mum giving her a right bollocking. Kevin could see right down both their tops, yet getting another erection was the last thing on his mind.
 
   “Well, you took your time getting here,” growled the voice of his dad.
 
   Kevin dare not move a muscle. Down below, the two Patterson females were continuing their heated argument, obviously not realising that they should be savouring their time left, and not wasting it on pointless words.
 
   Pointless words were not on the agenda up here. Every harsh syllable barked from that cruel mouth felt like a punch in the guts. He must have walked past the man without even noticing him. How had he managed to do that? It made a complete mockery of his supposed cautious nature.
 
   “Don’t make me repeat my words, Kevin.”
 
   He did as ordered, knowing those mental punches would turn into physical ones if he didn’t obey. Kevin sucked back a terrified sob and the sight of his dad stood over a bound up body. It hadn’t been only his dad he’d walked past. Kevin had gone straight to the window without even realising his mum was in here as well!
 
   The fat man took his foot off her shoulder and bent down, holding a serrated bread knife over her exposed throat. “I sense that you want to help her?”
 
   Kevin ran forward only to find himself flying backwards and crashing against the chair. He shook away the dizziness before wrapping his fingers around the chair leg. “If you’ve hurt my mum, I swear I’ll fucking end you!”
 
   The other man chuckled. “Oh, so now you’re suddenly a real man? What if I’ve already killed her then? Will you still try to end me?”
 
   “No, please. Don’t say that.”
 
   “Fuck, you’re such a girl. I should have left you in that cellar to rot. You’re going to be no good to me.” 
 
   His dad placed his foot against the woman’s shoulder. “They said that I was to carve you, to shape you into someone capable of performing the duties needed. They said you were the best candidate. Those fuckers never took this fag bag’s unhealthy obsession with young boy meat into consideration.” He growled as he strained to push her forward. She rocked a couple of times before landing flat on her back. “There, you see. She’s still alive.”
 
   Her eyes darted around the room before finally finding Kevin. He stared into those globes, seeing terror and confusion behind those fleshy orbs. He’d witnessed those emotions countless times in the people they’d taken from the guest rooms, but to see them in the eyes of someone he cared for was the most heart rending experience in his life. “Please, Dad. Don’t kill her!” he screamed, stealing his gaze away from her and looking at that knife he still held in his hands.
 
   “Why would I want to kill her, Kevin? Oh, that’s right, it’s because she’s turned you against me. She has made you soft. How am I supposed to carve you when the material is like fucking bubble gum?” he shouted.
 
   The man stepped over her body and spun the knife around, presenting the handle to Kevin. “Here you go.”
 
   “I’m not going to do it!
 
   “Fine, then cut her free. I’ve washed my hands of the pair of you.” He dropped the knife into Kevin’s palm then retreated over to the window. “Just don’t take too long about it, we still have lunch to prepare.”
 
   Kevin crawled over to his mum, tears rolling down his cheeks. Why did his dad have to be so mean to him all the time? She wouldn’t stop shaking her head. That hurt him, it really cut him deep, the woman obviously thought he was going to do his dad’s bidding. Well he’d show her, Kevin would show the pair of them. He pulled himself up and took hold of her bound wrists, despairing at the amount of duct tape that the vicious bastard had used.  Not that it mattered, this blade would soon cut through all of that. Kevin sawed at the tape, being careful that the blade didn’t nick any of her flesh, an almost impossible task considering how much she struggled. It was almost like she wanted to stay like this. He persevered at the task not listening to her moans as well as ignoring his dad’s quiet laughter.
 
   It was only after he saw thick blood soaking through the last layers of silver tape, coating the knife as well as his hands when he understood exactly why the bastard over there was laughing. Kevin jumped back. He dropped the knife and pressed his hands tight against his mum’s wrists but it did no good. The blood pissed out through the gaps in his fingers.
 
   “You fucking bastard!” That’s why he’d used so much tape. His dad must have tied a compress around her arm, sliced open her wrists before securing the wound with the tape. She was bleeding out and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He sat there, crying and cursing the fat man, still trying to stop her warm blood from streaming through his fingers. He didn’t even notice his dad had moved from the window until he found himself crashing into the wall yet again.
 
   Kevin looked up, shrieking when he saw that the man had a garden spade in his hands. He lifted the tool high then slammed in down, the edge biting through the top of his mum’s head before the metal stuck in the wooden floorboards.
 
   “Right, that’s done.” He dropped a clean set of clothes on the bed. “You are allowed to use the shower, Kevin. Once you’re clean, get dressed then come and help me prepare the food for the guests. Just don’t take all day with it.”
 
   His eyes followed the bastard as he crossed from the window over to the door. Kevin couldn’t hold it in any longer. His mouth stretched open and he howled. He didn’t even notice him leaving the room.
 
   Kevin shut his eyes, still hearing the torment of his own voice battering his ears. He only opened them when he felt something crack him on the shoulders. He slammed his mouth shut and whimpered, fearing the fat man had come back.
 
   “It’s over, Kevin. Come on, you need to wake up!”
 
   He opened one eye and saw the girl from the cellar standing over him, but she had grown up now. The body was nowhere to be seen. Kevin slowly sat up. He saw what was left of his mum’s brush in the corner, next to the chair, but the bristles were missing. Kevin ran the tips of his fingers over the floorboards, until they dipped into a long straight grove in the wood.
 
   The event that he’d just witnessed happened years ago. “What just happened?”
 
   “The lights showed you a piece of your past. I saw it too.” She sat on the edge of their pretend parents’ rotting bed, still wearing the dressing gown. “I’m going to go shower now, Kevin.”
 
   She stood up walked over where he lay, knelt over him and kissed the top of his head. “Hush, Kevin. There was nothing you could have done, even the first time around. What has happened in the past will happen again, it’s how this is played out.”
 
   He lifted his head. “Wait, what do you mean?”
 
   “Do you think that the ones before us were treated any different when they were younger? That pathetic large lady who used to put me in pretty dresses, the one who ended her life in this very spot, wasn’t allowed out of that cellar until she was in her twenties. She had only just figured out how to fit into the role designated for her by the time you and I came onto the scene.”
 
   Kevin got to his feet, looking at this woman in a new light. “How come you know so much about all of this?”
 
   The girl entwined her fingers into his then leaned forward to kiss the tip of his nose. He tried not to flinch, remembering what happened to the last male who got too close to those teeth. She stunk of wood rot and dried blood.
 
   “Don’t bother answering that,” he said. “We still have our jobs to do.” He paused. “How long was I out of it?”
 
   She shrugged. “Not sure, a couple of minutes maybe?”
 
   Kevin ran to the door. “Clean yourself up!” He raced out of the room, running past the guest-room doors, not caring about who saw him now. He took the steps two at a time, desperate to get to his kitchen. Kevin moaned quietly when his worst fears had been realised.
 
   The wheelbarrow was on its side and there was no sign of the mutilated boy.
 
   3
 
   Philip Johnson had no intention of going to sleep in this bloody horrible bed. His boyfriend had obviously had no problems at all. Jack hadn’t stopped snoring for the last two bloody hours. If he hadn’t been so tender in their lovemaking before Jack had nodded off, Philip would have placed his size nines against the small of his back and pushed the noisy monster out of the bed.
 
   Not even he was that mean though. Christ, what in blazes was going through Jack Johnson’s mind when he checked in for three nights in this creepy hotel? It even looked this shitty in the brochure that landed on their doormat. Thinking back, Philip should have popped it in the pedal bin as soon as he picked it up. 
 
   He pumped up the hard pillow for the ninth time, wondering if that creepy dude who appeared to be in charge of this place smelled as though he took baths in lemon scented disinfectant. It wasn’t just the creep’s rather suspect bodily hygiene that sent warning bells ringing in his head. This whole place reeked of wrongness. It wasn’t just Mr Lemon Smell, the freak with the charming smile and eyes that froze the blood in your veins. Everything about this place felt wrong. He’d already explained to Jack how uncomfortable he felt here, and Jack had almost managed to allay his fears. He sighed. It probably also explained why the lovely man had gone to such lengths in pleasing him in this bed. Jack was nothing if not predictable.
 
   Right now though, sitting up in the most uncomfortable bed on the planet, at just past midnight, those earlier uncomfortable feelings were turning to cold fear. It didn’t help with the odd sounds he’d been hearing for the past few minutes or the faint smell of spoilt pork that kept tickling his nostril hairs.
 
   “Jack, are you awake?” He shook the man’s shoulder. “You awake, buddy?” He was so tempted to give the man a light slap on the cheek. Philip received a couple of grunts and some unintelligible murmur before Jack wrapped himself tighter in the quilt and curled up into the foetal position. “Thanks for nothing.” He slid out of the bed and pushed his bare feet into his pink slippers. 
 
   “Bugger it. I’ll make myself a hot chocolate.” The sound of his voice did help to push some of that fear back to where it had sprung from. Philip walked over to the coffee making facilities, sighing again when he saw no sachets of chocolate.  “Oh, just fantastic. Now what am I going to do?”
 
   Jack moaned again. This time he turned over and hugged Philip’s pillow.
 
   “Thanks, a fat lot of good you are.”
 
   The pair of them were on their way to meet up with a couple of Jack's mates on the other side of the county. The idea was to celebrate Jack walking out of university with a BA in Geology.  After sinking half a dozen pints each, as well as God knows how many shots, the idea of sleeping rough in the mountains sounded like the most profound idea on the planet. Perhaps Jack's leaving party might not have been the best place to plan out a short holiday? Considering the last time Philip had slept under the stars was when he was a kid, on some camping site with his parents and younger sister.
 
   After a few of those yummy Yeager bombs that Jack had forced down his neck, any reservations about sleeping in some old tent went right out of the window. Heck, he'd have agreed to sleeping on the other side of Mars as long as both Keith and Adam were going to be there too.
 
   Philip crossed over to the window and used his forefinger to push the curtain back an inch. He was doing it again. First it was the cat's fault that they were in this horrid and itchy place, now he was blaming Jack's friends because their Jeep down there was full of camping gear.
 
   “Perhaps you should be blaming yourself?” Yeah why not? After all, if he hadn't been that drunk in the first place as well as fancying both of Jacks friends, there's a good chance that both of them would now in their own comfortable bed, with their pet doggy, Candyfloss, sleeping at the foot of the bed.
 
   Curse his rampant libido. He looked back at his sleeping partner, still wondering if he'd misinterpreted the signals he had received from both Keith and Adam. Both men were gorgeous, they spent their life in the great outdoors, consequently, their bodies (the bits he'd seen) were superb, and they knew it too. Jack had already told him that before he fell in love with Philip, he'd slept with both of the boys, at the same time.
 
   This line of thinking was so not making him sleepy. He let go of the curtain and walked over to the dresser. In any other hotel, this would be where the TV would be. That's another thing about this place, the distinct lack of technology. It was like they'd time travelled back fifty years. Neither of their phones would pick up a signal either.
 
   He sat on the side of the bed, so wishing he could go to sleep. He wished Jack was awake. Philip also wished Candyfloss was here. At least the dog would stay awake long enough for Philip to give him a hug.
 
   “I wish I wasn't here.”
 
   That weird smell was back. He gazed over at the locked door. Whatever it was, that's where it came from. Philip ran his fingers up Jack's arm, stopping when he reached the man's shoulders. That smell was getting worse. Bloody hell, why had his snoring monster's nose not already fallen off? “Jack!” he hissed. “Come on, wake up.”
 
   Philip's heart slammed into his mouth when something on the other side of that dark wooden panelled door knocked three times.
 
   “Jack!” he grabbed the man's shoulder and pushed him. “Come on, you. Will you please wake up!”
 
   Something knocked again.
 
   Jack opened his eyes. “Dude, it's still dark.”
 
   Philip pushed his boyfriend's face towards the door. “There's something on the other side. It keeps knocking!”
 
   Jack slid out of Philip's hold tuned on his back and pulled the other man down. “Right,” he smiled. “God, you'd do anything to make me have you.” He snorted. “You're such a bitch.”
 
   Philip pulled the man's hands off his neck and jumped out of the bed. “For crying out loud, Jack. I'm serious, there's somebody out there.”
 
   The other man's smile slipped from his face when something slammed into the door.
 
   “What the fuck?” Jack climbed out of bed, pulled on his dressing gown and sneaked over to the door. “Pass me that clock,” he whispered.
 
   Philip grabbed the bright red alarm clock from Jack's side and ran over. “What do you think it is?”
 
   Jack shrugged. “No idea.” he paused. “Wait, what the fuck is that vile smell?” He pressed his hand flat against the door. “Get ready,” he hissed. The man grabbed the door handle, slammed it down and jumped back, yelping when another figure fell into the room.
 
   Philip ran past Jack and dropped to his knees. “Oh my God!” He looked up at Jack. “Call the police, call for an ambulance. Don't just stand there, do something!” 
 
   Who on earth could have done this to the poor boy? “It's okay, you're going to be just fine now, I promise.” Philip ran back to the bed and retrieved his pillow. “Anything?”
 
   Jack shook his head. “There's nothing, no signal from either phones! I'll use the one on the desk downstairs, that'll work.”
 
   Philip grabbed the man's arm and pulled him away from the door. “Don't you dare.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How do you think he got into this state? For crying out loud, man. It must be that creepy guy who smells of lemons. It'll be him who done this to him. Go knock on the other doors, Jack. One of them is bound to have a phone that works.” He crouched beside the boy, gently lifted his head and placed the pillow under there. 
 
   The poor boy was obviously the source of the foul smell. Philip dare not think about where he'd been put for him to get into such a state. He ran his eyes down the boy's naked body, looking for any other signs of injury. The thick crust of dried blood, covering the backs of his ankles hinted to why he'd fallen into the room. He jumped up and ran over to the door. There was a trail of blood all the way up the stairs. He spun around. “Jack, don't just stand there, gawking. Please will you go get help!”
 
   “And you're sure it's the hotel owner who did this?”
 
   The boy let out a heart-rending howl and began to shake.
 
   Philip ran back to him. “There's your answer, Jack. Now go!”
 
   He gently stroked the boy's arm. “You rest easy now, lad. Everything is going to be okay now. We'll have you in a hospital bed in no time.”
 
   Jack joined him beside the boy. “You go. I'll keep him company. Besides, I'm the one with first aid training.”
 
   Philip stood up and scowled. There were times when he found Jack really annoying. “Are you going to put the alarm clock back now?” He grabbed Jack's dressing gown and slipped it on before he walked over to the open door. “Are you sure you'll be okay?”
 
   “Just go, Philip.”
 
   He wasn't too sure how Jack had managed to turn the tables, right now, he guessed it didn't matter. Philip reached the first door, pulled his dressing gown belt tighter and smashed his fist against the wood.
 
   Was there anyone even in the room next to them? Philip banged again. Still no sound from the other room. “You're wasting time here.” He crossed the corridor, knowing for a fact that the nice couple they met earlier was staying in this room. Philip and Angela Steadford got on like a house on fire at breakfast. Especially when the woman explained the pair of them were going to visit some cave system, a few miles past the next town. He told her that Jack loved going caving and in a few months' time his boyfriend was going to take him potholing.
 
   The woman's hubby had looked on with a silent scowl just visible above his fake smile. Philip figured the man wasn't too keen on handsome strangers chatting to his lovely wife. His icy composure only melted away when the silly fool realised that Philip and Jack were an item and Philip had no plans to elope with Angela Steadford after all.
 
   He knocked on the door, his ears filled with the sound of that poor boy trying to speak. How could anyone do that to another human being? It defied all reasoning. “Come on, you two,” he hissed. “Wake up!” Philip dispensed with the polite knock and brayed on the door with both hand, just hoping they hadn't gone for a walk.
 
   “Because going for a stroll is a perfectly acceptable thing to do at three in fucking morning, Philip.”
 
   He grabbed the door handle and turned it, expecting it to be locked. Philip was already making up a speech to give to the remaining guests. The one's with the little boy, and the scary man who'd already threatened to give Jack a slapping for looking at his wife funny.
 
   The door swung inwards, and Philip stood there, looking into a room identical to theirs, not sure what to do now. “Is there anybody in there?” The room was empty, in fact their double bed looked as though it hadn't even been slept in. That couldn't be right. Only a few hours ago, he'd given the woman a friendly wave, just before she'd gone into this room. Their car hadn't moved either. He noticed their dark green hatchback parked next to his jeep when he looked out of the window earlier.
 
   “Hello?” Philip took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold. It wasn't just the made up bed that threw him. This room really was all ready for the next guest. There was nothing out of place in here. This didn't make any sense. Philip paused when he did notice something out of place. There were a small pair of scissors left of the bedside dresser. He stepped over to the door that opened into the bathroom and knocked twice, seriously beginning to doubt his memory. “Hello, is there anybody in there?”
 
   After waiting a couple more seconds, he looked back towards the door, deciding that he was either in the wrong room or the Steadfords really had left. What was to stop them from ringing a taxi?
 
   “They rang for a taxi using the phone that you wanted to borrow?”
 
   Philip didn't move away from the door. His stubborn mind refusing to accept that unlikely scenario. He put his hand on the handle, knowing deep down that his refusal to believe they had gone was more to do with not wanting to knock on the other guests' door.
 
   “Right, that's it. I'm coming in,” he whispered. “You do know you're walking into an empty room, you bloody coward.” He pushed against the door and stepped inside.
 
   Directly in front of him, Philip saw their luggage. Two matching red suitcases, all packed up, stacked against the white tiles. His mind and gut tilted when his bulging eyes flickered past the luggage and settled on the naked body, curled around the shower base, he looked like he was sleeping with his thumb pushed into his mouth. He looked like road-kill. Mr Steadford was dead.
 
   A slight shift in the shadows dancing on the wall to his right made him pulled his terrified gaze away from Philip's first ever body. He turned his head to discover Mrs Steadford sitting on the toilet, only the woman wasn't alone.
 
   A young blonde-haired woman moved her head to the left. She pushed Mrs Steadford's body off her lap and pressed her forefinger against her lips. Philip stumbled back, staring at Angela's bloodied mouth, he then heard a giggle. 
 
   The blonde woman opened her mouth and leaned forward, then pushed her fingers inside her mouth and pulled out a lump of red meat. Philip groaned aloud, this insane bitch had bitten out Angela's tongue. 
 
   His instinct for survival finally kicked in. He spun around and fled the bathroom, wiping the tears from his cheeks, still not believing what he'd just witnessed. He stumbled over his feet and crashed onto the carpet. Philip had to believe it, for that crazy, tongue eating woman wasn't content with staying inside that slaughterhouse, she was right behind him now, watching him crawl out of the room.
 
   Philip managed to get to his feet and raced from the safety of his room and his Jack. The door slammed shut as soon as he reached his room.
 
   “Let me in, Jack! For crying out loud, man,” he screamed, slamming his fists against the wood. “Will you please open this fucking door!” Philip felt his bladder let go when he saw the blonde woman standing in the middle of the corridor, thick blood dripped down her chin. She paused to lick the bottom of her lip before she pushed one of her shapely legs through the gap in her dressing gown and dragged a fingernail up her thigh.
 
   “Oh fuck, no,” he blabbered. “You have got to be kidding me.”
 
   Philip had to get out of here! He raced down the stairs, suppressing the hysterical laughter that threatened to burst from him when he saw the phone sat on the reception desk. The door to freedom and his jeep lay just metres away now. Philip risked a look behind him. She wasn't there, the crazy woman must have gone back inside that room. “Oh Jack, why didn't you open that door?”
 
   He reached the main doors and stopped, his head felt as though it was going to burst open when he saw the door handle was missing, in fact, he saw no sign that there ever was a door handle, the wood was seamless.
 
   “There must be another door.”
 
   Philip ran past the desk, not even bothering to check to see if that bastard phone worked. He ran through the dining area and into the entertainment room. He and Jack had only entered here once yesterday, and that had been enough. The place had the grace and décor of a nineteen seventies day-room in a mental institution. 
 
   He looked past the two old sofas against the far wall, the rickety table with the box full of old and broken toys, and the black and white television bolted to the wall. He was more concerned about the double doors that should lead into the hotel grounds. They should be directly in front of him. 
 
   The wall was unbroken, from one edge to the next. His mind tilted again, especially at the sight of the scuffed footprints on the lino leading straight into the wall.
 
   “The bloody kitchen!” he gasped. “They're bound to have some kind of goods entrance. Fuck you, wall.” Philip spun around and staggered back into the dining room. God, this place was fucking freezing! He skidded to a stop, wrapped his gown tighter around his body and so tried to calm down. This wasn't real, it couldn't be. Door handles don't just disappear, neither did badly made patio doors suddenly turn into a wall. He stuck his arm out and patted the thin air, guessing that he'd just tapped Jack on the arse. This had to be a dream, what else could it be? The white double doors that he remembered creepy, smiley, lemon-fresh man walking through earlier were right in front of him. “Dream or no dream, it's not like I have any other choice.”
 
   Philip pushed his way through the double doors. He looked across the walls at the back, behind the silver worktops, the microwaves and the two aluminium sinks. He stopped looking when he saw something else that didn't belong in here. There was a small boy sitting on the far counter, swinging his legs from left to right. He raised his head and smiled at Philip.
 
   It was the scary man's little lad. “Hell, there, sonny. Are you lost?”
 
   The boy shrugged his shoulders, then he started to quietly weep.”
 
   Philip hurried over to him. “You looking for mummy and daddy? Come on, let's see if we can find them.” He helped the child off the counter and took his hand. The fear that he felt before had all but gone now. It was still there, no doubt about that. He knew though he now had to be the responsible adult. This boy needed reuniting with his family, no way was he going to allow some optical illusion, or some freaky blonde woman stop him from completing his task. Although, deep down, he did pray that she'd gone back inside that room. Just in case though, Philip opened a drawer and picked out a metal handled knife. “I have an apple upstairs,” he said, showing the boy his most sincere smile. “I don't really like the peel, you see.”
 
   It didn't surprise him to notice the handle on the main doors had reappeared. What did surprise him though was that he wasn't really all that bothered if this was reality or a dream. Taking this little boy back to his parents had instilled him with a sense of courage that he never knew he had. Philip frowned. It's strange how this new found fearlessness only appeared when he took hold of the boy's hand.
 
   “Where did you last see you mummy and daddy?”
 
   The boy released a big sigh and began to weep again.
 
   “Hey, it's okay, they won't be far. We can try looking at your room, sonny. I bet that's where they'll be,” he said, smiling.
 
   This last comment had the effect he'd hoped for. For the first time since finding the lad down there, he actually smiled. Philip grinned back, so glad he'd decided to help the boy. He could always ask the boy's parents to use their phone. He wasn't too sure why he wanted to use the phone, that piece of info had momentarily eluded him. It was important though, that much he was sure of. He smiled at the boy again, what a cute kid.
 
   They both ran up the remaining few steps, hand in hand. The boy then stopped dead just before they reached his parent's room.
 
   “Sonny, are you okay?”
 
   He nodded then pointed to the door on the other side of the hallway. That's where the Stepfords' were staying. He'd given the woman a little wave earlier. He found this whole situation rather confusing. The door swung inwards. It wasn't Mrs Stepford who came out. Philip had seen her before, he was sure of it. For the life in him though, he couldn't place her. She smelled of old lady's perfume, something like his grandma used to wear. How strange, the woman couldn't be any older than thirty. He was sure that dressing gown didn't belong to her either. It was way too big for her. Then again, he should be the one to judge, considering he had Jack's gown on. Philip stifled a chuckle. Maybe that's what they were doing, it's a dressing gown party. He vaguely wondered why he felt so funny, he also wondered where Jack could be.
 
   That poor woman looked absolutely terrified. It wasn't him though, she was scared of the sweet kid, still holding Philip's hand. He so wanted to give her a hug, to calm her down. He was only a little boy, nothing to fear from a little boy.
 
   “You're new at this, so I won't hurt you,” said the boy.
 
   “But, if you fail to keep track of your herd. You're going to find yourself hung up in the room. You won't believe the shit I had to pull to keep this one from leaving. Do we understand each other?”
 
   “Yes,” murmured the woman. She dropped her gaze to her bare feet. “I'm sorry. It won't happen again.”
 
   The boy then let go of Philip's hand. “Your new husband preaches 'Stick to the straight line', Angela. You could do with adopting that too.” He pushed Philip into the waiting arms of the woman. “No more warnings.”
 
   The mental sludge that claimed him when the little boy grabbed his hand fell away, allowing his original emotions of terror and confusion to fill the vacuum. “Oh God. Please, no, let me go!” He struggled in her iron grip but no matter how hard he tried, Philip couldn't get away. His actions came to an abrupt halt when she head butted him.
 
   “You're such an excitable one.” The woman pulled Philip into the room. 
 
   Philip felt blood stained tears coursing down his cheeks as this vile bitch pulled him further into the room. She growled at him.
 
   “I'm supposed to do you quick, gay man, just like Kevin's doing to your man friend.” She swung him hard against the wall.
 
   He howled in agony when he crashed into that wall, feeling something in his shoulder crack. The woman then pushed his weakened body onto the bed and straddled him.
 
   “That can't happen though. You made me look dumb in front of the light. So no poison in your coffee for you, nasty gay man.” She reached over him and picked up something shiny from the bedside dresser.
 
   He cried out one last time when the woman placed the two scissor blades up each nostril. “Please,” he begged. “Please don't do this!”
 
   Angela leaned closer to his face. “Snip, snip,” she said, pressing the handles together.
 
   4
 
   Clouds of distant memory, combined with bewildering dream images prevented David Westwood from reaching the light. Florescent blue spikes pierced the miasma, giving him a glimpse of the dull and vapid reality that he so desired to grasp. Images of uniformed sprites and faintly menacing made-up giant animals constructed from scratched black metal threatened to drag David back down.
 
    He bypassed the inorganic arms and poles that shot from the animals, he swam past the sprites, turning to find they all wore the faces of the men he’d seen die, on some forgotten sun-baked desert. David opened his mouth and roared out the name of his wife, watching the sound leave as a purple bubble.
 
   The bubble rose faster than his body, but it did traverse past the obstacles. From a thousand miles away, he heard himself call out her name. David tried again to call but the sprites had caught up to him. They swarmed over his body, and pushed their spindly legs deep into his flesh, their own bodies then began to disintegrate. Their bodily glues seeped into his every orifice. 
 
   David Westwood shot up in bed. “Fuck me!” he gasped.
 
   He rubbed his calloused fingers across his wet face and took a deep shaky breath, wondering exactly what had awoken him. Not that he was complaining, that was some fucked up dream. It was something about giant tanks and something slimy in uniforms. He sighed, feeling the last of the dream images fading away. 
 
   David absolutely detested the journeys where his damaged mind took him whilst he slept. No, it wasn't the distorted realities, these places plucked from his past and altered, that he had trouble with, it was the simple fact that his dreams would not allow him to take charge, to control their path.
 
   He swung back the covers, allowing the air to cool his sweat-soaked body. Why now? Why, after so long had these bastard dreams suddenly decided to torment his sleep? 
 
   “Like you don't already know the answer to that one, David?” he murmured. Oh, he knew alright, he just didn't want to say it out loud. David swung his legs off the sheet and placed his feet on the carpet. 
 
   The source of his current worry lay just a few feet from their bed. To his left, next to the room door, was another door. This one led into another bedroom. Alistair had a room all to himself. It even had a working radio, something that even this room lacked. Then again, this weird place lacked just about anything technological. He guessed it one of the reasons why his wife chose the place. 
 
    David knew he ought to allow Anna to try this her own way. She deserved at least that. Even so, he still believed that treating the lad with kindness, understanding and tolerance was only going to make Alistair even worse. 
 
   “God help us if that happens,” he murmured. Still, he couldn't discount it until he'd at least gone with her crazy plan. If it doesn't do any good, then he'd just have to go back to the tried and tested method of grounding him and taking away his privileges when he misbehaved. 
 
   After all the crying and begging, followed by promises that he'd be a good boy and never be naughty again, after a couple of weeks, his old ways would return. He'd smack other kids, break windows, steal from the house, even daub paint over neighbour's cars. 
 
   His little boy had obviously inherited most of his genetics from him. David was just the same at Alistair's age. Even his dad's leather belt failed to reign in David's wild behaviour.  A spell in a young offenders' institution followed by the army was how he managed to keep himself from ending up behind bars.
 
   He sighed. Perhaps his own history was the main reason as to why this plan of Anna's was doomed to failure. Oh, Alistair needed supervision alright, so in one sense, this was one good plan. He's unlikely to misbehave when he was within eyesight of one of them for the next few days. The lad still needed discipline though, and he wouldn't get that from Anna. She was such a soft touch, and Alistair knew it.
 
   His wife turned over, giving him the full view of her slender naked back. David licked his finger and drew it down her spine, smiling as she moaned in her sleep. Okay, so maybe she was a soft touch and right now, that suited him just fine.
 
   Her hand snaked around and landed on his hip. Her fingers slid down his front until they found his semi-rigid cock. David released his own man as her fingers expertly massaged his length, He pushed his body closer, moaning again when she parted her thigh and guided his hard cock inside her.
 
   David gripped her tight, his hand squeezing Anna's small, firm breasts while he thrust into her. She cried out in pleasure, pushing her bottom hard against his crotch, tightening her fingers over David's hand, urging him to twist her nipples.
 
   He gladly responded, feeling his orgasm coursing through him. David buried his scream in her hair as he came. She held him inside her, while he gently kissed between her shoulder blades. 
 
   “Do you feeling any better now, darling?” she purred. Anna pushed him over, then climbed out of bed. She returned a moment later and snuggled up against him, her fingers once more finding his penis. “Are you going to tell me why you're still awake, David?”
 
   He shrugged. “I was asleep. Just woke up that's all.” He curled his fingers over her hand. “Don't stop that.”
 
   “So it's nothing to do about Alistair then?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   Her hand slid out of David's fingers and moved up to his chest. “You really are crap at lying, honey.”
 
    He sighed heavily and cursed his rampant libido. Now he'd have to listen to her running off at the mouth again. David placed his bottom lip between his teeth and prepared himself for the onslaught. It wouldn't be that bad, the sound of her voice might even lull him back to sleep. He grinned, so glad that his beautiful wife couldn't read his mind.
 
   “I just don't want you to worry about him, darling.”
 
   “I'm not worried.”
 
   “That fact that you're not snoring away, proves that you are. It's not just that either. You've been like a caged tiger ever since we got here, David. “Just look at what you said to that poor boy at breakfast time. You know the one whose friend drives the jeep.”
 
   “Yeah, I'll admit, that was a bit uncalled for.”
 
   “Just a bit?”
 
   “Okay, a lot. Look, I'll apologise to him in the morning.” She wasn't wrong there. Now that he'd discovered those lads were an item, it's more likely that he was just admiring her jewellery, as opposed to checking out Anna's tits, which was his original assessment.
 
   Her hand moved back down to his crotch. “Good boy. Now close those gorgeous eyes of yours, honey and go back to sleep.”
 
   David didn't need her softly spoken command to do as her bidding. His eyes were already closed. He snuggled up tighter against her warm body, as her gentle and constant rhythm propelled his mind back into the land of nod.
 
   The black sails swallowed the light from the pale moon, its iridescent shimmer throwing back bands of dull red light. The harsh wind pushed the sails rigid, even though there was no wind. The ocean currents threatened to tear the ship apart, to break the deck to matchwood. It rocked and rolled, yet beyond the black horizon, calmness reigned. Waves crashed against the side, he heard muffled cries, he had to help!
 
    David's eyes shot open, just as the bed head smashed against the wall behind him. He stared into the terrified face of his wife, her face just inches from his. His sleep addled brain struggling to make sense of the confusing sounds and images assaulting his brain. David lifted his hand, only to find it snapping back to the side of the bed. The bed head hit the wall again.
 
   “What the fuck?” he gasped.
 
   He tried to lift his head only to find he could only move up a couple of inches, it was then when the dull light seeping through the heavy curtain revealed that Anna had been gagged with a sock stuffed into her mouth and secured with parcel tape. The bed continued to rock back and forward. Fat tears fell from her cheeks onto his chest.
 
   “Anna! Oh God, what is happening?” David jerked at both his hands, he swung his head to the side, finding the reason for his incapacity. Someone had cuffed his wrist to the metal bed frame, it was at this moment when his shrieking mind threw off the last of his heavy sleep. There was somebody else in the room.
 
   Anne's head was pushed into his stomach and a leering, sweat-covered face looked over. David found himself glaring at the hotel owner, and the vile dirty bastard was fucking his Anna! “I'll kill you!” yelled David, frantically tugging at the hand cuffs, trying to block out the wet sounds of the man's front smacking into his wife's rear.
 
   “Oh, so you finally woke up. Look, David, please hush a moment, I've nearly finished.” He gripped the woman's hips and thrust against Anna. The bed head hit the wall again.
 
   He growled in anguish, David's mind dropped into neutral as a red rage took over.
 
   The man above them grabbed Anna's hair and brought up her face then slammed it into his guts. 
 
   “I told you to shut your hole, David! You'll do as you're told or fucking regret it.” Her leaned over his wife's shaking body. “Unless you want me to do your son next? Is that what you want, David? You want to gaze into the frightened eyes of tiny Alistair while I slam my very hard penis into his arsehole?” He pushed again, a quiet grunt leaving his mouth. “Your lovely wife was already rather moist when I took her. Either she was playing with herself while you slept or you two had sex.”
 
   “Please, don't do this.”
 
   “Little Alistair won't be wet until I rip through all those delicate muscles in there. That'll be just great. Warm blood's a great lubricant.”
 
   David put his bottom lip between his lips again, he stared into Anna's tear filled eyes, so wishing she could read his mind now. “I love you,” he mouthed.
 
   After another few more thrusts, the hotel owner let out a deep groan, he dug his nails into her flesh and slammed his hips against her bottom and held it there. “Oh God, that was a good one. I never realised before how an audience makes the experience much more satisfying.” He pulled himself out, picked up David's shirt and wiped himself on the material. “This is so weird you know, David. See, the ones that own me said I should kill you first, make it quick, get it over with.” He walked around the side of the bed, his fingers trailing across Anna's flesh. “They said you were dangerous, a bad boy. A bad boy with a damaged soul. Your wife makes me wet, and you make them wet.”
 
   “Let me go,” whispered David. “Please let me go and I promise we'll go away, we won't tell anyone about this. Just don't hurt Anna or my son.”
 
   “You're my packet of custard creams, David. Something to savour until the last.”
 
   The hotel owner jerked his head towards the door. “What was that?” He ran around the bed and raced over to the door. “Shit,” he growled. That's just what I need. He pulled open the door and looked down both sides of the corridor before bending over. “I can't trust that woman to do anything right.”
 
   David watched the man leave the room. He pulled at the cuffs again, refusing to believe he would die like this. “We'll get out of here!” he hissed. “We're going to get out of this and then I'm going to destroy that cunt for doing this.” He lifted his head as far as he could and spotted the man's trousers lying on the floor, next to Anna's feet. “Listen to me, honey. I need you to move your left foot a little to the side. Push your toes under the clothes and lift your leg. Can you do that for me?”
 
   She managed a small nod.
 
   “Good girl,” he said, watching her legs part. How long did they have before that fucking psycho realised that he'd just ran down the corridor without any pants on? 
 
   Anna pulled up her leg and dropped the other man's trousers on the bed. David suppressed a triumphant grin at the sound of something in those pockets rattling, it might not be the keys, that sound might just belong to some loose change. He looked fearfully at the open door, knowing time wasn't on their side. Use your head to push them up the bed, honey! Come on, hurry up, that fucker will be back any moment.”
 
   She let out a muffled groan and gazed at him.
 
   “Anna, come on!”
 
   The woman nodded and did as he asked. The trousers edged closer to his head. As soon as he was able, David grabbed the material in his teeth and lifted his body as far as it could go before opening his mouth. A set of keys fell out of one of the pockets and onto his chest. “There we go,” he whispered. “Okay, push them over to my hand.”
 
   She nodded again and used the tip of her nose to get the keys off his body and across to his fingers.
 
   “We're nearly there, honey. Just another couple of inches!”
 
   Anna lifted her head and gave him a tired smile. It was the last thing she ever did.
 
   David screamed as a wooden bolt slammed into the side of his wife's head. The woman fell forwards, onto his stomach. He shook his head in disbelief, unwilling to believe this was really happening. Thick, dark red blood seeped out from around the bolt and dripped onto the top of his thigh.
 
   “What did I tell you, Angela? Just look at that man's poor face. Unbelievable. So much distress caused and we haven't hurt a hair on his body.”
 
   David turned his head, watching the hotel owner framed in the doorway. He cradled a crossbow in both hands. There was somebody else with him now, a blonde woman whom David had never seen before.
 
   The man walked up to the foot of the bed. “That was quite impressive. Your will to survive is remarkable.” He reloaded the crossbow and aimed it at his face. “By the way, your son now belongs to us.”
 
   “I'll see you in hell, you fucking bastard cun...”
 
   Kevin Morris pulled the trigger. “Already been there,” he replied, giggling.
 
   5
 
   He sat in his favourite armchair, sipping the most expansive champagne in the hotel. On the table, next to him, the other glass was already empty. Kevin had no idea where Angela had gone. After she had gulped down hers, she'd demanded more, proclaiming it to be the best juice she'd ever tasted. She had marched off in a sulk when he'd refused. There was still a lot of work he needed to do with that one.
 
   Kevin couldn't understand why he felt so despondent. Euphoria ought to be coursing through his veins. The great purge was over, he and the woman had cleared the hotel of guests. Sure, half the rooms now resembled explosions in red paint factories but that didn't matter. His cleaning materials would soon make short work of the mess. 
 
   Even adding in the time taken with his amusing distraction with the ex-soldier, it only took the pair of them just under one hour to kill every guest. With the exception of the little boy of course. He was down in his new home. Could he be the source of this apathy? Kevin admitted privately that it took a great deal of effort not to kill that kid. One look into those eyes brought back all that unrelenting agony that the spirit wearing Alistair's face put him through. If Angela hadn't been next to Kevin, he knew he wouldn't have been able to stop himself from throwing the little brat down those steps. That was another thing, why didn't he struggle?
 
   He and the woman took Alistair away from his parents. They walked him past all the open doors, each one containing their recent butchery and yet he never said a single word. Alistair didn't even object when Kevin opened the cellar door. Like some good little sheep, the brat calmly made his way down the steps while Kevin closed and locked the door. No, that wasn't proper behaviour at all.
 
   Kevin placed the now empty glass on the table and resisted pouring himself another one. If he denied her a refill then he couldn't have one himself, that would make him such a hypocrite. This felt like the calm before the storm, yet how could that be? Kevin had thought of everything, he'd left nothing to chance.
 
   If he'd left nothing to chance, then why did that feeling persist? He stood up and walked over to the fireplace. More importantly, what was he supposed to do now? He had expected the spirits to be here by now, to tell both Kevin and Angela what they expected of them. No, something wasn't quite right, Kevin must have missed something, some small detail.
 
   He looked up at the sound of clattering footsteps. It sounded like his new wife had finally found something to put on her feet. He vaguely wondered whose shoes she'd stolen. His guess was the soldier's pretty wife. Angela didn't look to happy when he explained his plan to her. Jealousy maybe? Kevin didn't see how, considering what she must have done to Mr Huge Penis, when she was still locked in that cellar.
 
   He was going to go for Anna's shoes. If she had squeezed her feet into them he'd even pour her another glass of juice. It seemed like a fair deal.
 
   The woman ran into his study, she didn't look at all happy. He bypassed her emotional looking features for a moment to see if he'd won his own bet. Kevin smiled to himself and reached for the champagne, people were so predictable.
 
   “Kevin, we have guests at the door!”
 
   He froze. “You've got to be fucking joking!” Kevin pushed past the woman and looked out of the window. “Fucking hell! Go upstairs, right now and shut every door. Once you've done that, I want you to stay up there until I say otherwise, do you understand?”
 
   She nodded and looked down at the floor. “Yes, Kevin,” she replied meekly.
 
   Kevin waited until she was safely out of the way before moving towards the front door. He put on his well-worn hotelier's face, and opened the door to two young women. Kevin liked the look of both of them. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I'm so sorry about this,” said the blonde. “Our car just conked out right outside your hotel. No matter what I tried, the damn thing just won't start.”
 
   He looked past the women's pretty little heads, at the very expensive grey range rover. Very nice indeed. “Oh, I'm so sorry! Where are my manners? Come in, the pair of you. Lord, you must be freezing. The phone is over there on the desk. The reception around here isn't that great though, I'm afraid.”
 
   “Thank you,” said the blonde. She turned to her friend. “Look, I'll give Michael a call first, Fern. Just to tell him and your Trevor that we're both okay. The guys must be worried sick!”
 
   The woman now known as Fern nodded her head. Kevin liked her the best. That's not to say that he wouldn't enjoy playing with the other woman, but he couldn't shake that notion that she belonged to the town. It couldn't be though, although Kevin might have only been able to place a few of their faces, each and every one of the degenerates who lived close by had with them a presence, a stink of ownership. Kevin sighed to himself. He probably had that stink as well. The woman not called Fern didn't know him, nor was she familiar with his hotel, those facts were perfectly clear.
 
   Just to be on the safe side, Kevin would only take Fern. Despite the fun and games he had tonight, caution was still his watch word. He just needed to come up with a reason to separate them, perhaps even to get the blonde out of his hotel, preferably without suspicion. Kevin kept his eye on the blonde who, as expected, wasn't having much luck with the connection, no shock there. The phone service didn't work that great during the day. After nightfall, it hardly ever worked. 
 
   Kevin followed his gaze across to the open door that led to his study, still trying to work out how to separate them. The champagne might help. He almost lost his genteel hotelier expression when he noticed little Alistair standing in the spot that he had previously vacated.
 
   It couldn't be the real one, there was no way he would be able to get out of that cellar unaided. Kevin spoke from experience there. Would Angela let him out? He remembered how weird she got when it came to new possessions. No, not even she would be that idiotic. Besides, by now, that kid would be filthy. The dirt down there was insidious, it infected your very pores, and the little boy by the fireplace literally shined.
 
   His fears dissipated when the other one, his younger self leaned around the edge of Kevin's armchair, although his relief did dampen a little when he spotted that the little bastard had already helped himself to some of his very expensive champagne. 
 
   For a start, his younger self was way too young to be drinking alcohol. “Can I get you two ladies a warm drink whilst you're waiting?” 
 
   “Oh, yes please,” replied Fern. “Two coffees would be super, if that's okay?”
 
   He let out a disarming chuckle. “Not a problem. Now, if you'll excuse me?” Kevin hurried into the study and clicked the door shut. Kevin didn't think the women would be able to see the two apparitions but he wasn't taking any chances, not now. 
 
   Kevin also decided that he would ask the two boys if he could keep not just the sexy Fern but also the other one as well. Doing that Anna earlier had showed him just how much fun it really could be. Now, he believed that he was closer to understanding his pretend dad's sexual urges. The excitement of being fully in charge of a situation, and seeing the fury and terror in another person's eyes really does boost the libido.  He couldn't see how the two boys would even be able to refuse his request. Not after what he'd done for them tonight.
 
   If Kevin was going to be truthful, even if it was only to himself. Kevin didn't really wish to fuck Angela again. That thought he had earlier about the cellar dirt getting into every skin pore really did apply to her. She smelled funny, like she had grown out of one of his pretend mum's raised beds.
 
    “Hello there, chaps,” he said, keeping the genteel hotelier expression on his face. Kevin wanted to keep the tone light here. He really did want to keep those two women. “You both look fantastic, by the way. I'm guessing that the fun and games that myself and my new wife, your two servants, had here helped in some way?”
 
   “Alistair looked at the boy and they both stared past Kevin and stared at the closed door. “What are we going to do now?”
 
   The boy shook his head, then drained the last of the liquid in the glass. “So, they were right after all, our farmhouse is occupied.”
 
   “How did we not know this?” 
 
   Kevin had no idea what they were talking about. All he knew that while these two were muttering on, his two women would soon be wondering where those drinks were. “Excuse me. Erm, both of you. I am here you know, standing here, wondering why you're not talking to me.” Perhaps they couldn't see him? Kevin hadn't considered that thought. Maybe, just maybe, these two thought they were somewhere else and were having a private conversion, not knowing that he was listening in. He counted to five slowly, waiting for one of them to acknowledge his existence. 
 
   As weird and as exciting as this was, Kevin still needed to get those two coffees made. There was no way he could allow his two new sex-toys to leave his hotel. He stopped dead, realising what he'd just said. Kevin grinned. It looked like his subconscious had already made the decision for him. Kevin was going to have the pair of them after all. This was so exciting.
 
    “Why does the idiot have that stupid grin plastered across his face?” asked the boy.
 
   “Stay where you are, you fucking clown,” growled Alistair. “This is all your fault.”
 
   “How can you be sure of that?” Kevin's younger self poured another glass of champagne. “I'll agree that of all the avatars we've used over the millennia, this is pretty far down on the food chain but he's still useful. I'll grudgingly admit that you've done a good job in reshaping him. We'll be able to use the pair of them without worry now.”
 
   “It's not the future that worries me,” replied Alistair. He glared at Kevin. “It's the past. The ones at the farmhouse are going to be big fucking trouble. How do you think they were able to evade our attention?” He threw up his arms. “I'll tell you how, the bastards had help.”
 
   “Can I make that coffee now?” asked Kevin. “Only I think those two women might be wondering where I had gotten to.”
 
   This was bad, this was oh so bad. Kevin still had no idea what those two were talking about. It didn't matter though, he saw the signs. The two boys meant him harm. Unlike the torture, there would be no underlying message. Kevin was in big fucking trouble. They walked over to him, his perception changing by the second. Without him understanding how they'd done it, Kevin found himself looking up at their glowering face. So much for keeping the tone light.
 
   “Look inside that mass of depraved jelly, this creature really is the epitome of what we've tried to achieve.” The boy smiled at Alistair. Don't you think it's ironic that after such a long time, our answer has always been there, right under our noses.”
 
   Alistair rubbed his bottom jaw. “Look at the dull light behind his tiny eyes. He really has no idea what is happening.” Alistair rested both his hands on the man's shoulders. “It's quite simple. You fucked up. Not today. Your massacre was most enjoyable, even if you did play with our food despite receiving explicit instructions to kill the dangerous one first.”
 
   “I'm sorry, I really am. Please don't hurt me again?”
 
   “Shut up, Kevin. Look, all those people you killed for us...”
 
   “There weren't that many,” muttered the boy.
 
   “Okay, the few that you killed, Kevin. Well, some of them escaped. Don't look at me like that, you moron. I'm obviously not talking about their physical bodies.”
 
   “Did you scan the women?” asked the boy.
 
   Alistair nodded. It was my first act. I take it you've just done the same?”
 
   “The one called Jodie lives at the farmhouse with her husband.” He shivered. “I find it difficult to comprehend how such a damaged soul is able to heal.”
 
   “That healing process is far from over, my friend. I'll admit, the fact she is able to show signs of repair is a surprise. Right now though, she is still very much a prize.” Alistair gently lifted Kevin up. “I don't want you to worry about anything. We're not going to hurt you. Also don't you fret about the two women leaving, that's not going to happen. In fact, your wife is right now looking after them. Now perhaps you should sit down in your armchair and finish off that champagne.” He turned to Kevin's younger self. “You do know that this Michael, the one who caused all the uproar in town will be coming here.”
 
   “I hope so. Even now, that soul is worth more than all the souls we've consumed in the past decade.”
 
   “I agree, but there's no way this fool and his new wife will be able to take care of that one. He's even more dangerous than the soldier.”
 
   The boy walked over to the door and pulled it open just a crack. “Then we get help. What's the point of having supplicants if you can't use them?” The boy turned and smiled at Kevin. “Then we purge again. These walls will soon be ringing with the shrieks of the dying. It is going to be fucking glorious!”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   The End of the Line
 
    
 
   The last dull yellow light had extinguished exactly three minutes ago. Michael's remaining beacon from the town now joined its comrades in slumber. All that remained in this rectangle was utter blackness. He kept his face pressed against the cold glass, knowing that if he moved back, Michael's anguished face would be there to taunt him. At this moment, he wouldn't be able to deal with that, not without slamming his fist through this fucking window. He already had enough anguish vomiting from Trevor's mouth.
 
   He'd shaken the goon out of his drunken sleep only five minutes ago. According to Trevor, Michael was a complete cunt for doing that for he now had a hangover that could floor an elephant. His growls only altered their tones when Michael explained that the girls still hadn't returned. He was still waiting for the apology.
 
   Seven o'clock came and went, so did the next hour. At nine, Michael abandoned his plan to scout the hotel, and started to get in touch with Jodie. He let the man who'd managed to consumed three quarters of a bottle of single malt to sleep it off, figuring having another male worrying wouldn't be a great idea.
 
   “Still no sign of them, Michael?”
 
   “No. I have an idea, why don't you try ringing Fern's mobile again? It must be at least four minutes since you last tried.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Sarcasm was wasted on a man still recovering from alcohol abuse, just like tolerance was wasted on him. “Are you ready yet, Trevor? You can try again when we're moving.”
 
   “Jesus, man. Look, it's only just past midnight, they're probably still in a pub, or maybe they've crashed at your old place. Right now, the pair of them will be finishing off yet another bottle of wine while laughing like idiots.”
 
   Michael mentally threw a bucket of ice water on the fury that erupted after those mealy lame words fell out of Trevor's mouth. That shithead was only thinking about his own well-being, the fact that he just wanted to go back to bed and sleep off the booze.
 
   What else did Michael honestly expect from Trevor? He could hardly tell the fella about the visions, about ghosts visiting him, that the reason why Trevor felt like crap was due to the amount of malt Michael poured down the man's throat. “Are you ready to leave yet?”
 
   Trevor sighed. “In a minute, man. Jesus, let me come round.”
 
   “Right, just don't take all fucking night about it.” Michael brushed past him and left the man to feel sorry for himself. Right now, he was ready to leave him here. In fact, he had no idea why he'd woken him up in the first place. Hell, what good was he going to be anyway? Michael expected trouble, that much was pretty fucking obvious. The last thing he needed was some dizzy-minded clown getting under his feet. The man would be a liability, a danger to himself, Michael and the mission.
 
   He paused, not too sure where those thoughts had come from, he and Trevor were just going to take a ride to see if they could find the girls. He was making it sound like he was preparing for war. Michael backtracked. “Trevor?” he said, turning around. “Just see if you can meet me outside in five minutes, okay? I just need to collect something from the bedroom.”
 
   Thing is, Michael was preparing for war, why even try to disguise this as something else? Otherwise he wouldn't be on the way to the bedroom. 
 
   Apart from making the living room and kitchen look halfway decent, the rest of the rooms were full of boxes, still waiting to be unpacked. The pair of them were due to start finding places for the items stored in the bedroom tomorrow afternoon, a few hours after Michael had placed a couple of his items in a more secure location. Finding better hiding places was supposed to happen today. He sighed. So much for organisation.
 
   Michael had purchased them from a friend of a friend when he decided to 'adjust' the books with Jodie's perverted family. After spending all that money, Michael found he didn't need them after all. He should have gotten rid of them already, not that a German 9mm pistol and an Israeli assault rifle would be that easy to shift. Michael could hardly take them down to the nearest charity shop.
 
   He did intend to break them apart and bury the pieces as soon as he could, all that changed when he arrived here. Dismantling the weapons and dropping them into a big hole suddenly didn't seem like the best idea in the world.
 
   Even from where he stood, his friend's disgruntled voice found him. Trevor didn't sound all that impressed about moving from his warm nest and out into that cold and dark countryside. How could his friend not see the potential danger here? Even without all the weird shit happening, Michael's inbuilt radar would be spinning like the three drums in a fruit machine.
 
   Right now, that delicate mechanism was doing just that and it wasn't because of his missing wife. He stopped a few inches from his bedroom door, sensing that he and Trevor weren't the only ones in the house.
 
   He tensed up when a shadow inside his bedroom moved on its own volition. There wasn't any time to shout out for assistance, not that Michael needed any. This was his home and as far as he was concerned, anybody sneaking around deserved everything coming to them. Michael clenched both fists. No fucker breaks into his place. He dropped into a crouch, dived through the open door, rolled forward then swung his left leg out in a wide arc, confident that his intruder would find themselves kissing the carpet. Once on the floor, he was going to pin them down and punch the bastard into the middle of next week.
 
   Michael cried out in total shock when his foot passed through the intruder's legs. He growled and scurried over to the door, only for it to slam in his face. He jumped up, his blood was boiling with rage.
 
   The first thing he saw were his two guns, neatly arranged on the white bed covers, complete with the spare magazines as well as a box of shells for the pistol. His gaze moved over to the window where a large, well-built man stood in the corner, his arms folded and a smirk on his face.
 
   Michael didn't move, his fire put out by the fact that he could make out the patterned wallpaper through his semi-opaque torso.
 
   “So, who the fuck are you then, the ghost of Christmas bollocks? Are you going to try to make me eat a pile of dog-shit tasting cakes as well?
 
   The stranger chuckled. “I had you down for some week-willed toffee-nosed ex-officer. We had one like that when I was in Afghanistan. He came out with smart arsed crap like that. The ghost bit is right though, Michael. Until a few moments ago, I was alive as you are.; That all changed when that fat fuck, the cunt who runs that hotel put a crossbow through my head, right after making me watch him brutalise then murder my beautiful wife!” The ghost choked back a sob. “Shit, sorry. Look, dude, please, I need you to listen to what I have to say, because, right now. That hotel is where your wife has just entered.”
 
   “You what?” Michael yelled. “Then why the fuck are we talking? Get that door open, man!” He spun around and banged his fists against the wood. “Trevor! Come on, get your arse in here. Trevor, for crying out loud!”
 
   “He's not going to hear you, Michael. I put him back to sleep. You can't allow him to become involved in this. Too many innocents have already lost their lives. Trevor would not survive.”
 
   “Christ, man. Look, I'm really sorry about what's happened to you and your wife. Just let me go so I can stop it from hurting Jodie!”
 
   The ghost sighed loudly then sat down on the bed. “There are greater forces at work here, and these forces can't wait to get you up to that hotel, only the bastards don't want you to arrive too early, not until they've made their preparations. They've already called for reinforcements. Not trusting the two already up there to put you out of commission. They only got me because the cunt hit me when I was sleeping. Believe me on this one though, not one hair on your wife's petty little head will be touched until you get there.”
 
   Michael attempted to calm down. It was obvious that brute force wasn't going to get him anywhere. “How do you know that she's not going to be harmed?”
 
   “Practicality,” he answered. “These monsters feed on our souls. They derive nutrition from them. Think of each soul as some kind of recording device, storing every memory, every experience, your actions, and thoughts. The more traumatic the experience suffered, the richer the nutrition.”
 
   “Oh fuck.”
 
   The ghost nodded. “You and your wife will be like giving prime steak to a horde of starving wolves. No, they'll wait until they get both of you first, then they'll make you watch as that fat bastard makes the poor girl suffer. Unlike what that bastard did to Anna, he'll make you last for days. Once she's finally dead, then they'll do the same to you.”
 
   “Thank you,” he growled. “Yeah well, that's not going to happen.” Michael stormed over to the bed and grabbed the assault rifle. It felt good in his hands. “Okay, we've talked. I know the score now open that fucking door. I'll walk if I have to.”
 
   “You're not going anywhere until I finish. Don't you think those monsters know about your past now, Michael? They know how dangerous you are. Those reinforcements are not going to be carrying some kitchen knives and a hedge trimmer. They'll have guns, just like you and they've been ordered to disable you. If you're going to go into this, should you not at least plan ahead first?”
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed, picked up the pistol and tucked it into his bed before checking to ensure the weapons were ready to fire. He wasn't going to ask how they somehow appeared on the bed, what was the point of that? “Tell me something,” he said quickly. “You told me that they know I'm here now. We've been here for days. More to the point, why should they give a shit about me or Jodie? From what I've learned, those monsters have been running that little murder factory for a long time.” He thought about all the old cars in that museum. The hotel and the freaks in that town must have been at this for generations. “Come on, why am I so important to them?
 
   “Christ, man. Have you not been paying attention? It's because you have the power to stop this evil. Why do you think you were chosen in the first place? You are a ruthless bastard, and yet you have a sharply defined sense of right and wrong. For the first time in thousands of years, these monsters are actually frightened of a human. As to why they didn't know about you, the other ghost  has you in plain sight. This farmhouse belongs to them, it's part of the hotel, a bolt hole, in case anything happened to their primary hunting lair. It's how the dead were able to communicate with you.”
 
   “So why the fuck didn't any of them say any of this earlier, instead of trying to make me eat cakes?”
 
   “You have no idea what these poor creatures sacrificed in order to get you here. All that remained of their souls were just strands and tattered wisps, and yet they were still able to get you to this place and hide you. What they achieved is frankly astounding.”
 
   “What about you then? I mean, if it wasn't for the light shining through your body, I wouldn't even know you were dead.”
 
   “Yeah well, right now, my soul is still in one piece. They are too concerned with organising your capture than eating.” He shuddered. “Call me selfish, but I don't want that to happen to me.” The ghost stood up and walked through the bed and stood opposite the bedroom wardrobe. It was the only piece of furniture that belonged to his wife. The piece once lived in the girl's bedroom. He removed it after he'd finished dealing with her family. Jodie had no idea that it was her original wardrobe. Thanks to a friend who sanded it down, re-varnished it and replaced all the fittings. One day he planned to tell Jodie that it was her original wardrobe and not some piece that he'd picked up in a furniture shop.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “It's time to go now, my friend. Already, I sense their recruits closing in on the hotel. There's ten of them and they are all armed. Remember, they too will be fighting for their existence. They've been told that if they fail, then their souls will be consumed.”
 
   “Whatever, just hurry up and open the bedroom door.”
 
   The ghost nodded but instead of gliding past Michael, he tapped on the edge of the wardrobe that resulted in both the doors swinging open.
 
   “What the fuck is this?”
 
   “Both locations are linked, Michael. Did I not explain that already? This route will take us straight to the hotel.”
 
   Michael suppressed a harsh chuckle. “You must be having a laugh here?”
 
   “Are you ready?”
 
   “Whatever, let's get on with this bullshit.”
 
   “You listen to me, gobshite!” he shouted. “It isn't fucking Narnia in there. This is a conduit. To get to the hotel, we must pass through the realm of the dead. I have substance in there, just like all the other denizens.”  The ghost leaned forward. “That includes a couple of people who you buried, do you understand what I'm saying here?”
 
   Michael fingered the pistol. “I killed them once, I'll do it again if they try anything.”
 
   “Don't be too sure about that. Now listen, in real time, the journey will be instantaneous, but time is weird in there. It'll feel longer for you.”
 
   Michael shrugged, weird is one thing that he was getting used to. He grabbed the side of the door and followed the ghost inside.
 
   2
 
   Greg James brushed his fingers over the top of his trilby, while his eyes followed the contours of the service pistol he'd brought along. It hadn't belonged to him, of course. Then again, apart from his teeth and his hair, Greg hadn't truly owned anything. 
 
   “I'm a scavenger,” he murmured. Greg didn't see this in a negative sense, in fact, he was rather proud of his title. What annoyed him more than anything was that he shared this title with the rest of the idiots in town. As far as he was concerned, they should be called parasites, at least a scavenger does a modicum of work to collect their spoils. 
 
   The others had already filed off the minibus. Greg didn't bother looking up to watch the sheep pass him. He just nodded a couple of times when asked if he was coming. Christ, of course he was going to join them, what fucking choice did he have? Unlike the likes of Joyce Belmont and her dumb husband, and Alistair and his big hard gang, he wasn't exactly looking forward to his imminent death.
 
   If the psycho they were to lie in wait for wouldn't murder them, then the real hotel owners would. Greg finally looked up, and watched Alistair Graves take the lead from Jack Williams. The hotel door stood open and the form of the little boy waited to great the unwary sacrifices. Greg waited until their part time policeman and the cafe owner had reached the door before standing up. He'd dragged his feet long enough, already, the others would be asking questions. “This isn't fucking fair,” he whispered. “I don't want to die tonight.” He placed his favourite hat on his head, stuffed the gun into his overcoat and reluctantly made his way down the aisle. 
 
   Greg stopped by the minibus door, his fingers wrapped around the cold metal rail, seriously wondering what they'd do to him if he leapt into the driver's seat and took off. The notion had so much appeal. Within one hour, he'd be in the next town, and out of the real hotel owner's influence. Hell, would any of them even miss him? From what he'd heard tonight, those clowns would have enough on their plate without having to be concerned with one unimportant local skipping town.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. Joyce had reached the door. The boy-form shook her hand then hugged the woman. Even from here, he saw that the woman's emotions had just gone into overdrive. To her, this was akin to meeting the queen. Greg felt a note of jealousy creeping through his bones. He took one last look at that driver's wheel before stepping off the coach. 
 
   No, a big fat no. Greg wasn't going to abandon his town. Not for the real hotel owners, not for anyone. What, like he was the type to sneak away like some guilty stray dog after stealing a sausage? Fuck that. They wouldn't kill him. The others? Well sure, they weren't worth a damn. The real hotel owners needed him though. He was the catalyst, the gel that kept their town together. The man with all the ideas. After all, it was him who suggested using the school minibus. It was him who ordered Alistair to collect the guns from the museum.
 
   Greg whipped his head back inside the interior when he noticed the luggage compartment under the seats starting to open. The panel slid up and three figures crawled out. He waited, slowing down his breathing, listening to the frantic whispers. Greg silently moved back into the shadows when two of the figures crept past the open door. When the last figure walked past, he jumped out, landing on the figure's back.
 
   The pair of them crashed onto the hard tarmac. Greg grinned at the sound of a female cry. He looked up and watched the other two disappearing into the night. “Well, who do we have here?” He viciously pulled the long blonde hair back and gazed at the hateful face of Katie Overton. “A fucking Overton. Why am I even surprised? Come on then, let's go meet the others.”
 
   “Go fuck yourself,” she snapped. You and all the rest of your cunting scum are going to die tonight. He's coming for you. He's going to kill every one of you bastards!”
 
   He back-handed the girl then rabbit punched her in the guts when she tried to struggle. “We'll have none of that,” he snarled, dragging her away from the minibus. Greg now had a captive audience, which, in his opinion, is how it should be. Yeah, Greg James, the hero of the day. Now he could add snatching possible saboteurs to his previous mental list. 
 
   Okay, so he'd only managed to snag one of them. That was enough though, now that their presence were known, it would be that difficult to track them down. Greg selected his concerned but confident face, dug his nails into the girl's bare arms then dragged her over to his waiting audience. 
 
   Jack reluctantly moved out of the way to allow Greg access to the boy-form. The hate that the cafe owner extruded was almost tangible. Greg could be sure whether if he was sending that intense emotion to him or the girl. It had to be him, the bugger now knew he's just lost his favourite sex-toy. Fuck him. Jack had nobody to blame but himself. If he'd have dished out a few more beatings, this stroppy little tart might have started to behave better. Then again, maybe not. The bitch was an Overton after all.
 
   The real hotel owner was bound to give the girl to him. That just had to happen. If only so he could watch the big guy's face crumple up. Yes, this was his moment, his swansong. Once again, Greg James had proved his worth to the community.
 
   “Look at you, Greg. Standing there, holding your prize, waiting for me to pat you on the head. Do you want me to do that? Then call you a good boy and throw you a treat?” The boy-form chuckled. “I know I shouldn't mock, but there are times when I can't help myself. Is it your fault that you're a product of our shaping?” He licked his lips. “And such a tasty one too.” He ran his forefinger down the girl's cheek. “Such a pretty little thing. I can see why you want her, Greg, I really do. Okay, chaps, fulfil your obligations.”
 
   Greg yelped when the two other men wrestled his arms away from Katie and pulled them apart. The girl just stood there, her head switching from one side to the other. “What are you doing to me?” he shouted. “Get off my arms, you bastards!” he could hear Joyce giggling. The boy-form put his hands around the girl's shaking body and gently moved her to the side, then stepped up to Greg. He hooked his finger into Greg's shirt and pulled his arm down. Buttons scattered, revealing his bare chest.
 
   “A product of our shaping,” he murmured. “You know, perhaps my other colleague could have something here. I look at you, Greg, and I see there's not much difference between you and the despicable individual running our hotel. Why hunt when we can farm?” The boy-form looked at the others in turn. “Oh what joy. My words and their meaning just bounce off.” He glared at Greg. “Not you though, the implication is not lost on you, is it?”
 
   Greg tried one more time to free his arms. When that failed, he struck out with his legs, just hoping that one of his feet would connect with the little cunt. “Get off me, you fucking clowns, Can't you see what they are going to do to us all?”
 
   Jack's snarling face suddenly filled his vision. “Shut your fucking hole!” The man stepped back and slammed his fist into Greg's mouth. Before he could even react, both the men forced him down onto his knees then grabbed his lower jaw and forced it open. He wept and cried, feeling one of his broken teeth going down his throat. The man looked up into the boy-form's blazing eyes, silently begging him to stop this. 
 
   The diminutive figure tutted then reached into Greg's mouth, wrapped his little fingers around his tongue and squeezed. “How desperate are you to live, Greg?” The boy-form removed his hand. “There's still a chance for you.”
 
   Greg felt them move his head to the left, only to find Joyce now had his own gun and was pointing it directly at his forehead.
 
   “She's a little upset that you gave them all weapons that won't fire. Don't be too upset with me here, Greg. I know how much you hurt, it's not as much hurt as I feel over your betrayal. I can forgive you. Thing is, I don't think the others will be so generous. I bet your gun works, Greg.”
 
   He tried to focus on the boy-form's words, knowing his life was so close to ending, despite the agony in his mouth, Greg knew exactly what would happen to him if he did roll over and give up on his life.
 
   “Here's the deal. We have a while before my main meal arrives, so I'm going to give your colleagues a chance to hone their skills on you. If you can get to the gardens at the back of the hotel, I'll let you leave.” He tapped Katie on her shoulder. “I'm so happy you didn't decide to make a run for it, honey. That would have been most unfortunate. You can go now though. Go on, your two friends are hiding in the hedges to your left.”
 
   Greg found himself free to move. He took a step back, hoping to spin around and run back to the minibus but suddenly found his way blocked by Jack.
 
   “As for you, Greg. You'll find your journey starts when you pass me.” He looked at Joyce. “See if you can shoot him in the head. If you do, I'll give you the museum.”
 
   Greg didn't stick around to listen to the current museum owner splutter his protest. He pushed past the boy-form and raced up the stairs. He wasn't a total fucking idiot. There would be no way out through the recreation room. If he had gone that way, he'd probably be dead by now.
 
   He flinched at the gun thunder. The bitch was actually firing at him. He couldn't believe it, that fucking cow really was trying to kill him! Greg scrambled up the rest of the steps, expecting one of those bullets to find him at any second. She wasn't going to get away with that, not a fucking chance. He would have his payback on Joyce if it was the last thing he did.
 
   Greg dived onto the landing and rolled away from the edge, before he crawled over to the first open door. He choked back a cry when he saw two men already in there. One of them, lying on his back, looked as though he'd just been dug up. The other man had no head. 
 
   He got to his feet and raced to the end of the corridor, knowing that they wouldn't stay by that open door forever. No doubt the boy-form was giving his a few seconds head start, probably thought the game would be more fun that way. Fuck, why hadn't he just driven away when he had the chance? Why had his instinct for self-preservation not kicked in? Greg moaned quietly, he couldn't remember the last time he'd been in so much pain. His tongue now felt as though it filled his mouth.
 
   Footsteps banging across the floor below him shifted the pity. Greg could feel sorry for himself once he was safe. He pushed through the doors at the end of the corridor and sat directly behind them to consider his options. He believed the others would have to search every room before reaching these doors. That made sense, it's what he would do, it gave him a few more seconds head start.
 
   There must be another way out of here. This was a hotel, for crying out loud. It had to have some fire-exits. If there were any, the fuckers weren't in sight. Greg didn't know what to do. 
 
   There must be another way out of here. There had to be, this was a fucking hotel. Where were the bastard fire-exits? He swung his head from left to right. All he saw were two more doors and no green running man stickers above them. This was so unfair. What the hell was he going to do?
 
   His decision was made for him when he felt someone trying to get through the door. He got onto his knees and saw Joyce on the other side. This wasn't how it's supposed to work, they're supposed to check the other rooms first! She was shouting for the others. Her face turned red when the woman turned back around.
 
   He growled and wrenched open the door, his misery turning for a brief moment to glee when she fell through the gap. Greg raised his foot and stamped down on her hand. The glee staying put at the sound of her bones shattering. The others were racing towards him. Greg booted the woman once in the face before running over to the first door and slamming himself through it.
 
   Greg blinked when he saw the key in the lock. Was his luck finally changing? He turned the key then jumped back, watching the handle move rapidly up and down. He didn't know how long that would hold them. He spun around and ran through the room, heading over to the window. The view opened out onto the gardens at the back of the hotel, the exact place where he was supposed to go to escape his death. Somehow though, Greg doubted that the monster would keep his side of the bargain. It wanted Greg dead, it craved to feed on his soul. 
 
   The door banged numerous times. Why couldn't the others see that they were in as much danger as he was? They were just doing their master's bidding. Greg opened his mouth and carefully stroked his swollen tongue, aware of how dumb that thought was. They'd been doing their masters bidding all their lives, why would they change now?
 
   He needed to get out of this room! There were another three doors in here. Greg ran to the first one, and opened it, only to see a bedroom that looked like it hadn't seen used in decades. He persuaded himself that hiding under the bed would be the worst idea he'd ever had and moved onto the next door.
 
   A flight of bare wooden stairs, leading down greeted Greg when the door swung open. This had to be a fire exit, a way out of this horrible place. He pulled the door shut, not even caring when he was plunged into darkness. Greg kept his hands flat against the brick walls and hurried down the steps, knowing that time was still against him. They'd know exactly where he'd gone as soon as they opened this door. 
 
   Perhaps he should have hidden under the bed after all? When they had run past him, all he'd  have to do then was double back and escape through the front door. No, that wouldn't have work. That boy-form wasn't with the others, he'd be waiting for Greg.
 
   He reached the bottom of the steps, thankful that now at least, there was a little light. A single light bulb in the ceiling cast a sickly yellow haze across the area at the bottom, showing Greg another two doors. He tried the first one and found it locked. If the other one was locked too, Greg knew he was fucked. 
 
   He grabbed the metal door handle and pushed it down, feeling the weight of the world fall off him when the door creaked open. Greg was almost home and dry, he had to be. He refused to believe otherwise.
 
   “What a glorious event,” whispered a voice in the blackness. “Our first patient arrives. Nurse Angela?”
 
   Greg squinted when bright white light exploded in his face. He felt somebody grab his arms again. He was slammed against a wall, the back of his head hitting the hard surface. “Ohhhh!” he uttered. Greg heard the sound of metal meeting metal and found he could no longer move his arms. A blonde woman in front of him giggled. He stared at the wild haired, banshee, wearing a dressing gown. The front flapped open exposing her dirty body to him. His mind reeled at the sight of this.
 
   “Oh dear, this one has already been in the wars.” The owner of the voice stepped out of the darkness. “Nurse, he's in a lot of pain. See if you can help him.”
 
   She giggled again and stepped over to a table. Her body stopped Greg from seeing what she'd just picked up. He stared at the man. He knew him, this was the new hotel keeper. Greg coughed, wanting to plea for his life, to ask the man to let him go. Oh God, this poor deluded fool was as bad as the others, why could none of them see that before the night was out, they all would be in Greg's dire position! 
 
   The woman was back, her grinning face revealing nothing. He only saw insanity in her eyes. Greg moaned again, knowing that his situation had just become a thousand times worse. He now realised where he was. This chamber is where the hotel guests ended their lives. The woman held whatever she had picked up behind her back. She pulled out one hand, showed him the empty palm then waved. He started to cry again. She tenderly wiped away his tears, those fingers running down Greg's face until they stopped on his chin. Her grin widened then she pushed his jaw bone down and her other hand whipped out from behind her back. Greg's eyes bulged when he saw she held a large syringe. His pain levels maxed out when the woman pushed the needle straight into the front of his tongue.
 
   “Did that little boy do that to you? I bet he did. That one is so unpredictable.” The man stood in front of Greg. “Don't worry. The pain will be gone in a few seconds. Well,” the man smiled. “It might go. I mean, I'm fairly sure that we gave you an aesthetic. I can't be too sure though. I found this bag, a few days ago. I can only guess that it must have belonged to one of our guests. Judging from the contents, he was probably a doctor.”
 
   “Can I pull his pants down now?”
 
   “Wait a minute Angela. I mean nurse Angela. Let me finish.” The man wrinkled his nose. “You'll have to forgive her. She's new at all this.” He leaned forward. “How's the tongue, is it numbing up yet?” 
 
   Greg nodded. In fact, he couldn't feel anything in his mouth.
 
   “Oh good. Nurse, you can continue.”
 
   He looked down and saw the woman had now removed her gown and had placed it by his feet. She got on her knees and gazed up at Greg, that idiot grin still spread over her face. One of her hands caressed his balls while the other one expertly undid his trousers buttons. What the fuck was going on here?
 
   The woman pulled down his trousers and pushed a metal ring down his length before blowing cold air over the tip of his hardening cock. She then ran her tongue over his bulbous end. Greg cried out in pleasure when her mouth engulfed his thick shaft.
 
   “That's enough, nurse. I don't think it will get any harder.”
 
   The woman slowly stood up, turned around and picked up the syringe again.
 
   Greg pressed his hips hard against the wall, trying to avoid that needle going anywhere near his body again. His efforts were useless. He whimpered again when she pushed the needle into the top of his thigh.
 
   “I guess you're wondering what we're doing? Well, what we are doing, my friend, is being inventive. Alistair told us to maximise the agony. He wants it all in one jolt, you see. So, that's what we're going to do. I figure, the drugs will last about half an hour before wearing out.”
 
   Greg sensed the naked woman moving about. He looked down to find her fingers wrapped around the rigid shaft. This time there was no sensation. He opened his mouth and screamed when he saw what the man now had in his hands.
 
   Kevin Morris pressed the metal tip against the end Greg's solid penis and squeezed the cordless drill's button.
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   The table in front of Michael looked so familiar, yet no matter how hard he tried to put his muggy thoughts into order, the memory stayed out of reach. He cast the thought aside for the moment, deciding not to allow detail to bog him down.
 
   Sounds of shouting, of terror, of anguish seeped through the wall to his left. The weapon he found in his hands gave him some comfort. The man, similarly armed, standing beside him, gave him some more relief.
 
   The door looked thick enough to withstand any assault and so far, only a couple of incidental knocks had reached his ears. He didn’t believe the noise from beyond that door had anything to do with his sudden appearance in this place.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked. This man resonated with the same mental frequency as everything around him. Michael knew him and yet, that origin refused to unfold. He walked a little closer to the door when the man’s appeared to ignore his question. Muted evening sunlight filtered through the dust covered window. How he knew it was evening was yet one more puzzle without an answer, just like he knew the man now behind him wouldn’t harm Michael.
 
   “You know where we are, Michael. At least, your imaginary body knows that. It’s going to take a while before your conscious catches up. Don’t let it concern you though. It’s perfectly normal. Shifting from one realm to another is going to be a traumatic experience for you. More material to convert, I suspect,”
 
   “What’s outside, can you answer me that then?”
 
   “Best you go and look, Michael. What you see will be different to me. Don’t worry though; the experience is strictly one way. It’ll be like watching something on TV, sorta like that.”
 
   He paused, Michael wanted to go and look, believing that what he saw might help to pull out the knot of recollections now twisted up and stuck in his guts, from what he had heard so far though, he wasn’t sure if he wished enlightenment. Right now, he felt at peace, he enjoyed the feeling, he didn’t understand how he knew this but this feeling of Zen calm was something that his mind didn’t often experience.
 
   The other man laughed. “I see reluctance there. Interesting, I didn’t wonder if the transition would affect you as well. It hit me as well but it only lasted a couple of seconds, just enough time for me to realise that I really had been killed.”
 
   “I’m fucking dead?” A trail of cold images curled off the inside of Michael’s mind. Each one floated down, giving him brief glimpses of a man, shackled to the wall. He saw a woman injecting him with a pale blue fluid then a large man hacking out a chunk of the shackled man’s arm. Another image showed him several fish hooks, attached to twine pushed into the screaming man’s stomach, while the woman, now giggling gathered up the several threads and yanked out the hooks.
 
   Michael slammed his hands over his ears and dropped to the floor, moaning as the images opened up the floodgates, allowing him to remember everything. “Oh Christ,” he muttered, looked up at the ghost. He wiped the drool from the side of his mouth. “I don’t want to do that again, man.”
 
   “Wow, ain’t you the cool cucumber. I kinda expected you to be rolling about on the ground about now.” The man shuffled a little closer. He placed the rifle on the table and scraped a chair back. “Dude, you still need to look out of the window. It’s part of the rules. We can’t leave until you do.”
 
   Michael got to his feet, and shook away the last strands of the memories. The ones that belonged to him slotted into place, leaving the man torturing that guy still tormenting his mind. “Wait, I’ve seen that guy before. He was in the café in town.”
 
   His name is Greg James. One of the slimy bastards who uses the stuff ripped out of our cold dead fingers.”
 
   “You saw that?”
 
   “Don’t fret, Michael. I saw all of that because it leaked through. It happened in real time. It’s still happening. That poor bastard is being tortured.” He shrugged. Not that I particularly give a shit about him, although I do wish the man doing the torturing was in those manacles. He’s the cunt who brutalised my wife and murdered me.” He rapped his fist on the table. “Dude, come on, look through the window. Let’s get this over with. The quicker you do that, the faster we move. Remember where your wife is, man. Believe me, she will end up in that room, with those two fucked up fruit-loops torturing her if you don’t stop this”
 
   The shouts from beyond that door had not diminished; in fact, they now appeared to have intensified. Michael looked over at the window, not understanding his reluctance to go over and look out. After everything he’d seen, why should such a simple task scare him so much? This was fucking unreal. The other guy was right, it wasn’t just his life at stake here. Michael placed his gun next to the other one, held out his arms and walked towards the wall, hearing himself emit a tiny squeak when his fingers touched the cracked plaster. “It isn’t even real,” he said, repeating the words over and over in his mind as his fingers walked closer to the edge of the window frame. Michael took a deep breath, letting the musty air full his lungs before he bit the bullet and jumped to the side.
 
   His jaw opened, it stretched, the bone and muscle stretching like hot toffee. Michael shrieked, his mind assaulted with a million pictures of utter depravity, filling his head to bursting point. He felt like his brain was expanding, the mass not limited to the confines of his skull. It pushed through every orifice, pushing out his eyeballs. Michael felt insanity begin to claim him. He even felt his wet orbs bouncing on his cheeks.
 
   The endless torrent of vile pictures continued to stream in from beyond the safety of this house. His wife was in those shackles, that hateful bitch hammering a metal funnel into her thigh while the man held a clear plastic bottle that contained acid. There was nothing Michael could do to stop this. They’d shackled him to the opposite wall, promising to do the same to him once his wife had given up on life. 
 
   The torturers changed, his beautiful, broken wife stayed manacled to that wall. Michael now saw Jodie’s father and her brother taking in turns to smash a rubber mallet against her breasts.
 
   He felt rough hands grip his shoulders, Michael attempted to fight back, knowing it must be his turn to undergo the trauma. He heard a rough grunt and screamed out in triumph, knowing he’d hurt one of them. Michael wasn’t going to go quietly; if he was to die then he intended to take out as many as he could.
 
   “For fuck’s sake, dude, will you snap out of it!”
 
   He snapped open his eyes then curled himself into a tight ball. “What the fuck was that? I feel. Oh God, I feel as though I've been pulled inside out.” Michael lifted his head, careful to avoid the window. Please, tell me that won't happen again?”
 
   The ghost held out his hand and Michael gratefully grabbed it. After what he'd just experienced, he wanted to hug this friendly face tight and not let go. “I don't think I want to know where that window took you, dude.” He pulled Michael to his feet then passed him the weapon. “Okay, let's get this done.”
 
   “Whoa, wait, no. God. I feel like my nerves have just been scraped raw. What the fuck was that? I mean did I just see the future of something?” A violent shiver rippled through him. “Christ, please don't tell it I did see my own life end?”
 
   The ghost reached down and pulled Michael up. “I didn't expect that to happen.” He placed his hands on the man's shoulders. “You look fucking awful, Michael. Did you,” he licked his lips, “shit, you were there?”
 
   Michael couldn't stop shaking. “This isn't going to work is it? Once I go through that door, every dead thing out there is going to try and chew me to fucking pieces. Let's go back. Come on, you said they're not going to do anything until I get there. So there's going to be a few more people wanting to fuck me over. So what? They're only civilians.”
 
   “We don't have a choice, man.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can see you any other way out? This is a one-way route.” The man let go of him and picked up both the guns. He passed one to Michael. “Listen to me. What you saw, whatever it was, isn't a prediction. The place. Well, it isn't just a place. It's alive, it's sentient. And I think more than anything it was trying to help you.”
 
   “Are you fucking joking?” he cried. “Seriously, I feel like I've just been put through a hand wringer.”
 
   “Which is more than you felt when you murdered those two men, Michael.”
 
   “What's that supposed to mean?” he growled.
 
   “You'll have to work that out for yourself, Michael.” He walked over to the door. “Now, are you coming?”
 
   “Not a chance,” he replied, shaking his head. “I'm not going out there.”
 
   “Look, if this realm didn't want you in here, you would still be in your bedroom, sat on your bed, wondering if you'd just imagined it all. While you were doing all of that, your lovely wife would still be inside the hotel, with absolutely no idea that she would soon be meeting her end.
 
   “Still not moving.”
 
   “Fine,” replied the ghost. He stormed back over to Michael. “You're right. Fuck them all. Let's both stay here. After all, this is a safe place, right? It's the only place in the Realm of the Dead that is safe. In here, nothing can touch us.” He gazed hard at Michael. “That includes those monsters at the hotel. Out there, when we go through that door, those things can reach in here and pluck out any soul that died in their domain. We're like those cuddly toys at the bottom of a claw crane tank. Time in reality doesn't move while we're in here, Michael, so at least your wife is safe. What about mine, what about the other guests in that hotel who've just been slaughtered? Are you seriously going to allow those fucking monsters to dine on their souls just because you're too cowardly to face your past?”
 
   “Nobody calls me a coward.”
 
   “Then stop whining and follow me, Michael.” The ghost picked up his own weapon and opened the door. “I tell you, this cuddly toy isn't going to be taken without a fight.”
 
   What other choice did he have but to follow him  out of the room? He stood there, his hand over his eyes, looking out at this strange and yet familiar landscape. “This wasn't at all what Michael had expected.”
 
   “Come on, one more step.”
 
   He walked forward a couple of paces before he stopped and turned around, not surprised to see any door. “I wasn't expecting this”
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   “We are stood on a cobbled road. There's mills at either side. Huge Victorian stone mills. An unbroken line of them. They stretch from horizon to horizon. Do we have to walk down this road? I mean, is there something we ought to be looking for, another door or something?
 
   “Weird. There's hard-packed dirt under my feet. We're in some giant park. With endless rows of kid’s playground equipment at either side.”
 
   “This isn't what I expected,” Michael repeated.
 
   “You keep saying that. Would pits of bubbling lava be more to your expectation? Let's add in a swarm of demonic nightmares swooping out of a blood-red sky as well. You know, just to complete the picture.”
 
   “Very poetic,” he muttered. “Come on, though. This is supposed to be what happens when you die? Fighting against your demonic nightmares does sound more plausible than walking down a cobbled road forever.”
 
   “That's what you'd so love to do though. Dodging and diving away from their claws, while blasting them into slimy wet pieces. A cold calculating machine, devoid of any emotion, because that would just get in the way. Am I right?”
 
   Michael slowed down. He stopped and turned. “That's the second time that you've hinted at something you know about me. What exactly are you trying to tell me here?”
 
   The ghost shook his head. “There are rules to follow in here, Michael. I'm restricted to what I am allowed to say.”
 
   “What sort of bullshit are you trying to sell here?”
 
   “For fuck's sake,” he cried. “Look, man. This realm is just a waypoint, a stopping post. We're all visitors. How long you have to stay here depends on the weight of your soul.”
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   “Take your lovely wife. If she had died yesterday, before arriving at that hotel, then she, like everybody else, would arrive here, in this realm. Now, her stay would last longer than most because of the trauma she endured before you met her. Thing is, if, say, she died at the hands of her father, before you met her, before you were able to give her what she'd missed out on. Love, happiness, to show the woman that life doesn't have to be a constant battle, that poor woman would have probably had to stay here for a long time.”
 
   “Do you understand now?”
 
   “I think so,” he replied.
 
   “Yeah well, because of your actions, Michael, your soul is now heavier than hers ever was.”
 
   Michael thought he saw a break in the landscape, a fleeting shadow, unless it was only a trick of the light. “So this is like purgatory? Folk who were good go to heaven and the shit-bags meet the guy in red?”
 
   “After everything that you've gone through recently, that's your best reply?”
 
   Michael heard every word spoken. All of the meta-physical bollocks that spewed from the ghost's mouth made about as much sense as the rest of the stuff his new companion's conversation so he tuned him out. It wasn't a purely selfish gesture, he hadn't realised he'd done it. His mental facilities were needed elsewhere. The surrounding buildings were not as empty as Michael first assumed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw fleeting shadows where there shouldn't be. 
 
   Eyes watched him and the ghost walk along this road. His danger mechanism was in meltdown. His fingers tightened on the gun grip. Those watching him weren't benign, that much Michael was sure about.
 
   “This realm tries to heal the souls that end up here. No, that's wrong. I mean this realm provides a natural environment that allows damaged soul to repair in their own time, before they move on. Even now, some of that stain inflicted upon our souls during our terrestrial existence is dissipating. 
 
   Michael began to walk towards the building on the right, his gaze fixed on two of the windows. There were people in that mill, he was sure of it. In his peripheral vision, his companion had not left his side nor had he stopped talking. What was wrong with the man? The pair of them faced imminent danger and he was yapping on like some old washer woman.
 
   “That's the issue, this place is having with you, Michael. Believe me, the realm wants those creatures gone too. It detests how those fuckers can dip into this domain whenever they desire and scoop out any of those poor bastards who died in that hotel. It sees you as some kind of saviour, a way to seal up the realm to stop any more intrusions. The last thing it wants is for the blemishes on your soul to disappear. It wants you to be...”
 
   “Enough!” he interrupted. “I get it, okay, will you just please hush a moment?” Michael managed to shut his mouth before two large figures ran out from an open door. He jumped back and lifted his gun, squeezing the trigger tight before the first figure hit him.
 
   A strangely familiar voice cackled out a harsh laugh when the weapon failed to fire.
 
   “Shit like that don't work in here, fuck-face!”
 
   The other man had gone behind Michael, he saw a flash of silver before experiencing a dull ache below the ribs. Michael smashed the gun butt into the man in front of him, grinning savagely when his attacker stumbled back and smashed his head into the stones.
 
   This sudden movement opened up the wound caused by whatever the other man had stuck into him, but right now, that violent pain didn't even register.
 
   Michael stepped to the side before swinging the gun back. Its barrel smacking into the other man's throat. He followed that through by kicking the older man hard between the legs with his good leg. When his attacker fell to the floor, Michel kicked him again in the same place.
 
   “Was that your best try, you vile old bastard?” he snarled. Michael limped forwards and placed his feet on either side of the groaning man's head and glared at the face of Jodie's dead father. “You're already dead,” he spat, slamming the gun into the man's face. The impact destroyed his nose. Thick blood sprayed out over the man's cheeks and gushed into the man's mouth. The old man begged Michael to stop. He placed the butt over the man's open mouth, gripped the barrel hard then pushed down, using all his weight to force the weapon down. 
 
   He kept his eyes focussed on the monster who had spent so many years abusing his wife, waiting and praying that this time the lights in this fucker's eyes wouldn't blink off. There was so much more pain he need to inflict on this cunt. The bottom of his gun slid to the side, making Michael lose his balance. He fell to the left, managing to thrust his hand out to stop himself from hitting the cobbles.
 
   Michael righted himself, staring in fascination at the mess he'd made to the old man's face. His lower jaw hanging down with only a sliver of wet meat holding it on. Michael used the barrel to get him to his feet then pulled the weapon out of the man's mouth. How could this creature still be moving? His elbow brushed over the object that this fucker had slid into him. Michael pulled it out, not sure how he could have forgotten about it or why he felt no pain. Michael ran his fingers down the side of his body, not able to find any wound.
 
   It didn't shock him to discover that the old man's jaw was now back in its correct place either. He sat down hard on the man's chest and leaned forward, slapping the man's face. “What a strange place this is. I maim you and moments later you're healed. Does this mean that I can kill you over and over? I won't lie, it is such an attractive notion and yet.” he paused. “And yet the desire has left me now.” he sighed. “All that built up rage just vanished into thin air. Michael wiped both sides of the blade on his top then wrapped his fingers over the healing jaw and pushed it down again. The noise that erupted from the man below him sounded like a vacuum cleaner breaking down. Michael kept his grip on the jaw then slammed the knife into his eye.
 
   He stood up and looked across at Jodie's older brother. He still hadn't moved from his position. His eyes followed Michael as he approached the prone boy. That gaze switching from Michael to the bloodied gun he gripped.
 
   “Leave him be,” ordered the ghost.
 
   “Shut your fucking hole. Where were you when I needed you?”
 
   The ghost got up from the curb where he'd been sitting and walked between him and the boy. “I said leave him, Michael.”
 
   “And I told you to shut your hole, now get out of my way.”
 
   The ghost sighed loudly. Then stepped back. “I couldn't help you because it wasn't in the rules. Just like that creature wasn't allowed to stop you from mutilating his father.”
 
   Jodie's brother had gone. He spun around to find no trace of the other one either. “Okay, just what the fuck is going on?”
 
   “You should have listened more closely,” he replied. The ghost walked back over to the curb and sat back down. “Michael, your way out is through that door, the one where those two popped out of. It'll take you straight to the hotel.”
 
   Michael stood still. He switched his gaze from the ghost, to the door and back again. A light blue wall showed through that open door. Michael squinted his eyes. Was that an animal's head attached to that wall? It was the hotel, he was sure of it and it would only take him five steps to pass through that door. He stroked the gun's stock. Would this work in there? 
 
   His beautiful wife was inside that charnel house, so why the fuck wasn't he already heading towards that door, why was he hesitating? That ghost over there, the one who now looked as though he was waiting for a fucking bus told him that time ran differently here. Then again, he had said a lot of things.
 
   “Are you not coming?”
 
   The ghost shook his head. “I can't I'm not allowed. It isn't.”
 
   “I know, I know. It isn't in the rules. So, tell me, why are you even here? I mean, it's not like you've been able to help me when those two guys attacked me.”
 
   “Don't you think I wanted to?” he cried. “Have you not listened to anything I told you? For crying out loud, work it out. It's not that fucking complicated.”
 
   “Because you're healing and any more violence would fuck that up, it would be like two guys with broken arms trying arm wrestle.”
 
   “Basically. Do you think those two souls wanted to attack you? They didn't have any other choice. This realm brought them to you, Michael.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Jodie Sandhurst, previously called Jodie Hamilton wasn't the only child in that family who'd been abused. Her older brother had received the same treatment as well. Their father only stopped when Jodie had reached an age where she had become more appealing to the old man.”
 
   Michael grew pale. “Shut up.”
 
   “Malcolm Hamilton was as much a victim as his sister, yet this didn't stop you from murdering the man. Albert Hamilton did inflict those vile crimes upon his flesh and blood, there's no denying that, Michael. He was a victim too. When Albert was fourteen, a car stopped just in front of him. The window wound down and a smart looking man, wearing a suit asked Albert for directions to the local cinema. When Albert stopped, the rear door opened and two more men got out. They looked around before bundling the boy into the back of the car.  They took this terrified boy into a deserted warehouse.”
 
   “Please,” Michael said. “I don't want to hear anymore.”
 
   “There were four men in that car. Three of them took turns in raping Albert. The forth one leaned against a wall and smoked. Every so often, he'd take a picture, asking the boy to look like he was enjoying himself.” The ghost stood up and gently lifted Michael's head. “After a couple of hours, they left him. Albert spent the night in that warehouse, curled up under a table, clutching what remained of his torn clothes.” 
 
   “Fuck you,” he said, “There's nothing I can do about the man's past, is there? And nothing changes what that fucker did to my Jodie. I'll tell you this for free too. If that bastard was stood in front of me right now, I'd do it again. I'd kill him where he stood.”
 
   “Make it a clean death, make it clean and quick.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The ghost shook him hard. “Listen to me!” he yelled. “You have got to make their deaths quick, please don't let any of them suffer.” He pointed to the open door. “You're going to go in there and slaughter anyone who gets in your way.” Tears ran down his cheeks. “End this, Michael. End the suffering.”
 
   He shook the man off and pushed him away before running over to that door, Michael so needed to get away from him. 
 
   “Remember the park. Please, you have to remember the...”
 
   Michael passed over the threshold. A cacophony of indistinct voices blasted at him. He fell to the floor and slammed his hands over his ears, gulping back a shocked scream when his actions only made the voices louder. He couldn't see anything but a thick haze of yellow. The voices were still there but now, he could pick out maybe two of three different people. The words themselves were just meaningless garbage.
 
   He managed to get onto his knees. Michael leaned back, feeling something hard against his back. Michael assumed it was the wall. His vision had now begun to clear and three blurred forms coalesced into three men. Each one holding a gun. All three of them staring at him. 
 
   4
 
   Judging from the thick dust covering every surface, nobody had entered this shed for a long time. Her two companions had struck gold with this spot. Not that hiding had been in their initial plan.
 
   Katie Overton leaned against the far wall, her hands still pressed hard against her guts. The beating she received from the old bastard still fresh in her mind. That hadn’t been part of the initial plan either. Her gaze stayed on the dust covered floor boards, where they hadn’t moved since stumbling in here a few minutes ago. God, this really did hurt. How could that be? She was an Overton, for crying out loud, receiving pain was one thing they all did well.
 
   Not one word had been uttered since Maddie open the door and held it open while Katie stumbled inside. Neither of them had offered to help her. She didn’t hold that against them, she probably would have felt the same way if she’d have been in their shoes.
 
   Speaking of shoes, the dull floorboards acquired a splash of colour when a pair of bright red walking boots disturbed the dust. She didn’t need to shift her gaze to understand that her younger sister demanded her attention. What was the point of even moving? The conversation, the accusations and sense of betrayal would inevitably follow the path that Katie had already run through her head a dozen times already.
 
   “You said we would be protected,” accused Pamela.
 
   She heard the hurt in those words. It was almost as if she had been the one who’d suffered from the grimy paws of Greg James. To her knowledge, her younger sister had been one of the lucky ones in her family, apart from being an infrequent target from Terry Bakersfield and his gang of two tosspots that is. Young Terry did enjoy having a go at Pamela. 
 
   She followed those boots, the boots she once owned, onto the legs, body and finally the hard faced features belonging to the most serious sister on the whole fucking planet. “Do the dead talk? No, scratch that. Of course they do, otherwise we three wouldn’t be here in the first place. I mean, I should be dead myself, Pamela. Those bastards were all ready to kill me.” She pushed her left fist harder into her stomach, God, that did hurt. “And yet, here I am, looking at you two miserable bastards, wondering why I’m about to face the twenty questions game.”
 
   “He almost killed you.” replied her sister.
 
   “Did you believe the images they showed us earlier on, Pamela?” she asked quietly. Katie glanced over at Maddie, who was doing her best to blend into the background. “What about you?”
 
   Her best friend stayed silent for a moment before the girl bit her bottom lip and nodded.
 
   “Of course you did, Maddie. We believed because, deep down in our hearts, we’ve always known it to be true.” Katie slowly got to her feet. She removed her hands then attempted to fill her lungs. It did feel like something in there was out of place.  
 
   Pamela hadn’t moved, she stood there, her face still displaying condescension. Katie had enough of this. “Don’t you fucking judge me, little sister! You glare at me as though everything wrong in this world is my fucking fault. What, you expected Greg’s fist to bounce of me? Oh wait, what about if that fucker shot me instead? Bullets are not going to bounce off us, you know. This isn’t some cartoon, Pamela.”
 
   Her sister now looked like she’d beaten up herself now. “I just, I just.”
 
   Katie took her hands. “You’re just terrified, honey. We all are.” She wrapped her arms around Pamela and hugged her tight. “This has to be done. We don’t have any other choice.” She pulled her back. “You do understand that?”
 
   Tears ran down Pamela’s cheeks. “Oh God, yeah. How could we have been so blind?”
 
   Katie sighed. It wasn’t as simple as that and they all knew that. It was a simple thing to look back at the half-truths and total lies the town elders, parents and teacher told them while they were growing up, and see them as they really were, but from what they were told last night, they could have told them any old crap and they would have believed it.
 
   The town owned them from birth to death. They were cattle for the hidden owners, each one marked and branded. Each one conditioned to perform their allotted tasks. Free will was something they thought they possessed but in reality, their lives followed a path already laid down before conception. 
 
   Her teachers told Katie that the Richmond Point Hospice at the edge of the town took in people with terminal diseases. When their patients died, all their possessions were donated to the town. Her parents told her the hotel owners stole the gear from their guests and sold it to the shops. There were many other story variations but Katie, like the others before her, never thought to question any of them. The hotel and its stories slipped to the back of her memory and stayed there until she started work.
 
   She had stood in the Jack’s living room, dressed in her smartest clothes, feeling so proud of herself, looking at the three assembled adults, Jack, his wife and her mother. This was to be her first ever job. Her new boss stood up and walked up to Katie. He was such an imposing figure, twice her size, with thick muscles stretching his suit material. She used to have such a crush on this man a few years ago, a crush she’d shared with many other girls in town. Katie used to fantasise about this handsome man sweeping her up in his arms and carrying her across the field behind her house and laying her beneath a large tree before kneeling beside her and… Katie had felt the colour rise in her cheeks, as the man stopped directly in front of her. He took her hand, shook it and welcomed her to the café. Looking back to that moment, if she could have stopped time, she would have halted it right there. His warm hand pressed against hers while she gazed into those beautiful eyes while he smiled that heart melting smile.
 
   Jack’s other hand found her left breast. He leaned forward while squeezing her hand and her breast. The two other women were now beside Katie, their hands trailing up her bare legs and sliding under her blouse. Tears ran down her cheeks. She tried to flinch from their touch only to feel a hard slap across her cheek. Katie had no idea who had done that, she was in total shock, what was going on?
 
   The café owner grabbed her shoulders and pulled the sobbing girl’s body hard against his. The man’s teeth nibbled Katie’s ear while she felt those hands pulling down her skirt and panties. 
 
   The man’s teeth gripped Katie’s teeth while his big hands travelled down her back until they reached her bottom. He gripped the flesh and pulled her hips closer. Katie knew what he was about to do next and it terrified her. She sobbed when she felt his solid penis brush against her clitoris. The man then let go of her ear, he drew back and glared at the girl.
 
   “I can do this anytime I choose, Katie. You belong to me now.”
 
   The man had then told her to get dressed before explaining she would be working in a public environment, meaning possible contact with people who don’t live in the town. His demeanour changed once more. Jack nodded at the two women who both dropped to their knees; they both wrapped their fingers around his shaft and gently massaged it. She looked on in horrified silence, not believing this was happening to her. While her mother and Jack’s wife took turns in putting that monster in their mouths, the man told her that the hotel is town business only, and she was not to breathe a word to any stranger or the consequences for her would be dire.
 
   Katie kissed the top of her sister’s head. “There was nothing we could do, Pamela.”
 
   The pain in her stomach had finally begun to ease off. Even so, if nothing else happened to her tonight, she’d still need a few days of bed-rest to recover from what that old bastard had done to her body.
 
   The only respite was she had the feeling that the monster who’d done this to her was unlikely to be doing it again, meaning he’d now be residing in the place where their visitor had come from.
 
   Katie knew their weekly girl’s night in would be a little different, thanks to Maddie managing to swipe a full bottle of scotch from out of her father’s drinks cabinet. He and the rest of the town elders were having an impromptu meeting at the school. Not that Katie or her friends had any idea what it could be about, nor did they care. It just meant the chances of interruption would be cut down to almost nothing. After the last few days, none of them wanted any of those bastards to break up their chill out time.
 
   Maddie had brought her collection of LP’s to play on Pamela’s record player. She had even brought a couple of CD’s too. Not that any of the girls possessed a CD player as far as Katie knew, there were only two in town and both of those were under lock and key. It would be a while before those trickled down.
 
   Their friend had also brought along something else but none of them found out until half of that bottle was gone and Katie had lost her favourite red walking boots and her watch to Pamela in their card game.
 
   Both Maddie and Pamela helped her over to the only chair in the shed and made her sit down. Katie so wished they were back in her tiny bedroom, sipping scotch from their chipped cups and listening to the Bay City Rollers blasting out from the record player, when she’d been happier, before those veils of ignorance were lifted. Katie then felt guilty for wishing away the hurtful truth of their situation.
 
   “Are you going to be able to do this?” asked Maddie.
 
   “I don't have any choice, do I? None of us do.” Katie lifted her top. The ugly dark patches of bruising over her stomach made her want to weep. Greg James might be out of the picture but the others were still around and each and every one of them had hurt her in some way. Those bastards had hurt all of them in the past.
 
   “Yeah well, it looks like Maddie's plan of lying in wait for them wins after all,” muttered Pamela. “There's no chance of doing hit and run now, not with you in that state. You'll just slow us down. I'm not going to split up either, so if any of you were thinking of that idea, you can forget it.”
 
   Pamela joined Maddie by the shed door, who had opened it a crack to peek outside. It must show testament to their resolve that none of them had opted for the safer option of going home after the beating Katie just received. After all, the very ideas of three girls, who'd spent their whole lives playing the victim, were contemplating taking on all those psychos up in the main building.
 
   The knives the girls carried wouldn't fair too well against those guns. Like that was the underestimation of the decade. She silently wished they'd been given a bit more time to find something a little deadlier than her own weapon. For crying out loud, the knife she used, the knife now in her sock, was last used to peel carrots and potatoes for dinner two nights ago. Then again, if they had been given more time, perhaps none of them would have opted for this insane mission, despite the ordeals they'd all endured. Katie glanced at her watch, not believing it had only been a couple of hours since the three of them had been 'visited'.
 
   Katie had only just realised something was seriously wrong when the playing cards slipped out of Maddie's fingers and fell onto the carpet. The single thought that swirled around Katie's mind at the time wasn't concern over her best friend, it was her friend only had a pair, meaning that Katie wasn't going to lose her beloved electronic calculator.
 
   As the Bay City Rollers said goodbye to their baby, her bedroom walls crumbled away, leaving the three girls inside a dark brick built cavern.
 
   She felt her fingers squeeze the cards in her hand when a naked man appeared on one of the walls. Thick rusted metal clamps held his arms tight against the bricks. Katie shook her head in denial, not wanting to believe this was happening. It had to be a dream or nightmare! Katie had given that dishy man a free bun only this morning. The man's eyes snapped open and he let out a heart-wrenching scream that sent every hair on her back standing upright.
 
   Katie choked back her own scream when she took her eyes off his pained face and looked down his naked body to discover another woman on the floor, under the man, methodically cutting through his left ankle with a hacksaw.
 
   The man's shrieks faded away, leaving that woman sawing through the man's leg to the tune of Abba. She looked at her sister who, in turn, was gaping at Maddie. The girl lifted her head but the face did not belong to Katie's best friend. 
 
   “Those playing cards once belonged to me, you know.”
 
   Katie found herself staring at a twenty-something man with intense blue eyes and a thin moustache. 
 
   “Not that I need them anymore, with me being dead, you see.”
 
   Maddie's head turned around and Katie saw another naked figure wearing that man's face shackled to that wall. There was no sign of that female torturer here, but just by the state of that man's bloodied body, she knew he'd received the same fate.
 
   Katie turned away and looked down at the carpet, not wanting to watch any more of this horror. The gesture was pointless as the image continued to pummel her anyway. Katie watched a beautiful teen red-head holding hands with a boy of a similar age. The pair of them were playing in the snow. The girl wore Katie's red boots. The next image showed a large man jointing a blood-stained torso. The red boots were piled up in the corner of the room on top of the clothes worn by the couple.
 
   The horror didn't stop there. Every single item of clothing she'd worn and every item in her possession once belonged to another murdered individual and Katie was forced to witness the fate of all the  ones who checked into that hotel.
 
   Her bedroom had reformed but the images never stopped assaulting her mind. She had no idea how long the torment lasted. Her first coherent thought when they did finally stop was lifting her head, finding a playing card stuck to her cheek and that she'd pissed herself.
 
   “Can you see anything?” she asked. The other two girls had not moved from that door. “Pam, have you gone deaf or something? Will you answer me!”
 
   Her sister slowly backed away from the door, not moving her gaze from that crack. Maddie hadn't moved an inch, all Katie could hear now were her friend's quiet sobs. The door opened a little wider, but it wasn't the girls pushing open the door. Katie's heart jumped into her throat at the sight of Jack Williams grinning at all of them. He held a pistol in his left hand. The cafe owner flicked the gun to the left and Maddie stumbled back. Pamela ran over to Katie and stood behind her chair.
 
   “Hello there, Katie. Fancy meeting up with you again.” He looked down at Maddie. “I'm surprised to see you here, girl. I don't know what your father will think of you being involved with a pair of dirty Overtons. He'll be disappointed, that much I do know.”
 
   “Leave now,” Katie growled. “Go on, fuck off before you get hurt, Jack.”
 
   “God, ain't you the ballsy one! Where did this streak of guts appear from, honey? I mean, you didn't have this yesterday when I fucked you on one of the cafe tables.” He stood above Maddie. “I seem to recall you panting and asking me to push more of me inside you.” Jack laughed out loud. “I'm so going to miss you, Katie. You know you're going to die here?” He raised his pistol. “Pamela, you can go home. I have no beef with you.” The man paused, he ran his tongue over his lips. “Wait, scratch that, No, you'd better stay. Thing is, if I do your older sister, I'll be short of waitress at the cafe. There's also the annoying problem of having nothing to plough while I'm at work either.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   Jack looked down at the girl between his legs. “What about you?”
 
   “Well, don't you want to plough me as well?”
 
   Jack lowered his gun arm. “I never really gave that any thought. I mean I.”
 
   Maddie's arm whipped up and the small bladed knife she'd concealed under her fingers slammed into the man's scrotum. Thick blood gushed from the man's mouth as he tumbled backwards. Pamela rushed forward and dropped to her knees. The girl slowly removed her own knife from her sock, showed the blade to Jack before she brought it down into the palm of his hand.
 
   “Why isn't he screaming? He ought to be screaming by now.”
 
   Maddie pulled out her blade. She stood up and looked down at him. “I think he bit the end of his tongue off.”
 
   Katie had managed to stand up. She walked over to the fallen man. This vile man had put her through hell since she'd started at the cafe. He'd abused her body daily, treated her like his personal slave and made her want to kill herself on more than one occasion. If it hadn't been for her sister and her best friend's kind words and comfort, Katie honestly believed that she would had followed that path. She retrieved her own knife and slowly lowered herself onto his chest.
 
   “Stick it into his eye,” said Pamela. “Then push the knife up his nose.”
 
   “No, cut off his cock and stuff it into his mouth. Then slit the bastard's throat.” Maddie waved her blood-coated knife in front of his face. “I used to fancy you when I was a kid. I thought you were kind and generous and your smile always used to make me weak at the knees. Then I found out what you did to my friend!”
 
   Katie leaned closer to the man. “Do you see how hatred breeds more hatred, Jack? Grab his head!”
 
   Both the girls held the man's head tight. As Katie rested the tip of her blade against the man's eyelid. “You deserve what they suggested and more, you dirty fucking cunt!” she roared. Katie pushed the knife through the thin skin and deep into Jack's eyes socket. Katie grabbed the handle with both hands then leaned forward, feeling the metal slide all the way down until it scraped against the back of his skull.
 
   “You deserved more, so much fucking more,” she whispered. Katie raised her head and gazed at the two girls. “We kill them clean and quick. It's what they told us to do.” She snatched the gun from Jack's dead fingers and passed it to Pamela. “You're the only one who's ever fired one of these things.” She got off the dead man's chest. “Fuck waiting for the others to show up.”
 
   5
 
   The seconds crawled by, each moment stretching on and on, while his executioners continued to stare at the spot where Michael shivered. He could not move his body; they had dropped him into the viper nest. All he could do now was to await the inevitable sound of gunfire.
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   The older man, the one whom Michael had passed over money to enter that mausoleum shrugged. Uncertainty etched over his face. The young man, still wearing his leather jacket, still sporting the bruises that Michael had given him earlier snarled. 
 
   “You daft old bastard,” he hissed. “I almost killed the fucking carpet.” He spun around. “Come on, you two,” he said, addressing the other youths. “Let’s go check in the rooms upstairs.”
 
   The three men left the part time policeman to scratch his head as they took the stairs two at a time. Michael lifted his head, it now weighed twice as heavy as it ought to, but he was able to move it high enough to watch them disappear into one of the rooms above them. The older man was already making his way towards the reception desk. Michael didn’t bother asking himself why none of them hadn’t been able to see him, was there any point? He knew from most recent experience that asking stupid questions resulted in silence.
 
   Somewhere in this place was his wife and he knew for a fact that until he regained his strength and to find a way to stop his body from feeling like it had been filled with lead shot, he’d be no good to her or anyone. Michael silently moaned in pain as he tried to curl his body into a tight ball. It took a good minute but after much straining, he accomplished it. Michael then rolled towards the reception desk. The older man had disappeared; he must have decided to go check out wherever that other door led to.
 
   Even the slightest of movements sent stabs of pain through his body. This had to be the result of moving from that other place back home, it had to be. After all, the same had happened when he’d first crossed over. So, what was he supposed to do now, just wait for the feeling to pass? Considering Michael had no other option, there was nothing else he could do. He placed his hands on the carpet and slowly dragged his limp body around the desk, gritting his teeth as his muscles complained at every jerk.
 
   As he lay there, hoping he was right about his assumption and impatiently waiting for this fucking fugue to leave him, Michael listened to the noises around him. He heard the occasional laughter, a few disgruntled moans and the persistent ticking from the clock on the wall, opposite those two stag’s heads. There was no evidence of torture, of screaming, of people in pain. If anything, this hotel just sounded like any other hotel he’s been in.
 
   “How long do we have to wait?”
 
   It looked as though the reject biker boys were back. 
 
   “Why the fuck are you asking me that?”
 
   Michael peered around the corner of the desk, relief flooding his system when he felt his muscles beginning to behave again. He still moved like a baby on weed but now he was confident this would soon pass.
 
   “Wait, did you see something just then?
 
   Fuck, his time for blending into the background was obviously at an end. The boy must have seen him, or at least evidence that suggested the boys weren’t alone. Michael jumped and banged his head on the bottom of the desk when a single shot rang out. A small crater appeared on the wall opposite him.
 
   “There!” cried the boy, “did you see that? That table moved.”
 
   “Are you fucking mental?” yelled the leader. “We’re not supposed to shoot up the furniture.”
 
   A dark shadow passed over him.
 
   “Remember me, fuck-face? Wanna try what you pulled on me in the bogs again? Fuck me! You really did come armed to the teeth!”
 
   Michael moved his head and arms at the same time, his movements growing more fluid. The kid wasn’t even looking at he raised the gun and waited, knowing the longer he hesitated, the better chance he’d have to get out of here.
 
   “Hey, this cunt’s got a fucking machine gun, I’m having that!”
 
   Michael gently squeezed the trigger, moaning in pain as the recoil slammed into his shoulder. At such close range, the rounds literally turned the boy’s face into raw burger meat. Blood, pieces of splintered skull and lumps of grey matter splattered against the wall. He rolled on the floor and fired again, this time into the desk, hoping some of them would find their targets. He heard one howl as his magazine ran dry, before somebody on the other side returned fire.
 
   He saw two pairs of feet run towards the desk at the same time he’d dropped the now empty gun. Michael cursed his slow body. The cursing grew more intense when a rough hand reached over the surface and found his hair. He yelled out in agony as the man wrenched him onto his feet. The other one had already jumped over and was in the process of trying to pull his remaining side arm out of Michael’s belt.
 
   Cold metal pressed against his temple.
 
   “You utter cunt!” snarled thing. That’s not supposed to happen; you’re not supposed to kill any of us!”
 
   Michael allowed the boy to pull the gun out of the belt before he kicked him hard between the legs, betting the boy wouldn’t react fast enough to pull that trigger. He dropped to the floor and grabbed the assault rifle and swung it backwards. The butt caught the boy’s gun and ripped it out of his hands. Michael snatched up his stolen gun and cracked it over the head of the boy he’d just kicked. He dropped like a stone.
 
   “This isn’t going how you planned it, is it?” He looked down at the sprawled boy, blood from his head wound dribbled down the side of his head. Michael pointed his gun at the inert boy.”
 
   “Oh god, no! Please don’t. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Please, don’t do this. Don’t kill him!”
 
   “It’s a clean kill,” he whispered before pulling the trigger. Michael didn’t have to witness the devastation to know another one had just joined his pal in the realm of the dead. He turned his attention to his remaining so called bad boy. Judging from the foul stench coming from thing’s pants, he’d just shit himself. He nodded towards the stairs. “You had better go.”
 
   “What, you’re letting me go?” 
 
   Michael shook his head.“Of course I am. I think you’ve learned your lesson,” he said, smiling.
 
   “Oh God, thank you, I’m so sorry I didn’t listen to you earlier. I tell you, from now on I…”
 
   He pressed the muzzle under the man’s chin and emptied the magazine. “I’m sorry about lying to you, just then. I couldn’t do you earlier. Your stress levels were way too high.”
 
   Through the hot stench of cordite that competed with so much human fluid, Michael detected something very familiar. Oh fuck, no please. Don’t do this to me. He spun around, trying to locate the source of the new smell, the smell of his wife’s perfume. 
 
   “Jodie!” he yelled, “Where are you?” Michael ran over to the open doorway, his rage boiling over. Whatever fugue that had turned his muscles into sludge was already forgotten. Even if the entropy was still in place, it wouldn’t have dared to block his fucking path.
 
   “Up here, sweetie!” yelled a male voice.
 
   Michael spun around and saw the main torturer standing at the top of the stairs. Trevor's wife, Fern shielded the fat fucker. He’d looped a steel cord around the woman’s neck. “If you dare hurt her, I’ll skin you alive.”
 
   The man chuckled. “Oh yeah, that’s a good one. Have you any idea how difficult that particular task is? The skinning part isn’t that difficult, as long as your blade is sharp enough and you have a steady hand. The trick is to do it quick enough before they pass out and die from blood loss” He growled when Michael ran towards the foot of the steps. “Yeah, because that’s a good idea!” he shouted.
 
   Michael skidded to a stop when the torturer dug his nails in Fern's shoulder and pushed her to the edge of the top step. His other hand tightened on the rope. 
 
   “Guess what happens if you come any closer, Mr Dogshit! Put your guns on the floor right fucking now.”
 
   Michael couldn’t do as the insane freak demanded. If he did that, he would have signed their death warrants. They’d both be shackled to the walls in less than an hour. He looked into the woman's terrified eyes, silently hoping she’d forgive him in the next life. Michael couldn’t allow that monster to hurt her, no matter the cost. “A clean kill,” he sobbed, raising his gun.
 
   “So, you think it's clever to hit an old man from behind, do you?” whispered a voice in Michael's ear. “Don't feel so fucking clever now.”
 
   Michael gritted his teeth as his gun was wrenched out of his hands. He looked up at Fern and mouthed he was sorry. How fucking stupid was he? Michael had seen that old man go through that door. Fuck, the guy must have seen everything, it's not like he'd been that quiet about the killings. “Let me go now, and you won't die later,” he snarled.
 
   The old man let out a loud chuckle. “Oh, that's a good one.” He forced Michael forward, onto the steps. “I'm going to enjoy when the man up there rip out your insides. I might even be able to taste your lovely wife too.”
 
   The old man thrust his tongue into Michael's ear.
 
   “You bring him a little closer,” said the torturer.”I want to see up close what our friends were so scared of.”
 
   The old man jabbed something hard into the base of Michael's spine and pushed him further up the steps. “Come on, you heard the man, move it!”
 
   Fern was almost within touching distance. “Are you and Jodie okay?”
 
   “Stop fucking talking!” screamed the torturer.
 
   Fern managed to nod once before the man holding her slammed a fist into the side of her face. Michael spun around and booted the shocked man hard in the guts before running up the remaining steps. He took Fern in his arms and wrapped his fingers around the metal cord, then pulled it. The man holding the other end was jerked forward.
 
   “Fern, kick back, kick back right fucking now, girl!”
 
   The man behind her ran straight into Fern's high heels. He screamed out and released the cord. Michael jumped to the side and slammed his foot into the fat man's ankle. He so wanted to kill this fucker right now, but Michael knew time was still against them. He booted him again before grabbing the woman's hand.
 
   “Where is Jodie, honey?”
 
   Fern looked into his face, fat tears streaked her cheeks. “I don't know,” she blurted. “They separated us hours ago. I've been in the room all alone until a few minutes ago. Michael, oh God, what is this place?”
 
   The old man's crumpled body lay at the bottom of the stairs, beside Michael's gun. He loosened the cord and gently pulled it off her neck. “You really don't want to know, hun. Let's get you out of here.”
 
   “What about Jodie?”
 
   “I'll find her, don't you fret about that.” He pulled her past the fat man, still curled up in the foetal position on the carpet and helped her down the steps. When he reached the bottom, Michael took both of her hands. “You need to listen to me now, honey. I want you to get to the car, climb inside and lock the doors. Don't open them for anybody but me, do you understand?”
 
   She nodded. “Please find her?”
 
   Michael leaned down and snatched his gun from the floor. “I'm not leaving without my Jodie,” he growled. Michael pointed the gun at the old man. “Now go, get out of here. Let me finish this.”
 
   “Wait, good God, are you going to kill him?”
 
   The old man's panic-stricken gaze swapped from him to Fern. “Please, miss. Don't let him murder me?” He got down onto his knees, clasped his hands tight and bowed his head. “Please don't kill me. I'm so sorry!” The man slowly looked up, his pleading eyes finding Michael. “I had no choice, they made me do it. Please, you have got to believe me!”
 
   Michael's finger moved off the trigger. He turned around, intending to tell Fern to get out of here. His words dried up when he saw somebody else standing behind the woman. He spun his gun around. “Get on the floor!” he roared.
 
   Fern then arched her back, shrieking out in utter agony. Michael watched, open mouthed as the front of the woman's blouse erupted in vivid red, the colour spreading out across the material. The figure behind her giggled softly. Michael looked up, watching this beautiful wild-haired woman, wearing a filthy dressing gown pull out a thin, long-bladed knife from out of Fern's back. The woman rested the tip of the knife on Fern's shoulder.
 
   Amazingly Fern was still alive, she looked into Michael's eyes. He saw pain, and confusion, Michael also thought he saw betrayal. That all this was his fault. “Please,” he whispered, “don't do this, let her go!”
 
   The woman giggled again then thrust the blade down. Michael roared again. Just as a pair of arms circled his chest. His finger tightened on the trigger and the gun fired, the round slamming into the woman's guts.
 
   He jerked his head back, making contact with the old man's nose. Michael felt the grip on him loosen just enough to slam an elbow into his attacker's flesh. The old man fell back. He dropped down, grabbed the man's ears and lifted his head up before crashing it back down. “You cunt!” he shouted, “you bastard, fuck!” Michael continued to hit the man's skull  against the edge of the step, he felt the bone crack open but this only enraged him more. Michael only stopped at the sound of that banshee letting out another giggle.
 
   Michael got to his feet, absently wiped his gore-covered hands down the side of his trousers and turned around. The fat man was no longer lying on the top of the stairs and the insane woman had gone too, leaving him alone, standing in the reception hall littered with dead bodies.
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   Katie stood next to the open door, peering into a dark room. She saw a few high backed chairs, a wooden table and a jigsaw puzzle box leaning against the wall. This door was closed when she past here, after fleeing from Greg James. Pamela and Maddie had already gone inside, telling her to wait for them to come back. So much for not splitting up. They hadn't stopped fussing over her since leaving the shed, their attitude towards Katie had dramatically changed since she'd put paid to Jack Williams. Maddie's behaviour was the most obvious. She leaned forward and clutched her guts. Every so often, she received another twinge to remind her that something in there definitely still wasn't back in place.
 
   Maddie no longer looked to her as an equal anymore. It was as if her murdering ability had elevated Katie to almost hero worship. It sounded so stupid, but it really did feel like that. She sighed loudly, wondering if Maddie had truly understood the messages that the three of them had received. Pamela, on the other hand, now treated her with even more aloof. She'd seemed to have slipped even further into her shell. Katie remembered what the girl had said about the crush she'd had on the cafe owner. Christ, that was a surprise. She'd never given any indication before then. Then again, how was that a shock? Pamela wasn't exactly known for giving away how she felt, it was one of the reasons why she almost always won at cards.
 
   That was it, Katie couldn't stay out here any longer. They were supposed to all be doing a job, all of them, together. She entered the room, running her fingers across the wall as she made her way towards the open door, and the only source of light. 
 
   As she approached the door, the stench of raw meat, coupled with excrement assaulted her nostrils. Katie clamped a hand over her nose before peering through the door. She saw nothing that indicted where the vile smells were coming from. All she saw were half a dozen empty tables. There were two more open doors at the back of the dining room. She took one step across the threshold, jumping in shock when the outer door slammed shut behind her.
 
   Katie tried to suppress the nagging thought that she was now trapped in here, that she was the mouse who'd just sprung the trap. She walked over to the first door, while keeping her hand firmly pressed against her nose. The vile smell was now strong enough to make her eyes water.
 
   “Pamela,” she hissed, peering around the door.  Katie saw nothing out of place. It looked like any other large kitchen. There was certainly no sign of the other two. “Where the bloody hell have you gone to?” Oh Christ, this was so not good. Where were they? What was she going to do now? “Fuck! I should have stayed outside.”
 
   “Yes, I think you probably should, Katie.”
 
   Her sister walked through the other door. She pulled out a chair from under one of the tables and sat down. Pamela smiled. She didn't look like the same person who'd asked Katie to stay by the door. There was something very different about the girl.
 
   “Where's Maddie?”
 
   “Don't you worry about her, dear sister,” she replied. That smile had yet to leave the girl's face. She tapped out a staccato upon the wooden surface. “Thing is, although I suffered through the same horror as you and Maddie, I kinda had some prior warning. It made me look at everything in a different light to you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Katie took a step closer, then suddenly stopped when she saw her sister wasn't alone. Lurking just beyond that door was another figure, and it wasn't her best friend. “I'll ask you one more time, where the fuck is Maddie?”
 
   The girl's smile widened. Katie now understood exactly what was wrong with this picture. Her sister was the most straight-faced individual she had ever known. There was more chance of the sky turning bright green than seeing Pamela break into a grin.
 
   “What the fuck is going on here?” Katie watched as a woman walked into the room. It was Joyce Belmont! The older woman placed her hands protectively on her sister's shoulders.  She couldn't believe this, a fucking Belmont was holding Pamela like she was the best of friends!
 
   Katie quietly moaned when another figure appeared through the door. Joyce's husband nodded at Katie before he took up position next to his wife.
 
   “I'm sorry, sister, but I have no intention of spending the next eternity, wandering through the afterlife in a state of terminal misery. There's going to be no redemption for any of us, Katie. They told us lies, it was all a bunch of thinly veiled bullshit, designed to help the man from the farmhouse put a stop to all of this.” She held out her hands. “Why don't you join us, Katie?” She raised her head and smiled at the woman standing behind her. “That man will kill the present owners. That much I am certain.”
 
   “What is this? Come here, Pamela. I don't know what they've said to you, nor do I care.” She glared at the woman and pulled her knife out from the back of her jeans. “Come over here, Pamela.”
 
   “So you can what? Butcher her like you did to Jack? You fucking idiot, why can't you see the truth? We're all damned, every single one of us. When we die, we'll all be going to hell. It's inevitable.”
 
   “Where's Maddie?”
 
   Joyce laughed. She then clicked her fingers and her husband carefully placed something into the woman's hand. Katie moaned again. It was the gun she'd given to her friend. 
 
   “She's gone to hell, honey.” The woman pointed the gun at Katie's head. “Do you want to join her?”
 
   “Listen to me, Katie,” implored her sister. There's another way. The others, the ones who killed all those people, they didn't go to the afterlife when they died. The ones who created this have protected them. Don't you see? When the man kills the two present owners, their souls will still live on. There'll be no hell for them, the creators will see to that. They'll be rewarded for all entirety.”  Pamela scraped the chair back. She stood up and walked over to Katie, still smiling. The girl grabbed Katie's hand. “Let me show you something.” Pamela took her over to the open door. The other two stood aside. “You see, it isn't that difficult.”
 
   Katie dropped her knife, her mind unable to process the vile scene before her. Several blood-soaked bodies were piled up against the far wall. Somewhere at the back of her head a calm voice casually informed Katie that they were the origin of the stench. She followed the trail of crimson guts back to the centre of the room to where her best friend lay.
 
   “What have you fucking done to her, you monsters?” she wept.
 
   “We killed her. I thought that was obvious,” replied her sister. “We had to make sure you couldn't hear her screams, that's why my pink sock is still in her mouth. It can stay there too, there's no way I can wear that again, not after she vomited on it.”
 
   “It'll wash out,” replied Joyce.
 
   “Can you see the marks on the back of her ankles? I did that. It turned out that Terry Bakersfield had a knife concealed upon his person. That's one thing I can thank our stranger for. With Terry dead, my life will be a little easier now. Anyway, once I stabbed her in the legs a few times, I stood on her hands while Joyce held Maddie's legs. It was Joyce's husband who pushed that heavy table onto her stomach. He pulled it onto two legs leaned it over her then just let it go. She made such a strange noise when the edge of the table smacked into her guts. Kind of like a whooshing sound.”
 
   “She was our friend, you insane, evil bitch!” sobbed Katie. She averted her eyes from the now deformed shape of her best friend, not wanting to remember poor Maddie like this. “Oh Jesus. What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   “You know, Pamela, I'm not certain that it was puke that bubbled around your sock. I reckon that the table must have pushed up her fucked insides into her throat. All that stuff is probably bits of lung and pieces of her intestine.” Joyce pushed past Katie and leaned against the now returned table. “Jack so enjoyed your body, you know.” The woman ran the tip of her tongue across her lips. “And, I dare say, my husband enjoyed watching you please him. The occasions where we watched did make our coffee and biscuits a little more digestible. Your darling sister here, begged us to allow you to join us, arguing that your skill in the kitchen would somehow benefit us.” Joyce looked past her and displayed the briefest of nods.
 
   Her husband lunged at Katie, his fingers clutching at her ankle. He pulled her back, laughing as she crashed onto the carpet. Her previous discomfort ignited, sending out bolts of fiery agony through her stomach. She brought up her knees and rocked, wishing all of this was just another one of those visions.
 
   “Oh, I see you're not too keen on rising. That's okay by me.”
 
   “No, please. Don't shoot her!”
 
   Katie raised her head, expecting to see her sister's face awash with anguish, instead she found the woman smiling. 
 
   “We killed the other one way too quickly,” announced Pamela. “Let's see if we can do her more slowly.”
 
   “You'd torture your own sister?”
 
   “Why not? After all, it's what our new masters would want us to do. Look, it's going to be a while before we get another chance.” Pamela walked over to Katie and crouched beside her. “It looks like the boy got his times wrong regarding our guest. Judging from the mess already made, I'd say that he's already here, no doubt looking for his wife while the hotel's present torturers are looking for him.” She grinned. “While they're busy killing each other, let's show the boy exactly how it should be done. You know, seize the moment and all that.”
 
   Katie closed her eyes and listened to the sound of their voices. The last thing she wanted was to die, especially at the hands of her younger sister. This was not what she'd expected to happen to her. She found herself wanting to laugh, to cry out at the unfairness of it all. Just what the fuck had she done to deserve all of this shit?
 
   Another bout of pain shot through her belly and while the two women above her continued to debate how they should torture her. Katie moaned quietly and started to cry.
 
   “The poor little cry-baby doesn't want to live forever,” taunted Joyce. “I can't even believe you even contemplated bringing her into our new gang, Pamela. She's spent all her life playing the underdog, she obviously knows no better.”
 
   Katie had no gun. Her knife could be anywhere. Most likely she'd dropped it somewhere in that dining room. She stifled her sobbing and listened to those two women discuss the best way to prolong her death. Joyce's dippy husband had found some metal cord at the top of the steps. He was so happy over the find. The daft old bastard had designs on her body as well. He wanted to fuck her before those two made Katie's body too unsightly. He'd wanted to stick his cock inside Katie ever since he'd seen her bending over when she'd first started working at the cafe. A delight that his bitch of a wife had denied him. Jack wouldn't have minded. As long as he was able to watch before joining in on the action.
 
   Katie paused, not too sure where this previously hidden knowledge had appeared from. The man hadn't spoken any of that stuff out loud, that's for sure.
 
   She found herself flexing her fingers, acutely aware that the pain that had tormented her guts had died down. Oh, it hadn't totally vanished, traces of discomfort still remained but nothing she couldn't handle. 
 
   Katie raised her head and saw the two women were stood on the first step, waiting for the man to bring his prize down to them. Joyce wondered if the cord was long enough to hang Katie, while Pamela wanted to knot the end and use the cord to whip Katie's front. It was as if the thoughts from her future tormentors were no longer confined to their skulls. 
 
   This had to be the work of the ghosts, they'd come back to help Katie out of this mess. She dug her fingers into the carpet, not too shocked to find the tough weave ripping. Why bother with a knife or a gun when her digits were capable of doing the job just as well?
 
   The beast who kidnapped this present torturer's predecessor enjoyed using his fingers and thumbs to finish off the men, women and children he'd spent his days mutilating. He simply pressed down against their eyes and didn't stop pressing until they'd stopped moving.
 
   Katie slowly got to her feet, watching the man slide his fingers over the surface of the cord. He was the only one who could have seen Katie move and yet, his eyes, like his mind were elsewhere. That suited her purpose just fine. Her incorporeal friends had showed her what to do,all Katie needed now was to follow the instructions. That part was easy. Katie had been following instructions all her life.
 
   She reached out, her fingers reaching around the top of Joyce's collar. Before the woman had realised that her prospective victim hadn't given up on life after all, she found herself tumbling off the step and flying backwards. Her back smashed into the table. Katie back-handed the woman then swept her legs out from under her.
 
   Katie fell on the woman, pinning her arms down with her knees. Her sister had seen what Katie had done and yet, her sister had not moved an inch to help Joyce. Katie found that a little surprising but didn't dwell on this. Her new friends had told her not to.
 
   “Please, we're only joking. We weren't really going to hurt you.”
 
   Her new friends also said that this pathetic bitch wasn't the only one in this reception tonight who'd begged for their lives. They also told her to fucking hurry up. Katie nodded and leaned forward, following instructions.
 
   She held the woman's head tight. Unlike with Jack, Katie had no problem holding her head still. The ghosts must have somehow juiced up her body. Katie giggled, that was rather funny. She placed her thumbs on Joyce's eyelids and pressed down, watching in fascination as the woman's eyelids appeared to absorb the pressure. Joyce screamed, she shrieked, the sound was like nothing Katie had ever experienced, she found it unnerving yet at the same time it excited her. The woman's body bucked and danced, but Katie's thumbs stayed where they were. She pushed down a little harder, this time the thin skin tore, the sudden movement sent her digits plunging past the woman's eyeballs and into the warm organ below.
 
   Joyce's body shuddered once before finally laying still. Katie kept her thumbs inside the woman's skull cavity for a moment, it was rather pleasant. It reminded her of the time as a child when she had dropped her spoon on the floor and instead of picking it up, Katie used her fingers to eat her dinner. She relished the memory, it felt good to remember something pleasant from her mainly miserable life for once.
 
   Katie reluctantly removed her fingers, knowing that her instructions weren't yet complete.  She stood up and made her way over to her sister, while wiggling her thumbs. 
 
   “Leave me the fuck alone, you mad cow!” spat Pamela.
 
   Katie hadn't stopped smiling, in fact it widened when she saw her sister's own smile had totally disappeared. That made her feel very happy, Pamela wasn't supposed to look happy, it didn't suit her face. The girl jumped to the side, a move Katie already knew she'd do. In anticipation, Katie had already clenched her fist and got ready to strike. As soon as Pamela jump, the girl ran straight into Katie's outstretched arm. Pamela folded up like a broken clothes horse and fell forward.
 
   “That was easy,” Katie muttered. She grabbed the back of Pamela's hair and slammed her head into the corner of the wooden banister. “That was for Maddie,” She pulled her onto her back knelt  above Pamela's head before placing her thumbs beside her eyes. Unlike Joyce, her eyes were open. Katie suspected the girl was already close to slipping off this mortal coil. Not that it mattered, she still pushed her thumbs into the girl's eyes. She rather liked it.
 
   Katie closed her eyes, trying to recapture that last moment, yet this time, there was nothing, even when the girl's eyeballs slipped out of their sockets and rested against Katie's wrist. All Katie felt was disappointment mixed with a sense of loss. That wasn't right, why did she no longer feel happy? Katie had followed the instructions, she had...
 
   The man stuck her from behind. She felt the knife, her knife enter her back, missing Katie's heart by a hair. She felt no pain, but the gift from the others, her new found strength was fading fast. She got to her feet and spun around, thankful that this creepy fucker hadn't pulled out the knife.  
 
   Why had she not sensed his movements? Had her new friends already given up on her? That didn't seem fair at all. It had to be true though. Even now, Katie felt the first fingers of pain creeping through her body. It looked like she was going to die here after all. She looked hard at the little man standing in front of her, if that was the case then she wasn't going by herself.
 
   Katie wrapped her fingers around the man's throat and squeezed out the miserable man's life. She let him fall to the floor and staggered away, not wanting her own body to fall with the one's she'd killed. Katie managed to get into the dining room before her strength finally gave out. She fell against the wall and took one final breath before closing her eyes.
 
   7
 
   Michael had searched this section of the hotel from top to bottom, and yet he had found no evidence of his prey. The fat man and the wild-haired banshee ran into here, so where the fuck were they? The bastards couldn't have vanished into thin air.
 
   There had to be another route out of here, it was the only logical explanation. He stopped beside a metal-framed bed, not sure of what to do next. He's even considered the idea of a door hidden behind that wall bookcase in the other room. He put paid to that idea after demolishing it. All he'd discovered were a couple of abandoned mice nests.
 
   “Where the fuck have you got to?” he snarled.
 
   Time for his wife was running out fast. The ghost had assured Michael that as long as they still believed he was on the way, Jodie's life wasn't in too much danger. He moaned quietly, that pair of deranged psychopaths certainly knew he was here now!
 
   “Oh fuck, this is so messed up.” He looked at the gun in his hand, just what was the point of bringing this along? He dropped the weapon on the bed and wandered back into the other room, deciding to give that wall next to the window another examination, perhaps he had missed something that last time.
 
   He stopped dead, gaping at the green wooden panelled door, standing ajar. Michael crept a little closer, discovering a flight of worn stone steps, leading down. Impenetrable darkness obscured the bottom. Looking into that abyss sent a freezing chill down the back of his spine. He knew that's where they had gone. He also knew the fuckers would be waiting for him to join his wife who would be no doubt already chained to one of those fucking walls. Michael ran back into the bedroom to collect his gun, when he returned, the door had gone.
 
   “Come on,” he cried. “How the fuck is that fair?” Michael looked at his gun, then at the wall. “Oh, it's like that is it, you set of mean cunts.” He dropped the gun on the carpet, watching, with irritation as the door reformed. “Fuck you all,” he snarled, making his way over to the door.
 
   Michael began his decent, being careful not to slip. So much for a clean kill. He had no knife, no gun, nothing. How did the ghost expect him to despatch his enemies. Perhaps the fuckers thought he'd be able to push his thumbs into their eye sockets? He shook his head, that was just too ridiculous for words.
 
   He finally reached the bottom. The light, although weak, did give him the blurred outlines of two doors. Michael mentally flipped a coin and chose the one on the left. He placed his ear against the damp wood, listening for any sounds that might give away their location. Apart from the sound of his heart thudding against his ribs, he heard nothing. He ran his hands down the surface until his fingers found the handle. The metal was wet. He brought his fingers up to his nose and sniffed them. That was blood on there. He nodded to himself before slowly pushing open the door.
 
   Yellow candle light spilled into the bottom of the stairs. His first sight was his beautiful wife. A gasp escaped his mouth when he saw those depraved bastards had stripped her naked before shackling the woman to that black wall. Michael resisted the urge to rush in there and pull those thick clamps off her wrists and peel away the silver duct tape covering the woman's mouth. There would be no more hidden doors in there, this was the final room. Somewhere in there, those two crazed fucks were waiting for him.
 
   He stood back and booted the door catching the wood as it slammed back. Michael looked to his left, seeing no obvious sign of activity, he ran in and slammed his back against the wall, allowing his eyes to adjust to the light. There was a stone slab-like altar in the middle of the room, and another set of clamps on the wall opposite. He saw a pile of what appeared to be human remains in the opposite corner on the room. The foul stench coming from there almost overpowered the sickness emanating from these walls. He did not want to even guess how many poor bastards had met their end in here over the centuries.
 
   He felt like his head was about to detonate. The sound of Jodie's muffled screams buzzed around his mind, obscuring every other thought. He couldn't do anything about her until the others were dead. One mistake, meant he'd end up clamped to the opposite wall. 
 
   Michael tensed himself and edged along the wall, his movements revealing more and more of the other side of that slab. They could be armed with anything. Even so, as long as he saw their intent, at least he'd be able to prepare himself to some extent. He stopped dead, when he found they weren't hiding there after all. Could they be on the other side of the other door? He wasn't going to wait around to find out. Michael ran over to his wife and reached up to grab the edge of the tape.
 
   She violently shook her head, pulling away from him. Her eyes bulged, staring past his hand. Michael slowly turned around and saw that pile of human remains start to move. A severed arm shifted and slithered down the pile, rest in a puddle a stinking, red and grey slop. He took one step back, not entirely sure what he was seeing here.
 
   Two naked figures rose up through the vile mess, both smothered in human excrement and mushed up entrails. Two pairs of eyes found him. The two figures snarled before rushing from their concealment and jumping at him. 
 
   Their combined weight brought him crashing onto the stone floor. He narrowly escaped concussion by lifting his head a split second before making contact. The man growled and smashed his shit covered fist into the side of his head as the woman tried to bite off his fingers. Michael wrenched his hand away from her snapping teeth and head-butted the man before elbowing the crazed woman in the nose. 
 
   Hot blood gushed across his face and spurted into his eyes, making vision impossible. He cried out in agony when her teeth did find his fingers. She snapped her jaw shut, sliding her teeth down the bone until they found the joint. She growled before pulling her head back, taking his two knuckles of his forefinger with her.
 
   Michael's agony intensified as the man's groping hand moved up his thigh, those slime coated fingers wrapping around and squeezing Michael's genitals. He sat up pulled his hand back and punched the laughing man in the throat. The woman seemed to have forgotten about him. She had scuttled over to Jodie, still chewing on Michael's digit. He screamed out then dived forward, wrapping his arms around the man's head. 
 
   The woman turned around and jumped for Michael but he anticipated that. He shifted his body to the left. Before the woman could grab him again, Michael put both hands around the man's throat. He picked it up and swung the man as hard as he could against the stone slab.
 
   A sharp crack resonated around the dark room, soon followed by a howl of anguish coming from the woman. She looked away from the dead man, her crazed eyes finding his face. The woman launched herself at him. This time, she made contact, knocking hard against the side of the slab. He tried to get a grip on her body, to get this vile bitch off him but the shit and blood covering her naked body made it impossible. He lunged forward, his open mouth clamping over one of her nipples. Michael ignored the disgusting taste of the stuff now flowing onto his tongue and bit down, suppressing a hysterical laugh as her flesh tore away.
 
   The woman pulled herself away, clamped a hand over her wounded breast before running out of the room, screaming. He got onto his knees, his stomach heaved before the contents rushed out of his mouth.
 
   He managed to stand up without his legs giving out then made his way over to his wife. Tears of relief flowed down his face. He couldn't believe he'd made it to this point. Michael gently pulled the tape from her face before releasing her from the clamps.
 
   The sobbing woman collapsed into his arms. Michael wrapped his coat around her shivering body and slowly led her towards the open door. “I want you to keep close to me, honey. This isn't finished yet.”
 
   “What about you,” she whispered. “What about your finger?”
 
   “I'll live,” he replied. Michael took her to the bottom of the stairs. He could hear the other woman's sobs from here. She wasn't that far behind. “Come on, this is nearly over.” Michael helped her up to the top of the stairs, thanking whoever was looking out for him at the blessed sight of his gun, still lying on the carpet. The witch was obviously too far gone to have picked it up and use it against them.
 
   It didn't shock him in the least to find the door stayed visible when he retrieved his gun. Michael helped her through the room and into the next corridor. “Honey, you might want to keep your eyes closed. It isn't a pretty sight from here on.”
 
   She looked up into his face. He knew what she was silently searching for and lowered his gaze. “I'm so sorry, Jodie. Fern didn't make it.”
 
   “Is this nightmare ever going to end, Michael?”
 
   He gripped the gun hard. “Yes, when she is dead.” Michael took her over to a chair. “I want you to wait here,” he said. That woman was at the bottom of the stairs now, it sounded like she was stuck on something. 
 
   “Please don't leave me again!”
 
   “You're safe now, I promise. There's only one more left.” 
 
   Their fingers parted and he ran towards the top of the steps, desperate to get this over with. The woman was right there, by the edge of the reception table, in the midst of a lake of blood and bodies. He ran down the steps, watching her look in his direction, her face displaying a bestial snarl. The woman kicked back before stumbling forward and disappearing into the dining room.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled. Michael got to the bottom of the steps, and made his way through the mess, not wanting to lose the woman.
 
   “Michael? Oh God, it is you.”
 
   He looked down to find his friend staring back up at him. His dead wife was in his arms.
 
   “I held onto her leg for as long as I could, my friend.” He looked away, his hand stroking Fern's hair. “He told me what to expect before pulling me through. They told me but I didn't believe him. How could I believe them, despite the horror I saw in there?” The man sobbed. “Listen to me, Michael. Please, you have to finish this, you have to get them all, do you hear me? Get them all!”
 
   He nodded once before rushing into the dining room. He needed to keep his focus on the task ahead, not contemplating over future consequences. Michael stopped at the entrance to the kitchen, seeing a door at the other end opening. He raised his gun and readied himself, knowing that all this would be over soon. Michael heard footsteps behind him but dare not turn around. It wasn't her, it couldn't be. The woman was in front of him.
 
   Michael saw a flash of pink, followed by more movement. He rested his finger on the trigger, watching the woman come closer, only she wasn't alone. He stared in horror at the sight of a little boy struggling in her tight grip.
 
   “Go ahead, pretty man,” she gurgled. “Shoot me dead and the boy dies too.” The woman giggled. “That's fucked you up. Now what are you going to do, pretty man? She walked closer before stopped beside a banks of microwaves. “What you're going to do is move out of my fucking way!” screamed the woman.
 
   He saw the blade digging into the side of his neck. He didn't doubt her resolve to murder the kid, yet he couldn't let her go, he just couldn't. Michael sighed and started to lower his gun. The woman laughed. As soon as that blade was safely away from the boy's throat, he dropped to the floor and fired once. The round smacked into the woman's ankle. She dropped, shrieking. Michael ran forward, pulled the boy away. He turned around to see his friend limping into the kitchen.
 
   “Turn him around Trevor!” he ordered, I don't want him to see this.” Michael pushed the muzzle of his gun against the side of her head. “Die, you bitch,” he said before he squeezed the trigger.
 
   His friend hadn't turned the boy around. He held him at arm's length, while trying not to sob.
 
   “What are you doing, man. It's over. It's finished.”
 
   Trevor shook his head. “No it isn't,” he replied. “They're in him, hiding away, waiting for us to leave. It's what the ghost tried to tell you, it's why I'm here.” The man produced a knife from his belt. “Forgive me.”
 
   “No!” cried Michael. He ran toward them but he couldn't stop Trevor sliding the blade across the boy's tender throat.
 
   Both men dropped to the floor, their hands clamped against their ears as the boy's mouth dropped open and a thousand angry and distraught screams erupted from him. Michael blinked as bright blue sky appeared overhead., spears of sunlight illuminated the floor as the hotel walls crumbled around them. The screams softened and finally vanished along with every trace of the hotel. He slowly got to his feet, finding himself in a blood-soaked field along with over a dozen corpses and two other living human beings. He picked Trevor off the floor and helped him over to his beautiful Jodie.
 
   “Is it finally over?” she asked.
 
   He watched a couple of crows landing on the head of the girl who's once served him in that cafe. “It is now.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Katie snapped open her eyes and found herself in a field. She had no idea how she had got here. The girl sat up and saw the tiny shapes of three figures on the horizon. This was most strange. Katie turned her head and found she wasn't alone. Two little boys were sitting beside her, they were playing with what looked like eyeballs.
 
   “Hello Katie,” said the left boy, dropping the eyeballs onto the grass. “So glad you're back with us.”
 
   The other boy sniggered.
 
   “Okay, okay,” snapped the left boy. “Katie, you're not really with us. Thing is, you're still dead.”
 
   “Am I? That's weird. I mean, I don't feel dead.”
 
   “Not every part of you is in that state, Katie. The baby inside you is alive and well.”
 
   Katie smiled. “That's nice,” she replied. “I like babies.”
 
   The boy on the right took a deep breath. He stood up, lifted his foot and stamped on the eyeballs. “This is all your fault, you know. If you'd have listened to me in the first place, none of this one have happened.”
 
   The boy on the left shrugged. “Stop fretting. Look, if it hadn't been for me ensuring we had a back-up, you wouldn't be here to say that to me.” He too got to his feet. “Come on, you. Let's get you to the farmhouse,” he said, taking hold of Katie's hand. There's a lot of work ahead of us.”
 
    
 
   The End
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